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Welcome!
These darkly intense operas are strikingly different, yet at
the same time, reflect some similar themes. Bluebeard’s
Castle retells Charles Perrault’s tale of Duke Bluebeard and
his new wife, Judith, who forces him to reveal his darkest
secret. In Erwartung, The Woman finds herself abandoned
and alone, and we are privy to her anxieties, desires, and
imaginings.
Musically, these early 20th-century operas both
broke ground and opened the door for future operatic
experimentation. Schoenberg’s atonal score in Erwartung

is as disorienting as the main character’s mental state,
and Bartok’s Hungarian folk influence and use of musical
imagery transport us straight into Bluebeard’s Castle.
This production, directed by innovative Canadian director
Robert Lepage, explores both stories through sound, light,
and imagery in a symbolic way. This ground-breaking
production connects to a number of curriculum topics,
including Drama (directing), English (Eastern European
folk tales), Music (20th century composers, 20th century
music), and Social Studies (psychology).

PLAN
YOUR
NEXT VISIT
IN 2015/2016!

STUDENT DRESS REHEARSALS 2015/2016
$15 INDIVIDUAL STUDENT RUSH TICKETS*

La Traviata Verdi

The Marriage of Figaro Mozart

Pyramus and Thisbe Monk Feldman/Monteverdi

Carmen Bizet

Siegfried Wagner

Maometto II Rossini

Monday, October 5, 2015 at 7:30 p.m.

Sunday, October 18, 2015 at 7:30 p.m.

Wednesday, January 20, 2016 at 5:30 p.m.**

Monday, February 1, 2016 at 7:30 p.m.

Saturday, April 9, 2016 at 7:30 p.m.

Monday, April 25, 2016 at 7:30 p.m.

*In-person, day-of sales only. Age and purchasing restrictions apply.
All dress rehearsals are approximately three hours with one or two
intermissions. Visit coc.ca/Explore for details.
**Please note the earlier start time to accommodate the length of the
opera, approx. five hours including two intermissions.
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Opera 101
WHAT IS OPERA?
The term “opera” comes from the Italian word for
“work” or “piece,” and is usually applied to the
European tradition of grand opera. Opera is a form
of storytelling which incorporates music, drama
and design.
Though its origins date back to ancient Greece,
the form of opera we are familiar with today
started in the late 16th century in Florence,
Italy. Count Giovanni de’ Bardi was a patron and
host to a group of intellectuals, poets, artists,
scientists and humanists including Giulio Caccini
(composer) and Vincenzo Galilei (father to the
astronomer and scientist, Galileo Galilei, who
was most famous for his improvements to the
telescope). These individuals explored trends
in the arts, focusing on music and drama in
particular. They were unified in their belief that
the arts had become over-embellished and that
returning to the transparency of the music of the
ancient Greeks, which incorporated both speech
and song, and a chorus to further the plot and
provide commentary on the action, would present
a more pure, natural and powerful way to tell
stories and express emotions.

What are the differences between operas, musicals and
plays?
Traditionally operas are through-sung, meaning they are
sung from beginning to end with no dialogue in between.
Singers must have powerful voices in order to be heard over
the orchestra (the ensemble of instrumental musicians that
accompanies the dramatic action on stage during an opera).
Remember: opera singers don’t use microphones!
Musicals are a combination of dialogue and sung pieces and
often include choreographed numbers. The singers often
use microphones and are accompanied by a pit band which
includes more modern instruments like a drum kit, guitar and
electronic instruments.
Plays are primarily spoken works of theatre with minimal
singing or music.
There are always exceptions to the rule: though Les
Misérables is through-sung it is still classified as a piece of
musical theatre because of its style of music. By the same
token, some operas, like Mozart’s The Magic Flute, have
spoken dialogue in addition to singing.

The first opera, Dafne, about a nymph who fled
from Apollo and was subsequently transformed
by the gods into a laurel tree, was composed by
Jacopo Peri in 1597. From then on, the early operas
recreated Greek tragedies with mythological
themes. During the 17th and 18th centuries,
topics expanded to include stories about royalty,
and everyday or common people. Some operas
were of a serious nature (called opera seria) and
some light-hearted (called opera buffa). Since
then operas have been written on a wide variety
of topics such as cultural clashes (Madama
Butterfly), comedic farce (The Barber of Seville),
politicians on foreign visits (Nixon in China), the
celebration of Canadian heroes (Louis Riel), and
children’s stories (The Little Prince), to name a
few.

What does opera
feel like?
Take five minutes out of the school
day and instead of using regular voices
to converse, ask the class to commit to
singing everything. Make an agreement
with the students that it’s not about judging
people’s voices but about freeing our natural
sounds. Make up the melodies on the spot
and don’t worry about singing “correctly.”
Did the musical lines help express or
emphasize certain emotions?
If so, how?

