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Welcome
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Based on the same classic novel by Miguel de Cervantes 
that also inspired the Broadway hit Man of La Mancha, 
Don Quichotte is Massenet’s affectionate portrayal 
of literature’s ultimate dreamer, Don Quixote. The 
incomparable Ferruccio Furlanetto, opera’s pre-eminent 
bass, stars in his intensely moving signature role. Lush 
melodies and Spanish dance rhythms conjure up medieval 
Spain at the end of the age of chivalry. In this enchanting 
production, characters spring out of giant leather-bound 
storybooks as windmills are fashioned from oversized 
quills.

STUDENT DRESS REHEARSALS
2013/2014
$15 INDIVIDUAL STUDENT RUSH TICKETS*

La Bohème Puccini
Tuesday, October 1, 2013 

Peter Grimes Britten
Wednesday, October 2, 2013

Così fan tutte Mozart
Thursday, January 16, 2014 

A Masked Ball Verdi
Thursday, January 30, 2014

Hercules Handel
Thursday, April 3, 2014 

Roberto Devereux Donizetti
Monday, April 21, 2014 

Don Quichotte Massenet
Wednesday, May 7, 2014 

*In-person, day-of sales only. Age and 
purchasing restrictions apply. All dress 
rehearsals take place at 7:30 p.m. and are 
approximately three hours with one or two 
intermissions. Visit coc.ca/Explore for details.

TEACHER DISCOUNTS: 
50% OFF ADULT TICKETS!

Teachers can purchase a limit 
of two (2) adult tickets per 
opera season in select seating 
sections for half price. An OCT 
membership card must be shown 
when purchasing/picking up the 
tickets. 

Visit coc.ca/Explore for details 
and purchasing restrictions.

This 
opera is presented 

in French with English 
SURTITLESTM – a great 

opportunity to involve students 
with French arts and culture, and to 

practice their comprehension of 
the language. 

http://www.coc.ca
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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. 

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.

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. 

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.  

4

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? 

http://www.coc.ca
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WELCOME TO THE FOUR SEASONS CENTRE FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS

Attending the Opera: 
Make the most of your experience

5

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 

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 pre-
performance 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. Browse the Opera Shop 
and pick up a memento of your experience at the opera. 
(Note: the Opera Shop is not open at dress rehearsals.) 
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. 
 

http://www.coc.ca
http://www.coc.ca/AboutTheCOC/EmploymentandVolunteering/VolunteerOpportunities/SpeakersBureau.aspx
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R. Fraser Elliott Hall.
Photo: Tim Griffith

Chimes will ring throughout the lobby ten minutes 
before the performance, reminding everyone to find their 
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!

Don Quichotte lasts 
approximately two hours, 25 

minutes, including one intermission. 
The opera is sung in French with 

English SURTITLESTM.

http://www.coc.ca
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Characters and Synopsis

Name Description Voice Type Pronunciation
Don Quichotte an eccentric older man who  Bass don key-SHOT
 fancies himself a “knight errant*” 

Sancho Panza his loyal sidekick Baritone SAN-cho PAHN-zah
Dulcinée  the object of the Don’s affections Mezzo-soprano DOOHL-see-nay
Juan admirer of Dulcinée Tenor HWUHN
Rodriguez admirer of Dulcinée Tenor rod-REE-ghez
Pedro admirer of Dulcinée Soprano** PEH-droh
Garcias admirer of Dulcinée Mezzo-soprano** gar-SEE-as
Ténébrun  Chief of the bandits (spoken) teh-nay-BRUHN

MAIN CHARACTERS (in order of vocal appearance) 

7

**Travesti 
is a term used 

when a singer (or actor in 
theatre) portrays a role of the 

opposite sex. When women perform a 
male character – as in the case of Pedro 
and Garcias in Don Quichotte – this is 

also known as a “trouser” or “pants” role. 
This became a popular operatic convention 

starting in the early 19th century, when 
castrati singers were going out of fashion. 

Mezzo-sopranos and contraltos (and, in 
this case, sopranos) were used instead 

to portray the higher-voiced male 
characters.

