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The tumultuous, final days of the reign of Elizabeth I 
find powerful expression in Donizetti’s Tudor* drama. 
A dark cloud of suspected treason hangs over Roberto 
Devereux who has further betrayed his Queen’s affections 
by falling in love with the wife of one of her courtiers. 
In the harrowing final scene, a life hangs in the balance 
and Elizabeth faces the ultimate choice: to fulfill her 
role as supreme monarch, or give in to her own, all-too-
human emotions. Donizetti’s show-stopping melodies 
and sumptuous period costumes bring the intrigue of the 
Elizabethan court to life within a Shakespearean-inspired 
Globe Theatre setting.

Vocal classes should be lining up to see Roberto Devereux 
as it exhibits some of the most stunning and vocally 
challenging work in the repertoire! 

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.

*Tudor 
refers to the English 

royal dynasty that held the 
throne from Henry VII’s accession 

until the death of Elizabeth I, a 
timespan of nearly 120 years, from 1485 

until 1603.

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
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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!

Roberto Devereux lasts 
approximately two hours and forty 

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

English SURTITLESTM.

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

Name Description Voice Type Pronunciation
Elisabetta  Queen Elizabeth of England Soprano eh-lee-sa-BET-tah
Duke of Nottingham  Baritone 
Roberto Devereux Earl of Essex Tenor roh-BER-toh deh-ve-RUH
Sara Duchess of Nottingham Mezzo-soprano SAH-rah
Lord Cecil  Tenor lord seh-SEEL
Sir Gualtiero Raleigh  Bass gwal-TYEH-roh

MAIN CHARACTERS (in order of vocal appearance) 

7

Stephen Costello (foreground) as Roberto Devereux and Hasmik Papian as Elisabetta in Roberto Devereux (Dallas Opera, 2009). Photo: Karen Almond

http://www.coc.ca
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Elisabetta has sent her beloved Roberto Devereux, the Earl 
of Essex, to lead a military expedition to Ireland. Against 
the Queen’s orders, Roberto has signed a peace treaty with 
the Irish rebels. Jealous of his favourable position with the 
Queen, her advisors seize the opportunity to push through a 
charge of treason against him. 

ACT I, scene i, 1598, London, England
Parliament prepares to discuss charges against Roberto 
Devereux. Sara, the Duchess of Nottingham and close 
friend of Queen Elisabetta, is plagued with guilt for having 
an affair with Roberto. Elisabetta arrives and expresses her 
love for Roberto, and confides to Sara that she suspects 
Roberto of being unfaithful. The Queen is interrupted 
by a visit from Lord Cecil and Gualtiero who convey the 

Parliament’s frustration over her leniency towards Roberto. 
To stall the Parliament, she demands more proof of guilt 
before making a decision. When a page arrives with a 
request from Roberto (who is under house arrest) to meet 
with the Queen, her heart is stirred with a hope that their 
affection will be rekindled and she agrees to the visit. 

“To rob my heart of Roberto! It would be an equal crime to 
rob me of my crown.” Elisabetta

Elisabetta meets Roberto in private and reminds him of 
the ring she gave him, a special token that will guarantee 
his safety if he only sends it back to her. She tries to win 
his heart by reminding him of their happy days together. 
Roberto is shocked at Elisabetta’s tenderness towards him 
and accidentally reveals that he is in love with another 
woman. Seeing Elisabetta’s initial anger escalate to fury, 
he tries to deny everything but the damage has been done: 

SYNOPSIS

Hasmik Papian as Elisabetta in Roberto Devereux (Dallas Opera, 2009). Photo: Karen Almond
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Elisabetta is set on vengeance against Roberto and the 
woman who has won his affection. 

“The jewels of a crown hold no allure.” Roberto

With Elisabetta infuriated, Roberto’s only remaining ally 
is the Duke of Nottingham (Sara’s husband). Nottingham 
discloses to Roberto that he observed his wife sobbing 
while embroidering a blue scarf and expresses his 
concern over his wife’s secret suffering. Their exchange 
is interrupted by Lord Cecil who summons Nottingham 
on behalf of the Queen to a meeting of the Parliament to 
decide on Roberto’s sentence. Nottingham vows to save his 
friend.