The COC presents works in the western European
tradition but musical equivalents to European
opera can be found in Japan, at the Peking Opera
in China, and in Africa where it is called Epic
Storytelling.
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Attending the Opera:

Make the most of your experience
WELCOME TO THE FOUR SEASONS CENTRE FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS
Photo: Sam Javanrouh

So you’re headed to the opera, and there are a few
questions on your mind. Here are some tips on how to get
the most out of your opera experience.
First, there’s the question of what to wear. People wear
all sorts of things to the opera—jeans, dress pants,
cocktail dresses, suits, etc. The important thing is to be
comfortable. Wear something that makes you feel good,
whether it be jeans or your nicest tie. But skip that
spritz of perfume or cologne before you go out; the
Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts is scent-free.
Many fellow patrons and performers are allergic to strong
scents.
Once you’re dressed, it’s important to arrive on time for
the show. Late patrons cannot be admitted to the theatre,
and you may have to watch the first act on a television
screen in the lobby rather than from your seat. If you
don’t have your ticket yet, arrive as early as possible—the
line-up for the box office can often be quite long prior to
a performance! The main doors open one hour before the
performance. Line up there and have your ticket ready
to present to the usher. If you have any questions about

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015

tonight’s performance, drop by the Welcome Desk (just
inside the main doors) to ask a member of the COC staff,
who are full of useful information not only about tonight’s
opera, but also about COC programs in general. A preperformance chat takes place in the Richard Bradshaw
Amphitheatre (Ring 3) about 45 minutes before the show.
These chats, given by members of our COC Volunteer
Speakers Bureau, offer valuable insight into the opera and
the specific production that you’ll be seeing.
Before the opera starts, take the opportunity to explore
the lobby, known as the Isadore and Rosalie Sharp City
Room. Stop by concessions and pre-order a beverage for
intermission or purchase a snack. Walk up the stairs,
passing a sculpture as you go, and note the floating glass
staircase—the longest free-span glass staircase in the
world! On the third floor, you’ll see the Richard Bradshaw
Amphitheatre, home to our Free Concert Series. You’ll
also see a mobile by artist Alexander Calder, adding some
colour and whimsy to the space.
Chimes will ring throughout the lobby ten minutes
before the performance, reminding everyone to find their
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seats. Head towards the door noted on your ticket, get a
program from the usher, and find your designated seat in
R. Fraser Elliott Hall. It’s best to use this time to open any
candies you might have and turn off your cell phone—the
hall is built to carry sound, so small sounds travel further
than you may think! Photography is not permitted once
the show starts. The design and direction of the show
is under intellectual property and only the official COC
photographer and/or members of the media can take
pictures and even then, only under special circumstances
that require prior arrangements.
As the lights go down and the audience quiets, listen
carefully. Remember all of that traffic you heard in the
lobby? And now… not a peep! The auditorium is physically
separated from the outside and the ground below, making
for the best acoustic experience possible.
Now it’s time to sit back and enjoy the opera!
SURTITLESTM will be projected on a horizontal screen
above the stage. SURTITLESTM originate from the idea of

“subtitles”, which are most commonly used in foreign films
to make them more accessible outside of their country
of origin. The COC was the first opera company to adapt
this concept for the operatic stage. Slides containing the
English translation of the libretto (text for the opera) are
projected in a more visible place for the audience: above
the stage. SURTITLESTM were first used by the COC at the
premiere of the opera Elektra in 1983. Only the name could
be trademarked, as the technology for the projections was
already in existence. Opera companies from around the
world have adopted this audience initiative under different
names, and it has revolutionized opera stages everywhere.
Feel free to show your appreciation to the performers
by laughing at humorous bits or applauding after a
well-performed aria. If a performer has pulled off some
particularly impressive vocal fireworks, it’s absolutely
acceptable to yell out your appreciation in addition to
applause. You may hear your fellow audience members
shouting “bravo!” for a man, “brava!” for a woman, or
“bravi!” for a group of performers. Feel free to join in!

Bluebeard’s
Castle/Erwartung
lasts approximately
two hours, including one
intermission.
The operas are sung
in Hungarian and
German with English
SURTITLESTM.

R. Fraser Elliott Hall.
Photo: Tim Griffith
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Characters and Synopses
BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE

MAIN CHARACTERS (in order of vocal appearance)
Name
Description
Duke Bluebeard		
Judith
Bluebeard’s bride
Bluebeard’s wives		

Voice Type
Bass or bass-baritone
Soprano or mezzo-soprano
Three silent roles

Pronunciation
YOU-dit

SYNOPSIS
In the Hall of Bluebeard’s Castle
Bluebeard enters with his bride, Judith, who tells him of
her love for him. As she explores his castle, she asks why it
is in darkness. He tells her that it is closed to the sunlight
and is always dark. Judith finds seven locked doors, and
asks that they be opened; her husband warns her that it
could be dangerous for her to know what is behind them.
She persuades him to give her the key to the first door
and, when she opens it, is horrified to discover Bluebeard’s
torture chamber. He asks if she is afraid, but she denies
this. She requests the key to the second door and opens it
to reveal Bluebeard’s armoury.
Judith persists on her demands to see behind the
remaining doors, and Bluebeard finally agrees to give her
three more keys, but warns her not to ask any questions
about what she finds. As she opens each door, she