*Knight Errant: 
a medieval knight 

wandering in search 
of chivalrous 
adventures.

http://www.coc.ca
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ACT I
Dulcinée is courted by four suitors during a party in a 
crowded square. When Don Quichotte and his faithful 
servant Sancho Panza arrive, Juan mocks the Don’s 
eccentric nature, but another suitor, Rodriguez, defends 
Quichotte, reminding everyone of the knight’s noble 
ambitions. As the party breaks up, Don Quichotte 
serenades Dulcinée, only to be interrupted by Juan 
who challenges him to a duel. Dulcinée intervenes and 
sends Juan away, chastising Quichotte when he loses his 
temper. She tells him how Ténébrun, a bandit, has stolen 
her necklace, and asks Quichotte to retrieve it for her. 
Quichotte vows to find and return the necklace. 

ACT II
On their quest, Don Quichotte and Sancho Panza roam 
through the countryside. Sancho is resentful of being on 
this mission solely at Dulcinée’s whim, and launches into a 
tirade against women. Don Quichotte has mistaken some 
windmills on the horizon for giants, and charges to attack 
them. Alas, his attack fails as he gets caught on one of the 
windmill’s blades. 

ACT III
Quichotte and Sancho are taking a well-deserved rest 
when the bandits catch up to them. Don Quichotte wins 
the criminals over by explaining his purpose in life – his 
quest as a knight errant, to right all wrongs, to love the 
poor, and even to honour bandits like his present attackers. 
They are so moved by this explanation that they hand over 
the necklace. 

ACT IV
At home, Dulcinée is once again surrounded by suitors, but 
ignores their compliments. She dreams of a love of another 
kind. Sancho arrives and announces his master. Dulcinée 
greets them playfully and is delighted at the return of her 
necklace. She rewards the Don with a kiss, and he declares 
his love for her, asking for her hand in marriage. Dulcinée 
lets him down gently, despite the mockery of the crowd. 
Sancho lashes out at the others to protect his master. 

ACT V
Later, Don Quichotte and Sancho are alone and the Don 
is close to death. He thinks of all the ways he should have 
rewarded Sancho for his loyal service, and promises him an 
“island of dreams.” As he dies, he dreams of his Dulcinée.

SYNOPSIS

(l – r) John Relyea as Don Quichotte, Malgorzata Walewska as Dulcinée and Alex 
Mansoori as Juan in Don Quichotte (Seattle Opera, 2011). Photo: Rozarii Lynch

http://www.coc.ca
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Genesis of the Opera

THE LIFE OF MIGUEL DE CERVANTES AND THE 
ORIGINS OF DON QUIXOTE 
The original story of Don Quixote was written by Miguel 
de Cervantes in the early 17th century. Cervantes was 
born in Spain in 1547, just outside Madrid. His father’s 
job as a travelling surgeon meant that the family moved 
around quite a bit, but his early education in Madrid likely 
encouraged the literary talent he would come to display as 
an adult. He joined the Spanish army in 1570, was wounded 
in 1571 and lost the use of his left hand, and then was 
captured by pirates in 1575 during his attempt to return 
home. The pirates imprisoned him in Algiers for five years, 
until his ransom was paid by monks from the order of the 
Trinitarians and he was able to return to Spain in 1580. 
Upon returning to Spain, Cervantes spent time with the 
Spanish armada as a requisition official, remaining in this 

position until the armada was defeated by the English in 
1588. During this period, he published his first piece of 
prose (La Galatea), and a few theatrical works. 

Don Quixote (The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quixote 
of La Mancha) was published in two parts in 1605 and 
1615. The novel deals with the adventures of an elderly 
Spanish gentleman suffering from madness. He declares 
himself a “knight errant” and begins travelling throughout 
Spain with his sidekick, Sancho Panza, in order to right 
all wrongs and seek fame and honour. Along the way he 
encounters many different characters, who react in shock, 
dismay, or mockery as he attempts to complete his quest. 
The novel is recognized as one of the great works of 
Western literature.  
 