“May thou speak through my lips, oh holy voice of 
friendship.” The Duke of Nottingham 

ACT I, scene ii
Roberto can’t resist a secret meeting with his beloved 
Sara while Nottingham is out. He berates her for getting 
married while he was at battle. She explains that after 
her father’s death, the union was ordered by the Queen 
to ensure her financial stability. Sara also reminds him of 
his previous royal affection by pointing to his ring. They 
acknowledge their mutual love but realize that they can 
never be together. Roberto pledges his love by giving his 
ring to Sara as a parting gift and she gives him her blue 
embroidered scarf in return.

“Oh, to give my life a thousand times for you.” Roberto

ACT II 
At the hall at Westminster, the Parliament reaches a 
decision and Lord Cecil informs the Queen of the verdict: 
the death penalty. Only Elisabetta’s signature is needed for 
the execution to be ordered. She dismisses the court for a 
private meeting with Gualtiero, one of her trusted spies. 
Gualtiero informs the Queen that Roberto was arrested 
after being out until dawn; when searched, they found 
a blue scarf hidden under his shirt. Gualtiero produces 
the scarf as proof of his story. Upon careful examination 
Elisabetta notices love knots embroidered into the scarf, 
which confirm her suspicions, and fuels her decision to 
agree to sign Roberto’s death warrant. 

Nottingham begs the Queen to have mercy on Roberto. 
His pleas are silenced when Roberto is brought in and 
Elisabetta reveals the blue scarf demanding to know its 
owner. Recognizing the scarf as belonging to his wife, 

Nottingham is horrified at Roberto’s betrayal. In a fiery 
jealous rage, the Queen signs the death sentence. 

“My wrath readies such a tomb for you that no weeping can 
warm it. With the dust of vile wretches will your dust be 
mixed!” Elisabetta

ACT III, scene i
In a letter from Roberto, Sara learns of his imminent 
execution. In the letter, he implores her to take the ring 
back to Elisabetta, the one that is supposed to guarantee 
his life. Before she can leave, Nottingham returns and 
upon seeing the letter from Roberto, he demands to read it. 
Understanding that returning the ring may spare Roberto’s 
life, Nottingham orders Sara not to see the Queen. 

“I swear it, I will not flee from you; I will quickly return to 
your tears. Then if you wish, you may stab me a hundred 
times.” Sara

ACT III, scene ii 
Alone in the tower of London, Roberto reflects on his life 
of lies and indiscretions with great regret. He remains 
hopeful that Elisabetta will receive the ring and pardon 
him. The guards arrive and Roberto allows himself to be 
led to his execution without protest. 

“The angels moved to pity will echo my grief.” Roberto

ACT III, scene iii
Elisabetta has unresolved feelings about signing Roberto’s 
death warrant. She desperately hopes Roberto will return 
her ring as a sign of his renewed devotion. To her horror, 
Cecil enters and informs her that Roberto is being led to 
his execution. At that exact moment, Sara bursts in and 
unable to speak, hands the ring to Elisabetta, silently 
identifying herself as the Queen’s rival. It is too late: a 
cannon shot is heard signifying the fatal blow has been 
delivered and Elisabetta lashes out at Nottingham and 
Sara for their part in Roberto’s death. They are taken into 
custody and the Queen laments the events that led to her 
bloodstained crown. Haunted by Roberto’s severed head 
and the destruction she has caused her subjects, Elisabetta 
longs for death. The Queen gives up her royal power by 
declaring King James of Scotland, her nephew and heir to 
the throne, the new King of England. 

“Ah! Let no mortal say: The Queen of England, I have seen 
the Queen of England weep.” Elisabetta 

9
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Genesis of the Opera
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DONIZETTI’S EARLY LIFE 
The revived interest in 
Donizetti’s operas, 
which started in the 
second half of the 
20th century, is 
remarkable. But 
the current 
popularity of his 
works cannot 
compare to the 
successes and 
acclaim he achieved 
during his lifetime. 