discovers Bluebeard’s treasury, his secret garden, and his
vast realm. She now insists that her husband give her the
last two keys. He reluctantly hands her the key to the sixth
door, which reveals a lake of tears, but refuses to give up
the final key. Judith demands to know about the women
he has loved before her and, when he will not answer,
becomes convinced that they are behind the last door.
Finally Bluebeard gives up the key to the seventh door,
and as Judith opens it, three women silently enter the hall.
Judith is overwhelmed by their beauty, and Bluebeard
tells her that these are the brides of his morning, noon and
evening. As they return to the seventh room, Bluebeard
crowns Judith as the bride of his night, the most beautiful
of all his wives, and she joins them in silence. As the door
closes, Bluebeard is obscured in the darkness of his castle.

Sara Fulgoni as Judith and Peter Fried as Bluebeard
in Bluebeard’s Castle (COC, 2001). Photo: Michael Cooper
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ERWARTUNG

MAIN CHARACTERS (in order of vocal appearance)
Name		
The Woman		
(The following characters feature in our production)
Mistress		
Lover		
Psychiatrist		

Voice Type
Soprano or mezzo-soprano
Silent role
Silent role
Silent role

SYNOPSIS
The Woman is in a state of expectation and
apprehension. It soon becomes apparent that, as
she distractedly speaks to herself, she is waiting for
a man. She discovers something in the darkness,
which she at first perceives to be a body, but then
realizes it is a tree-trunk. Frightened, she grows
more anxious, as the man she is looking for is not
to be found. Suddenly, she finds a dead body, and
realizes, to her horror, that it is the man she has been
waiting for. Is she hallucinating? She calls for help,
but there is no response to her cries. Hoping that
the man is still alive, she attempts to revive him. She
speaks to him as if he can comprehend, and angrily
accuses him of infidelity to her. She then asks herself
what she is to do with her life, now that her lover is
dead.

Nina Warren as The Woman in Erwartung
(COC, 2001). Photo: Michael Cooper
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Genesis of the Operas
BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE
THE COMPOSER
Béla Bartók was born in the small town of Nagyszentmiklós,
Hungary (now Romania) on March 25, 1881. He displayed
musical talent very early in life and began formal piano
studies with his mother at age five.
After his father’s sudden death in 1888, the family moved
to Bratislava where Bartók pursued his musical studies
and began to write sonatas and quartets. In 1898 he was
enrolled at the Budapest Academy of Music.
Bartók’s early compositions reveal the influence of
Johannes Brahms, Richard Wagner and Richard Strauss;
however, he soon became interested in his native folk
music. He began what became a long and productive
collaboration with fellow composer Zoltán Kodály, in 1906,
when they embarked on a trip to collect and catalogue
traditional folk songs. Together they were responsible for
sparking serious interest in Hungarian folk music.
After Bartók wrote his only opera Bluebeard’s Castle
in 1911, he moved on to writing ballets, including The
Wooden Prince (1914–1917) and The Miraculous Mandarin
(1918–1923). Most of his later works were written for string
quartet, orchestra and piano. After 1926 he began an
international career as a concert pianist.
Béla Bartók in 1921. Photographer unknown

He taught at the Budapest Academy from 1907 to 1934, and
in 1940 he moved to the United States to protest the rise
of fascism in his homeland. He died in New York City on
September 26, 1945.

THE KODÁLY METHOD
Bartók’s friend and colleague Zoltán Kodály is best known for laying the foundation
for a new approach to music education in the mid-20th century. His initial concepts
and principles were further developed by his friends, colleagues, and students, into a
full-blown instructional pedagogy, called the Kodály Method. The pedagogy focuses
on sequential learning and introducing musical concepts in accordance with the
development of the child. One of the prominent features of the instructional method is
the use of Curwen’s solfège hand signs as a visual aid when performing singing exercises.
The hand signs show relationships between pitches and help to improve sight-singing
skills. The Kodály Method is still utilized by numerous music educators today.

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015
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HOW THE OPERA CAME TO BE
The story of Bluebeard’s Castle is based upon two sources. The first is the
grisly true story of French knight and lord Gilles de Laval, Baron de Retz
(1404–1440), known as Gilles de Rais. He was a member of Charles VII’s
court, and fought at the Siege of Orléans alongside Joan of Arc. His fame
and influence kept people from noticing the children disappearing from his
lands. Varying accounts exist, but it is said that he killed anywhere from 40
to 300 young people. Once he was caught and convicted, he was executed for
his crimes. It’s said that his red beard turned blue once he was burned at the
stake.
Charles Perrault, a well known author of fairy tales, took this story and
merged it with other tales of wife-murderers that had been told around
Brittany since the Middle Ages. He published Bluebeard’s Castle in a book of
fairy tales at the end of the 17th century. Perrault changed Bluebeard’s victims
to his wives, and Bluebeard locked their bodies in a room in his dungeon.
Perrault’s story focuses on his latest wife, to whom Bluebeard gives his keys
and forbids exploring the locked room. But curiosity takes over, and she
narrowly escapes her own death when Bluebeard finds her in the forbidden
room.
Bartók’s opera borrows from Perrault’s story as well as a 1901 play by Maurice
Maeterlinck, Ariadne et Barbe-bleue. This also become an opera in 1907,
composed by Paul Dukas. Librettist Béla Balázs also referenced ballads from
Transylvania for the meter of the language throughout the libretto.
Bartók wrote Bluebeard’s Castle, his only opera, in 1911. In it he contrasts the
diverse flavours of his beloved Hungarian folk music, based on the pentatonic
scale, with more chromatic and romantic music. Bluebeard’s Castle was not
performed until 1918 at the Budapest Opera and was not performed again in
Hungary for nearly 20 years due to the exiled librettist, Béla Balázs, becoming
a target of censorship by the reactionary Hungarian regime. Bartók would
not agree to any performances of the opera if Balázs was denied credit for his
libretto. This response to his first operatic work has often been cited as the
reason he never wrote another.