DON QUIXOTE CONQUERS THE STAGE 
The theatrical adaptation, Le chevalier de la longue 
figure (The Knight of the Long Face), was written by poet 
and shoemaker Jacques le Lorrain in the early 1900s. Le 
Lorrain greatly simplified Cervantes’ novel, keeping only 
Quixote’s attempts at a gallant courtship of an idealized 
woman called Dulcinée, the trusty Sancho Panza, and the 

Portrait of Miguel de Cervantes y Saavedra, 1600 
Juan de Jauregui y Aguilar

9

Don Quixote de La Mancha and Sancho Panzo, 1863, by Gustave Doré
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famous battle against the windmills. Le Lorrain fought for 
years to have his play published or performed. By the time 
he learned his work was finally being produced by Théatre 
Victor Hugo in Paris, he was almost too ill to attend, but 
managed to leave his sickbed to attend the opening night 
in 1904, carried into the theatre in a litter (a special couch 
for transporting the sick). He died a few days after the 
performance. 

Raoul Gunsbourg, the general director of the Opéra de 
Monte Carlo, also attended the performance. The work 
inspired him to commission French composer Jules 
Massenet to create an opera based on the play, which 
would be performed at Gunsbourg’s opera house in Monte 
Carlo in 1910. 

THE COMPOSER OF DON QUICHOTTE 
Composer Jules Massenet was born on May 12, 1842 in Montaud, France. He 
was the leading French opera composer of his generation, and his music was 
known for its lyricism, sensuality, and occasional sentimentality. He entered 
the Paris Conservatory at the age of 11 and studied composition there under 
opera composer Ambroise Thomas, himself a popular French composer 
of the time. Massenet’s first opera, La Grand’tante (The Great Aunt), was 
written in 1867. He would end up writing 24 operas before his death in 1912. 

Don Quichotte was composed from 1908 to 1909, and was the fourth of 
Massenet’s operas to have its premiere at Monte Carlo. The opera opened 
on February 19, 1910 to considerable success. The comedic and sentimental 
nature of Don Quixote’s quest worked well with Massenet’s style, and the 
opera is still frequently revived and enjoyed today. 

Left: Portrait of Jules Massenet

10

Don Quixote, 1955. Sketch by Pablo Picasso
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Listening Guide

INTRODUCTION 
The two major names in French 19th-century opera were 
Giacomo Meyerbeer and Jules Massenet. Although 
Charles Gounod (1818 – 1893) and Camille Saint-Saëns 
(1831 – 1921) made wider contributions to French music 
as a whole during this period (symphonies, chamber 
music, sacred choral works, etc.), their theatrical output 
was relatively small compared to the huge number of 
operatic successes Meyerbeer (1791 – 1864) and Massenet 
(1842 – 1912) had throughout their long careers. However, 
despite the popularity of these works during their 
lifetimes, they suffered a subsequent neglect which, in 
Massenet’s case, was especially true of his later operas 
including Don Quichotte (1910). However, changing tastes 
and reconsidered opinions have resulted in a new-found 
appreciation and popularity for Massenet’s treatment 
of Miguel de Cervantes’ epic 1605 novel Don Quixote. 
Its exploration of universal themes of age versus youth; 
fulfillment versus regret, and self-deception versus reality, 
lend it an eternal relevance and appeal. 

Musically, Don Quichotte shows Massenet composing in 
his more chamber music-like mode.* Although he could 

write operas requiring huge orchestral and choral forces 
such as 1889’s Esclarmonde with its Wagnerian, Tristan 
und Isolde-inspired story, he was able to downsize all 
of this in the interest of telling Don Quichotte’s more 
intimate, personal story. Much of its score is lightly 
orchestrated, accompanied by solo instruments such as 
the guitar; or, by solo instrumental sections (for example, 
cellos dominate Don Quichotte’s final death scene). This 
opera was intimate on all fronts, composed as it was for 
the opulent little theatre in the casino at Monte Carlo. 
Likewise, its libretto written by Henri Caïn, is a compact 
five-act distillation of the sprawling Cervantes novel.

The opera’s overall dark tinta (dominant musical colour) 
reflects its examination of sombre themes such as the 
passage of time and the loss of illusions. It also results 
from the dominance of deep male voices – both Don 
Quichotte and his right hand man, Sancho Panza, are 
sung by basses. Massenet lightens the overall texture in 
the larger ensembles by making two of Dulcineé’s four 
suitors into pants roles (see page 7). However, the overall 
chamber music scale is maintained even in episodes with 
the potential for some adventure such Don Quichotte’s 
Act III encounter with threatening brigands in the Spanish 
mountains. Here, Massenet never lets things get too 
overwhelming, keeping the orchestral colours spare and 
transparent. 