Gaetano Donizetti 
came from very humble 
means. He was born into a
poor family in Bergamo, 
Italy, on November 29, 1797. 
He was fortunate to receive 
a strong education in music, 
having attended a free school headed by composer Johann 
Simon Mayr (1763 – 1845). Mayr became a mentor and 
supporter of Donizetti’s talents and encouraged him to 
transfer to Bologna to further his music education under 
the tutelage of Paolo Zancla. The years afterward consisted 
of a return to Bergamo and a trip to Rome. While in Rome, 
Donizetti took every commission he could get and with 
the success of his ninth opera Zoraide di Granata in 1822, 
he was invited by Domenico Barbaia, a prominent theatre 
manager, to work in Naples. In the decade that followed, 
his music flourished.

CREATIVE PEAK AND ROBERTO DEVEREUX 
Though he had achieved success already in his career, 
Donizetti’s popularity with Italian audiences skyrocketed 
after the premiere of Anna Bolena in 1830. Over the 
next ten years, Donizetti wrote some of his most notable 
operas including L’elisir d’amore (1832), Lucrezia Borgia 
(1833), Maria Stuarda (1835), Lucia di Lammermoor 
(1835), Roberto Devereux (1837) and La fille du régiment 
(1840). Donizetti was also known for his ability to write 
instrumental pieces and choral works in one sitting; this 
discipline and focus remained the core of his writing 
method throughout his career. 

In the spring of 1837, Donizetti signed a contract with 
Teatro San Carlo in Naples to write an opera based on 
a text and story provided by the leading Neapolitan 

*Librettist: 
The individual who writes the 

libretto, or the text of the opera, to 
which the composer writes the music. 

Libretto is the diminutive of the Italian 
word “libro” meaning “book.”

librettist,* Salvatore Cammarano. Cammarano was 
appointed poet and stage manager for several theatres in 
Naples and was well respected in the opera community, 
working with the likes of Donizetti, Mercandante and 
Verdi (for whom he wrote the libretto for Il Trovatore but 
sadly passed away before its completion). Donizetti and 
Cammarano had previously collaborated very successfully 
on Lucia di Lammermoor, and there were hopes that the 
duo would produce another operatic hit. 

Gaetano Donizetti
Etching, 1835. Artist unknown

During this time, 
artists were frequently 
in conflict with 
censors who forbade 
the inclusion of 
religious topics and 
subjects on stage. 
Writing operas about 
Tudor, English, and 
Protestant subjects 
(as opposed to 
Catholic ones) 
allowed composers 
and librettists to 
speak in an indirect 
way about their 
contemporary 
political realities 
without incurring 
the wrath of censors. 

Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex
oil on canvas (circa 1596)

Cammarano selected a play by Jacques Ancelot, called 
Elisabeth d’Angleterre (1829) as the source for his libretto. 
His story, entitled Roberto Devereux, focused on the 
powerful Queen Elizabeth I and her affection for the Earl 
of Essex. The strong fascination with the Elizabethan 
era would provide inspiration for several other operas 
written by Donizetti including Il castello di Kenilworth 
(1829), Anna Bolena (1830) and Maria Stuarda (1835, last 
performed by the COC in the 2009/2010 season). 

http://www.coc.ca
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Elizabeth I of England, the Armada Portrait
oil on panel, 1588

PROFESSIONAL TRIUMPH, PERSONAL TRAGEDY 
While Donizetti took to setting Cammarano’s text to 
music, his personal life was in turmoil. His wife gave birth 
to three children, none of whom survived infancy, and 
after the loss of Donizetti’s parents, she died of cholera. 
The premiere of the opera was delayed because of the 
cholera epidemic (the same one that took the life of his 
wife). The opera eventually premiered on October 29, 1837, 
at the Teatro San Carlo in Naples. Donizetti’s 57th opera 
became a great success with Italian audiences and it wasn’t 
surprising that other European and North American opera 
houses soon presented Roberto Devereux on their stages 
as well. But after approximately four decades of successful 
productions, Roberto Devereux disappeared from the 
operatic repertoire until its revival in Naples in 1964.  

Donizetti’s love affair with Naples ended in the late 
1830s. Grief-stricken from his personal tragedies, and 
disillusioned with the opera scene, Donizetti packed up 
and left for Paris where grand opera was thriving and 
composers were enjoying lucrative pay for their services 
and talents. 