A
pentatonic
scale is a musical scale
with five notes per octave
in contrast to a heptatonic or
seven note scale that we are more
familiar with. Pentatonic scales
are very common all over the
world, especially in folk music.
(See “Major Pentatonic Scale”
here for examples.)
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The
chromatic
scale is a musical
scale with 12 pitches,
each a semitone above
or below one another.
Here is an example.
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Top: Gilles de Laval, also known as Gilles de Rais,
by Maréchal de France 1835
Bottom: Barbebleue by Gustave Doré
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ERWARTUNG
THE COMPOSER
Arnold Schoenberg was born into a Jewish family in Vienna
in 1874. As a child he played the violin and cello and studied
composition with Alexander von Zemlinsky (composer of A
Florentine Tragedy), and later became his brother-in-law when
he married Zemlinsky’s sister Mathilde in 1901. With his first
significant composition, Verklärte Nacht (Transfigured Night),
a string sextet written in 1899, he began a series of works that
pushed the boundaries of traditional tonality.
By 1909, with a total disregard for the contemporary music
establishment, he pioneered 12-tone music and established an
international reputation for his musical innovations. Erwartung,
his first opera written in 1909, was the first “atonal” opera and is
considered an operatic landmark.
Opera producers and conductors found the music and story so
disturbing that it was not performed until 1924, when Zemlinsky
conducted it in Prague.
Schoenberg served in World War I and then returned to Vienna
where he organized and performed in a series of “new music”
concerts which barred critics from attendance. In 1925 he moved
to Berlin and taught composition at the Prussian Academy of
Arts. In 1933 with rise of the Nazi party and anti-Semitism, he
was dismissed from the academy and left for the United States,
settling in California. He taught at UCLA and died in Los Angeles
in 1951. Among his many students were Alban Berg (Wozzeck and
Lulu) and minimalist composer John Cage.

HOW THE OPERA CAME TO BE
Erwartung was inspired by the Expressionist Movement
of the early 20th century. As an expressionist, Schoenberg
rejected the basic musical traditions of repetition,
sequence, cadence, and harmonic structure and devised
a new set of rules better suited to his storytelling. By
removing the traditional musical orientation points,
Schoenberg creates an atmosphere in Erwartung in which
The Woman and the audience lose all sense of perspective;
not knowing where reality and fantasy begin and end.
Schoenberg was fascinated by the relationship between
art and the unconscious. Written at a time when Sigmund

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015

Arnold Schoenberg in 1948. Photo: Florence Homolka

“Atonal”
refers to music
that operates
outside the usual
rules of harmonic
structure.

Freud and psychoanalysis were coming into prominence,
it is often speculated that his concepts influenced both the
composer and the librettist. In fact, the librettist, Marie
Pappenheim, was a medical student who based the text
of Erwartung on the language of patients undergoing
psychoanalysis.
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DRAWING SIMILARITIES
While these two operas are different on the surface, there
are certain similarities between the two operas which
make them natural companions in this double bill.

PSYCHOANALYSIS
Psychoanalysis is a set of psychological and
psychotherapeutic theories and associated
techniques, originally popularized by Austrian
physician Sigmund Freud and stemming partly
from the clinical work of Josef Breuer and others.
The basic tenets of psychoanalysis are that a
person’s development is determined by early
childhood events; our attitudes and thoughts are
largely influenced by irrational unconscious drives;
attempting to bring these drives into awareness
results in defense mechanisms, many mental and
emotional disturbances are a result of conflict
between the conscious and unconscious mind; the
way to alleviate these effects is to go through therapy
to bring that unconscious material into the conscious
mind.

Both operas are “couple dramas.” While The Woman’s
lover in Erwartung is likely dead, each opera still focuses
on the drama created within a relationship—from Judith
discovering her new husband’s dark secrets, to the distress
created by the disappearance of The Woman’s lover. But
both also feature a more solitary woman—Judith has
left her family behind in order to marry Bluebeard, and
The Woman now finds herself completely alone without
knowing what to do next. Both women are completely out
of their element and separated from the people familiar to
them. There is little context provided to know more about
either of their pasts.
Musically, these are two of the richest scores from the early
20th century. They each use the orchestra not so much
to accompany the performers as to be its own voice—or
occasionally speaking for the composer or serving as
“décor.” For a more in-depth exploration of the music of
these two operas, see the Listening Guide on page 13.