The tracks listed below are excerpted from Don Quichotte, 
Decca 478 4179. L’Orchestre de la Suisse Romande and 
the Choeur de la Radio Suisse Romande; Kazimierz Kord, 
conductor. Nicolai Ghiaurov, Gabriel Bacquier, Régine 
Crespin. You can also experience the Listening Guide  
online at coc.ca/COCRadio.

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act II, duet: “Regarde!... Quoi? Quoi?” (“See there!... What? What?”)

CONNECTION TO THE STORY
As the morning mist clears, Quichotte sees windmills, takes them for giants, and despite Sancho’s 
attempts to disabuse him, he attacks them and is borne up aloft on one of the sails.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
The question of textual fidelity, or lack thereof, is one of the oft-repeated complaints made against 
French Romantic operas like Don Quichotte or, for example, Ambroise Thomas’ Hamlet (1868); but it’s an 
objection that demonstrates some general confusion around opera libretti (texts) based on well-known 
works from the literary canon. It must be kept in mind that these operas were very much adaptations of 

1

11

*Chamber music is 
instrumental music played by 

a small ensemble – a string 
quartet, for example. 
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the original pieces of literature, which is even more the case for Don Quichotte, based as it is not so much 
on Cervantes’ novel but on an adaptation of it, the 1904 play, Le chevalier de la longue figure by Jacques 
Le Lorrain. However, even Massenet couldn’t resist setting the famous “tilting at windmills” scene from 
Cervantes’ episodic tale. Many of the atmospheric or emotional effects achieved by Massenet in Don 
Quichotte are the result of his highly individual, vivid orchestration rather than any flashy vocal writing. 
For example, listen to the pale, spare chords that introduce the windmills as they appear through the mist 
at the start of this excerpt (listen from 0:07 to 0:17) – very subtle, a bit spooky, and obviously a product 
of Don Quichotte’s over-fertile imagination! Then, at 1:23, we hear a percussive “clip-clop” sound which 
mimics the acceleration of the windmills as he swings wildly at them with his sword, much to the disbelief 
of Sancho.

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act IV, aria: “Alza! Alza! Ne pensons qu’au plaisir d’aimer” (“Alza! Alza! Think only of the pleasures of 
love”)

CONNECTION TO STORY 
Dulcinée informs her suitors that she is looking for a new kind of love and, to her own guitar 
accompaniment, sings a passionate song in praise of fleeting pleasure.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
Dulcinée ranks among the most attractive of Massenet’s feminine portraits. His heroines can be roughly 
divided into two camps: the quintessential femme fatale/courtesan type (Manon and Thaïs) versus his 
more mettlesome, determined females such as Chimène of Le Cid; the German housewife Charlotte in 
Werther; the faithful, patient Grisélidis in the opera of that name and, the frantic Anita in La Navarraise. 
Dulcinée lies somewhere between these two extremes: her social position is not quite clear – she emerges 
as a strong woman who knows what she wants and keeps her many suitors at bay. In Cervantes’ novel, 
“Dulcinea” is just a figment of the Don’s imagination and remains invisible. Massenet goes the route of 
Jacques Le Lorrain’s play on which the libretto is based and turns her into a flesh-and-blood character.

The role requires a fruity, agile mezzo-soprano (a “middle” female singing voice that falls between a 
soprano and contralto), which is able to handle high-lying passages. She gets to sing music written in 
a “faux Spanish” style with its characteristically playful, incisive rhythms and clicking castanet sound 
effects, all of which suit Dulcinée’s carefree, flighty personality. This excerpt contains many elements we 
associate with Spanish folk music: listen for guitar strumming at 0:11; a rousing “Olé” at 0:35; intricate 
twirling coloratura passages at 00:49 and finally, signature clapping and castanet clicking to end at 1:51.