Mark Johnson as the Psychiatrist and Nina Warren as The Woman
in Erwartung (COC, 2001). Photo: Michael Cooper
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Listening Guide
INTRODUCTION – BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE
Hungarian composer Béla Bartók’s (1881–1945) early
works such as Bluebeard’s Castle (1911) were strongly
influenced by his musical contemporaries such as
Germany’s Richard Strauss and France’s Claude Debussy
and Maurice Ravel. Bartók was particularly struck by the
French pair’s practice of letting the text determine the
musical setting which for him recalled the old, forgotten
Hungarian folk melodies he had unearthed with his friend,
compatriot and fellow composer Zoltán Kodály. Bartók’s
synthesis of these discoveries with the lessons he learned
from Western European models led him to develop his
own harmonic system and ultimately a new, uniquely
Hungarian art music style.

1

Like Bartók, librettist Béla Balázs aimed to create a
specifically Hungarian style of drama: “I wanted to depict
a modern soul in the primary colours of folk-song.” To this
end, he looked to the folk balladry of Transylvania, writing
the entire libretto in eight syllable lines. Any potential
monotony was alleviated by Bartók’s skill in allowing the
text to determine the flow of his music, resulting in his
so-called parlando rubato style (a sort of “flexible speechrhythm”).
The tracks listed below are excerpted from Duke
Bluebeard’s Castle, Decca 466 3772. London Symphony
Orchestra, István Kertész, conductor. Walter Berry, Christa
Ludwig. You can also experience the Listening Guide
online at coc.ca/LookAndListen.

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Opening: “Megérkeztünk” (“Here we are now”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Judith, newly married to Bluebeard, enters his castle. He is already worried its gloom and darkness might
frighten her and that she would be happier back in her father’s sunlit castle.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
From the very start, we are introduced to the opera’s principle “blood-motif” with the oboe and clarinet
entry at 0:43, a musical gesture that becomes increasingly insistent at 0:58. This theme is then presented
on a bigger scale as the strings join in at 1:13 and again, more emphatically at 2:45. The “blood-motif” is
based on a minor second, the smallest interval (distance between two tones) in Western harmony. When
the two notes comprising a minor second are played simultaneously as they are here, a dissonance is
sounded whose effect Bartók uses with increasing intensity as Judith discovers the full extent to which
blood has tainted Bluebeard’s possessions.
Bluebeard’s opening lines immediately demonstrate how traditional folk tunes influenced Bartók’s
vocal writing (see introduction). Listen at 1:25 to the completely natural way he uses the rhythm of
the Hungarian language to determine the rise and fall of the vocal line; its stressed and unstressed
syllables. Perhaps the best way to highlight these effects is by way of comparison with a traditional, bel
canto melody by, say, Bellini or Verdi. While they certainly concerned themselves with word-painting,
composers of the Italian-Romantic period focused more on the creation of beautiful, flowing vocal lines
which, especially in the aria form, took precedence. Although Bartók incorporates snatches of “melody”
into his score, they are fleeting, sometimes buried in the rich orchestration and are by no means his raison
d’être.

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015
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MUSICAL EXCERPT
Door 5: “Judit… Nyisd ki az ötödik ajtót!” (“Judith, open now the fifth door!”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
At her insistence, Bluebeard commands Judith to open the fifth door, allowing light to pour into the castle
as his kingdom is revealed.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
At the time of Bluebeard’s Castle’s composition Bartók was coming to the end of his decade-long
involvement with the music of Richard Strauss. His discovery of the German composer’s great tone
poem “Also sprach Zarathustra” (featured in the 1968 film, 2001: A Space Odyssey) at its 1902 Budapest
premiere introduced him to the marvels of descriptive orchestral writing. In order to achieve the visual
and dramatic effects necessary for a stage work such as Bluebeard, Bartók made brilliant use of the
possibilities of a large, “Straussian” orchestra.
The pinnacle of these effects occurs when Judith opens the castle’s fifth door. Overwhelmed by what
she sees, she emits an ecstatic high C (listen at 0:20) to introduce the climatic centre of the opera as the
orchestra generously supplies an aural vision of Bluebeard’s vast kingdom. This is achieved in a burst of
C-major tonality, solidly underpinned by the deep, grand tones of the organ. Bartók’s choice of C major is
especially telling: as the most fundamental, unadorned key in Western music containing neither sharps
nor flats, it sounds uncharacteristically revolutionary when presented in the context of expanded and
uncertain tonalities as it is here.

3

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Door 7: “Lásd a régi asszonyokat” (“Hearts that I have loved and cherished”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
As Bluebeard’s three former wives come through the seventh door, he praises them as the source of all his
riches.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
As the opera nears its end, Bluebeard addresses his former wives as if in a dream, virtually heedless of
Judith’s presence. Appropriately, his vocal line grows increasingly passionate (listen at 1:26) as Judith’s
shrinks in significance—listen to her truncated, clipped phrases on the words “Milyen szépek, milyen
dúsak” (“Dazzling beauty past believing”) at 2:25. This completes a cycle that helps structure the entire
opera with Judith placed at the forefront for the first third and Bluebeard’s vocal contributions becoming
magnified and more arioso-like (closer to a melodic setting of text) towards the end, thus mirroring the
gradual change in their relationship.
It is in these final passages that Debussy’s influence comes to the fore. In part, Bartók turned to the French
composer as one way to liberate himself from the traditional Hungarian penchant for German models.
Informed by the open musical forms of Debussy’s opera Pélléas et Mélisande (1902) with its free recitative
(singing line closely tied to speech rhythms and meaning of the text), Bartók’s opera could be said to
represent a Hungarian version of the French parlando-recitative style.
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Peter Fried as Bluebeard
and Sara Fulgoni as
Judith in Bluebeard’s
Castle (COC, 2001).
Photo: Michael Cooper

INTRODUCTION – ERWARTUNG
Largely self-taught, Viennese composer Arnold
Schoenberg (1874–1951) made a living in his 20s
orchestrating operettas, an unlikely start for someone
who would become one of the most influential and
controversial figures in 20th-century music. His innovative
experiments with harmony moved art music away from
the late-Romantic lushness of Richard Strauss and Gustav
Mahler towards an atonal sound world that threw over
the conventional rules of Western harmony. This break
from tradition ultimately led him to invent the “12-tone”
technique that dominated “serious” musical composition
for a good part of the last century. With his early opera
Erwartung (1909), Schoenberg extended the boundaries of
tonality so far as to become the first composer to overstep
them.

Following the string sextet Verklärte Nacht (“Transfigured
Night,” 1899), his final exercise in the late-Romantic
German style, Schoenberg initiated his break with tonality
with his first operas, Erwartung and Die glückliche Hand
(“The Hand of Fate,” 1910–1913). Erwartung’s complex
score is particularly challenging due to its “in-between”
status: Schoenberg wrote it after he had abandoned
tonality but before devising the 12-tone system (early
1920s). German philosopher and musicologist Theodor
Adorno famously analyzed the score, identifying its
tensions as lying between hallucination (the solo “Woman”
character’s false fear in the present) and faulty memory
(her false security in the past). The Woman’s extreme
uncertainty is conveyed by a fragmentary score that
almost never settles on the type of repeated theme or motif
that could potentially offer definitive answers.

Schoenberg very much saw himself as carrying on the
great Austro-German tradition of innovation in classical
music. In fact, he felt he had achieved in modern times
something similar to what Brahms, Mozart, and Wagner
had done in previous eras.

The tracks listed below are excerpted from Erwartung,
London 417 3482. Vienna Philharmonic, Christoph von
Dohnányi, conductor. Anja Silja. You can also experience
the Listening Guide online at coc.ca/LookAndListen.
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1

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Scene 4: “Oh, es ist heller Tag…” (“Oh, it is bright daylight…”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
The Woman imagines feeling the hands and kisses of her lover on her body.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
Early in his career, Schoenberg was taken under the wing of the German, late-Romantic composer
Richard Strauss who managed to obtain a stipend for the young Austrian and arranged teaching
opportunities to help him earn extra money. It is believed Schoenberg attended the Dresden premiere of
Strauss’s own revolutionary opera, Salome, in 1905.
A possible Salome/Erwartung link can be heard at 0:12. Listen as the vocal line rises with the
orchestration growing increasingly thick and brass-laden in the build-up to “your hands lie upon me…
your kisses… you are mine… Mine!” Although probably not a direct quotation from Strauss’s opera,
Schoenberg’s evocation of the palpable effect of her lover’s kisses on his Woman is strikingly similar to
Salome’s creepily ecstatic final scene in which the title character longs to kiss the decapitated head of
John the Baptist.
Although undoubtedly on the precipice of a complete break from the past, when Schoenberg composed
Erwartung in 1909 he was still in the process of extricating himself from Romantic-Germanic
harmonic tradition. But that year marked a turning point—the previously sympathetic Strauss rejected
the opportunity to premiere Schoenberg’s 1909 work, “Five Orchestral Pieces,” citing Berlin’s tooconservative audiences. By 1913, the two composers were no longer on good terms. Strauss opined
that Schoenberg would be better off shoveling snow than scribbling music, while the younger Austrian
severed ties completely, declaring that Strauss no longer interested him artistically: “anything I learned
from him back then I misunderstood, thank God.”