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act IV, duet: “Oui, je souffre votre tristesse” (“Yes, I share your sorrow”)

CONNECTION TO STORY 
With exaggerated courtliness, Don Quichotte proposes marriage to Dulcinée much to the amusement of 
her guests. She tactfully dismisses them and, in a tender duet, gently refuses his offer.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
This gorgeously harmonized duet seems to encapsulate Claude Debussy’s opinion that in Massenet’s 
“untiring curiosity in seeking in music the data for the history of the feminine soul… The harmonies are 
like enlacing arms, the melodies are the necks we kiss; we gaze into the women’s eyes to learn at any cost 

3
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what lies behind.” Like Debussy suggests, Dulcinée’s vocal line acts as a mirror to her soul. At 0:17, we 
hear a gentle, falling melody as she expresses feelings of empathy for Don Quichotte, who she gently 
lets down after a somewhat inappropriate marriage proposal. Then at 0:42, the tempo picks up and the 
melody rises and intensifies as she sings of her chagrin (embarrassment) for having mocked his proposal. 
Finally, at 3:54 the two voices join together in harmony as if to signify their mutual understanding of one 
another. Although nominally a “love duet,” Massenet here maintains the same understated vocal writing 
he uses throughout the opera and in doing so, charts a painfully honest conversation between two mature 
adults.

MUSICAL EXCERPT 
Act V, aria: “Ô mon maître, ô mon grand!” (“O my master, o my great!”) 

CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Quichotte realizes that he has long outlived his purpose in life and that death is near: Sancho will be free 
to return to the village he forsook to serve so strange a master.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
The opera fittingly concludes with this moving death scene not only signifying the end of Don Quichotte, 
but also the end of the Age of Chivalry that he represents. Even further, the finale points to the conclusion 
of a golden age of French Romantic opera for which Massenet served as the last great proponent. 

The scene begins with an orchestral introduction dominated by low strings (listen for the cello entry at 
0:17) which establishes an appropriately autumnal, sombre atmosphere. We don’t hear any singing until 
1:38 when Don Quichotte begins his farewell to his lifelong companion, Sancho Panza. Here, in typically 
French style, the vocal line is intrinsically tied to the text, rising and falling with the cadence of the 
sentence as it would be spoken with any additional inflection related to the meaning of the words. This 
remarkably subtle word-setting represents the culmination of a lifetime of experience on Massenet’s part; 
a sort of high point of the very text-centred French operatic tradition that would only be taken one step 
further by Debussy in Pelléas et Mélisande. At 3:15, Quichotte’s recitation takes on the monastic, chanted 
quality we normally associate with medieval church music. We hear this as his vocal line becomes 
centred around one pitch and any expression results directly from the handling of the text. Finally, at 8:33 
in his final moments, Don Quichotte has a vision of Dulcinée whose voice is heard offstage and is hailed 
as “la lumière, l’amour, la jeunesse” (the light, the love, the youth) of his life. 

4
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What to Look for

“With too little sleep and too much reading, his brains 
dried up and he went mad.” Miguel de Cervantes

EVERYTHING BEGINS WITH A BOOK 
Though the libretto for Don Quichotte is based on Le 
Lorrain’s play rather than Cervantes’ novel, director Linda 
Brovsky went back to the novel for inspiration for her 
production. 

Using the idea that books are the beginning of imagination 
and story, the set consists of giant leather-bound books, 
out of which the characters emerge to live another 
existence on the stage. Even the legendary windmills 
which Don Quichotte mistakes for giants are made out 
of an oversized inkwell and plume, to keep to the theme 
of imagination and literature. Between scene changes, 
scrims with quotes from Cervantes’ novel are lowered, 
highlighting some of Cervantes’ most famous lines to 
underscore the themes of the production. These lines, such 
as “Too much sanity may be madness, and maddest of 
all, to see life as it is and not as it ought to be,” emphasize 
the tension between fantasy and reality, idealism and 
practicality, which powers this story and animates Don 
Quichotte’s character. 

John Relyea (centre, on horse) as Don Quichotte (Seattle Opera, 2011). Photo: Rozarii Lynch
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LIVE ANIMALS
One, or rather, two of the other important elements in this 
production are Quichotte’s and Sancho Panza’s steeds. 
Cervantes emphasized the horse and donkey within the 
novel, and thus they are important elements of the opera 
as well. There will be a live horse and donkey used in this 
production, which provides an interesting challenge for 
the opera singers! 
 