2

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Scene 4: “Ich glaubte, war im Glück…” (“I used to believe I was happy”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
The Woman is haunted by memories of perceived happiness followed immediately by fears of being left
alone.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
As the opera’s concluding slow movement begins, The Woman recalls a happier time with her lover.
This is followed by a brief orchestral interlude featuring shimmering glissandi (sliding from one pitch
to another) and solo violin beginning at 0:16. The use of high strings is highly “expressionistic” and
seems closely related to the original stage directions found in the score: “It starts to lighten in the east.
High in the sky a pale light pierces the clouds, a yellow shimmering light, like candlelight.” As German
philosopher and musicologist Theodor Adorno noted in his famous analysis of the score, there is a
chilling irony in the very real approach of dawn described musically in this passage that conflicts with
The Woman’s approaching spiritual darkness.
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As we have heard in Musical Excerpt #1, despite Schoenberg’s iconoclast status, his musical subconscious
had been formed by the German, late-Romantic tradition. Without the latent tonal forces offered by
this system, Erwartung’s shocking gestural language would not have had the same revolutionary effect.
In fact, although his monodrama is usually felt to lack any repeated musical fragments or gestures,
Schoenberg quoted the text and music of one of his early, tonal songs, “Am Wegrand” (“By the roadside,”
1905) throughout Erwartung thereby bestowing some degree of cohesion on its primarily non-repetitive
structure. In this excerpt he uses a fragment of its melody at 1:40 on the words “Das Licht wird für alle
kommen” (“The light will come for everyone”) where both the words and the D-minor tonality are linked
to his early song. As such, Erwartung offers an interesting demonstration of the evolution of Schoenberg’s
musical style, here poised somewhere between his early, tonal phase and his ultimate invention of the
revolutionary 12-tone system.

3

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Scene 4: “Dein Kuss wie ein Flammenzeichen in meiner Nacht…” (“Your kiss is like a beacon in the
darkness of my night…”
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
As a pale light pierces the clouds, The Woman stands up as if addressing something.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
Schoenberg’s Erwartung is very much a product of the Expressionist movement that swept through
all the arts during the early 20th century. Its aim was to reveal the kind of latent, undreamt-of, naked
passions and distortions which had been suppressed by societal convention. Schoenberg’s break from the
traditional Western harmonic framework unleashed a similarly “expressionist” sound world, equipped to
expose those dangerous emotions that had heretofore remained under wraps.
The opera’s librettist, the young medical student Marie Pappenheim, was familiar with psychological and
psychoanalytical thought, inspiring her to write precisely the type of fragmentary, seemingly illogical text
that corresponded to Schoenberg’s athematic, atonal music. The resulting endless stream of unrepeated
tonal fragments never provides a firm ground on which to base our trust in the Woman’s story. The music
conveys her anxieties, desires and imaginings, but, as musicologist Paul Griffiths has noted, “we cannot
know, most crucially, if she really finds her lover’s body at the final moment of the piece. Such a drama,
irresoluble, can only end with a dissolve.” Listen at 1:04 as the strings and harp slither upwards into a
question mark: we are back at the beginning, still no wiser as to what has truly transpired.
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What to Look for
PUTTING THE COC ON THE MAP
Québec City native Robert Lepage is indisputably one of
the most original theatre artists Canada has ever produced.
His highly innovative, original works, as well as his
stagings of classic and contemporary plays and operas,
are celebrated the world over. His 1993 COC production
of Bluebeard’s Castle/Erwartung was in fact his first foray
into opera. Its spectacular success launching him on a
trajectory that culminated in a new production of Wagner’s
Ring Cycle for the Metropolitan Opera in 2012. His longawaited return to the COC came 16 years after the Bartók/
Schoenberg double bill with 2009’s The Nightingale and
Other Short Fables which, like its predecessor, toured the
world, bringing its home company even more international
acclaim.

Lepage’s ground-breaking production Bluebeard’s
Castle/Erwartung was a watershed moment for the
COC, establishing it as one of the world’s most visionary
and compelling opera companies. Its spectacular and
surprising integration of movement, light and theatrical
sleight-of-hand subsequently garnered world-wide acclaim
as it toured New York, Edinburgh, Melbourne and Hong
Kong. This spring Toronto audiences will be hearing the
stunning sonic effects of these two revolutionary scores for
the first time in the acoustic splendour of the Four Seasons
Centre for the Performing Arts.

Sara Fulgoni as Judith in Bluebeard’s Castle (COC, 2001).
Photo: Michael Cooper
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“IT WAS A REAL CELEBRATION OF THE
NEUROTIC, A CELEBRATION OF THE
‘ANTI’”
Set and costume designer Michael Levine draws
inspiration for his visuals from the social and
artistic Zeitgeist of the period of composition.
He cites Austrian painter Gustav Klimt’s richly
gilded canvases as a reference for the huge gold
frame that surrounds the proscenium and points
to the sombre, unnerving works of his Norwegian
contemporary, Edvard Munch, as inspiration for
his stage design. Bluebeard’s castle itself is an
enclosed box with a forced interior perspective,
its fourth “wall” left open to the voyeuristic
audience. Each door that Judith opens is larger
than the last, as she grows closer to uncovering
the truth of Bluebeard’s past.
The big guitar in a scene from The Barber of Seville (Opéra National

de Bordeaux,
2012).Erwartung
, Photo: Guillaume
Bonnaud
Lepage
describes
as very
“dark; a
work of despair; Schoenberg doesn’t give any
keys or clues to this piece. It’s very erratic—a
sort of Freudian voyage.” He highlights these
Freudian aspects by placing part of the opera
in a mental ward where the sole character, “The
Woman,” is straightjacketed and flooded by
memories as she recounts the events of her
search for her lover.

Tropes which might seem borrowed from a John
Cocteau film inspire many of Lepage’s directorial
touches including a psychoanalyst with notepad;
extended body parts; a treeless stage and, an
exaggeratedly angled wall from which human
figures emerge at unnatural angles. Acrobats
play key roles in both pieces, filling in some
of the ambiguous narrative and psychological
gaps left open to interpretation by the operas’
creators.
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COC Spotlight
Not everyone at the COC is an opera singer… take a peek
behind the scenes and learn about the many diverse
careers available in the arts!
Name: Tracy Abergel
Postition: Senior Manager, Special Events
Role in the Company: I manage the special events at
the Canadian Opera Company. We have three major
fundraisers: Operanation, Centre Stage and the Fine
Wine Auction. I also oversee our young patron program,
Ensemble Circle.
Hometown: Mississauga, Ontario
Education: B.A. in Communications and Fine Arts, Wilfrid
Laurier University
First became interested in opera: I really became
enthusiastic about what the COC was doing at the start
of my career here, and I believe that our seasons are truly
getting more exciting each year.
What made you decide to pursue this career path? I’ve
always gravitated towards planning events. Beginning in
university, I volunteered for student organizations and it
seemed like a natural fit, especially in the arts, for which
I’ve always had a passion.
What is a typical day/shift like for you? What things are
you responsible for? On any given day I’m meeting with
committee members, sponsors, vendors or I’m doing a
run schedule or co-ordinating our marketing material for
our events. Basically, there is no typical day! I’m usually
focusing on an upcoming event while planning for the
next.
If someone was interested in becoming an events
manager, what would you recommend they have in
terms of skills or experience? Join event and program
committees to gain experience. It’s a great way of
networking while making an impact on the organization
you’re supporting. I manage four annual committees of
volunteers and we truly could not execute our programs
and events without their involvement.
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What do you love most about this career? I love working
on the creative ideas that are in motion for our events. For
example, Operanation is a lot of fun to organize as there
are many elements involved in the planning and execution
– everything is in the details. A few years ago we expanded
the event to address the fashion and visual art components
of opera. We started working with the Ryerson School of
Fashion and local fashion designers and enlisted visual
artists in the Toronto community to create interactive art
installations relating to the theme and/or opera.
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What do you enjoy the least about this career? An
ongoing challenge is finding the balance to all our projects
as a lot of the COC’s fundraising events are concentrated
over two periods of time when the volume of activity in the
company is already pretty high—but that’s what carefully
planned schedules are for!
What surprises you most about this career? When two
people or two groups of people look at a situation and
come up with completely different understandings.

Favourite part about this production: I’m anticipating
seeing this production for the first time. I’m looking
forward to the special effects to add to the thrilling story
line and of course the wonderful cast.
What do you enjoy outside of opera? I enjoy going to the
park with my dog, Myles, and enjoying a great meal with
family and friends.

Tracy (second from right) at a COC event. Photo: COC
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Active Learning
One of the best parts of taking your students to the opera
is the discussion and further exploration that live theatre
can inspire. Take a deeper look into the themes and story
of Bluebeard’s Castle/Erwartung with these discussion
questions and ideas for further exploration.

w

Think back to the portrayal of the seven different
doors in Bluebeard’s Castle. How did director Robert
Lepage effectively use the music, lighting, drama, and
design to convey these doors? Discuss alternative
ways of staging these scenes and the best ways to
prepare the audience for what lies beyond each door.

w

Research psychoanalysis and its place in history. How
do its theories apply to Erwartung? What elements of
psychoanalysis are evident in the opera?

w

Attitudes towards both the mentally ill and women
have changed a lot since Erwartung was written
in 1909. Research what would have happened to
a mentally ill woman at that time, including the
obstacles and prejudices she might have faced as well
as her options for treatment. What do you think would
have happened to the woman?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
w

Bluebeard’s Castle is based largely upon Charles
Perrault’s fairy tale of the same name. Read the story
online and compare and contrast it with the opera.

w Both Bluebeard’s Castle and Erwartung focus on the
psychological workings of their characters, through
the libretto, music, and symbolism. What other stories
do you know that do this? (For example, Hamlet and
Macbeth are both this type of story.)
w

Discuss why the COC presents these operas together.
What themes connect the two?

Did viewing
the opera spark some
scintillating debates or
discussions? Would your
students like to share examples
of their work with the COC?
E-mail us at
education@coc.ca.
We’d love to hear from
you!
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The COC offers a wide variety of school
programs for Kindergarten to Grade 12.
To find out more, visit our website at
coc.ca/Explore or contact:
Education & Outreach
Canadian Opera Company
227 Front St. E., Toronto, ON M5A 1E8
Tel: 416-306-2392
Fax: 416-363-5584
education@coc.ca
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