SPANISH DANCE 
As Don Quichotte takes place in Spain, Spanish dance 
is also an important element of the performance. Types 
of Spanish dance in this production include not only 
flamenco, but regionales (region-specific folkdances), 
escuela bolero (a form from the late 18th century, melding 
folk dance with classical ballet techniques), as well as 
dances inspired by the music of some of Spain’s greatest 
composers. While watching the dance sequences, note how 
the dancers use their bodies as percussion instruments 
to accent Massenet’s music – Spanish dance includes all 
types of sounds made with the dancers’ fingers, hands, and 
feet. 
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COC Spotlight: Shawna Green

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! In this edition, we interview 
Shawna Green – Production Co-ordinator. Shawna helps 
productions run smoothly by making sure all parts of a 
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Position: Production Co-ordinator

Name: Shawna Green

Role in the Company: Working closely with the Production Manager to ensure 
the production is running smoothly.  
 
Hometown: Toronto

Education: B.A. in Theatrical Arts from McMaster University

First became interested in opera: I love all types of theatre, but had never 
actually seen an opera until coming to work for the company.

What made you decide to pursue this sort of career path? I have always been 
interested in theatre since I was very young and decided to pursue this as a 
career.  I love working behind the scenes and enjoy organizing events.

What is a typical day/shift like for you? What things are you responsible 
for? I am responsible for making sure that all the shipping of our shows is 
in order, organizing any non-singing role auditions (dancers, acrobats, etc.), 
hiring any “special” performers such as horses, sumo wrestlers, etc.  I also 
assist in getting supernumeraries (extras) for our productions.  I work with the 

company manager to make sure that all of the designers for our shows have flights and accommodations in Toronto while they 
are working here. One of the great things about my job is that there are so many new things that come up for each different 
production. It keeps the job very exciting!

If someone was interested in becoming a production co-ordinator, what would you recommend they have in terms of skills 
or experience? Learn as much about theatre as possible. They must also have a background in administration since a lot of 
paperwork is involved.

What do you love most about your career? Being involved in the creation of beautiful theatre.

What do you enjoy the least about your career? Working on getting all the bills paid!

What surprises you most about your career?  How different each production is from one another.  One day I am hiring 
dancers for one show, the next I am looking for a horse!

What do you enjoy outside of opera? Movies, reading, swimming, and riding my scooter!

Shawna Green
(Production Co-ordinator)

show are delivered on time (props, costumes, sets, etc.), 
running auditions for non-singing performers (dancers, 
acrobats, horses, donkeys, sumo wrestlers, and supers), 
and helping to organize flights and accommodations for 
the creative team. We asked Shawna a few questions to see 
what led her down this career path.
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Active Learning

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!

One of the best parts of taking your students to the opera 
is the discussion and further exploration the opera can 
inspire. Take a deeper look into the themes and story of 
Don Quichotte with these discussion questions and ideas 
for further exploration. 

DISCUSSION

w  Cervantes’ novel has been re-interpreted through 
opera, ballet, movies, and even a Broadway musical. 
Watch recordings of these interpretations and 
compare them to both the opera and the novel. Which 
format do you feel best tells the dreamer’s tale? 

w  What sorts of challenges or ethical considerations 
are posed by putting live animals on stage? What 
precautions must be taken for their well-being? 

FURTHER EXPLORATION
 
w  Read Cervantes’ Don Quixote to compare and contrast 

it to the opera.

w  Write a diary from the point of view of either 
Rossinante (the Don’s horse) or Sancho Panza’s 
donkey. How do they feel about their masters, their 
adventures, and the events that transpire in the opera?

w  Examine the character of Dulcinée. How would you 
re-tell this story from her perspective? What are her 
feelings towards Don Quichotte? What about her other 
suitors?

w  The original novel was written as a parody of medieval 
romances, and Don Quixote fancies himself “a knight 
errant” modeled on the heroes of the Medieval Era that 
he’s read about. Bring your students to see the opera 
and discuss the differences between Don Quixote’s 
self-fashioned knighthood and the knights you’ve been 
studying in class. How does the village portrayed in 
the opera compare to the medieval villages you’ve 
been learning about?
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