Sadly, during the rehearsals for his final opera (Dom 
Sébastien), Donizetti’s behavior became erratic and his 
mental health began to deteriorate. His condition, caused 
by a syphilitic infection, drove him into a sanatorium at 
Ivry in France. He soon became completely paralyzed and 
lost his speech, at which point his relatives moved him to 
his hometown of Bergamo. His family and friends cared for 
Donizetti until his death on April 8, 1848. 

Musically, Roberto Devereux is filled with Donizetti’s 
signature florid compositional style, but according 
to some, the true success of Roberto Devereux can be 
attributed to Cammarano’s command of the text and 
clear storyline. The combination of the singable text, 
well-defined motivations of the characters, and the clarity 
and compelling momentum of the story makes Roberto 
Devereux a superb piece of theatre. 

Though 
the title implies that it’s 

Roberto who drives the storyline, 
it can be argued that the drama is 

actually fueled by Queen Elizabeth’s struggle 
between her obligations as a monarch 

and her personal feelings as 
a woman in love. 

http://www.coc.ca
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Listening Guide

INTRODUCTION 
Roberto Devereux is the final instalment in Gaetano 
Donizetti’s “Tudor Trilogy.” Central to each of these operas 
is a soprano role which stretches the singer to the limits 
of her technical and dramatic capabilities. It’s generally 
agreed that the role of Elisabetta in Roberto Devereux 
represents the summit of these prima donna (principal 
female) roles with regards to difficulty. 

What makes it challenging is the equal emphasis Donizetti 
places on both virtuosic vocal and histrionic demands. 
It is common to dismiss bel canto (literally, “beautiful 
singing”) opera of the early 19th century as being tied to 
conservative musical formulas. For example, the operas 
of Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti and those of the first half of 
Verdi’s career, employed the two-part aria, whose first 
section (often a slower cavatina) was succeeded by a 
more rapid cabaletta to demonstrate a marked change 
in emotion. However, Roberto Devereux comes from 

late in Donizetti’s career by which time his inspiration 
emerged more from the text, allowing him to break free 
of the constraints of any formulaic notion of melodic 
development. For the character of Elisabetta especially, 
this approach yielded opportunities for brilliant singing 
which stems directly from emotions related to the text 
and also from the influence of the words themselves – 
the colour of the consonants and vowels of the Italian 
language. This requires a huge investment of dramatic as 
well as vocal energy from the singer – quite the opposite 
of the stereotypical view of the prettily-chirping bel canto 
“nightingale.”

The tracks listed below are excerpted from Roberto 
Devereux, Deutsche Grammophon 073 4185. Orchestra 
and Chorus of the Bavarian State Opera, Friedrich Haider, 
conductor. Edita Gruberova, Roberto Aronica. You can 
also experience the Listening Guide online at coc.ca/
COCRadio.

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act I, Scene i: Aria: “L’amor suo mi fe beata” (“His love was a blessing to me”)

CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Queen Elisabetta enters and greets Sara, Duchess of Nottingham, not realizing that Sara is her rival for 
the affections of Roberto, Earl of Essex. Elisabetta confesses to Sara that life without Roberto’s love is not 
worth living, a revelation that makes Sara deeply uneasy.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
This is Elisabetta’s aria di sortita (entrance aria) which from the start sets out her dual character as 
Queen and lover. It is written in the traditional cavatina (slower section)/cabaletta (quicker, more 
decorated section) form, which is one of the building blocks of bel canto opera. This excerpt begins with 
the cavatina in which the expressive vocal line floats above a very spare accompaniment. This too is 
characteristic of bel canto vocal writing: the voice is front and centre allowing the singer the freedom 
to shape the vocal line in a very personal way by speeding up and slowing down the overall tempo 
(called rubato); changing dynamics (soft to loud) and adding ornaments such as trills (rapid oscillations 
between two adjacent notes) and interpolated high notes. 

Even though Elisabetta’s opening cavatina begins as a beautiful, woodwind-accompanied declaration 
of love for Roberto, Donizetti reveals her nearly pathological fear of betrayal at 0:47 with sudden, 
threatening repetitions of the words “Ah! se fui, se fui tradita” (“Ah! if I have been betrayed”) and then 
subsequently reinforces these emotions with sets of overblown trills (listen at 1:22) at “le delizie della 
vita” (“the pleasures of life”).

As is typical with this aria form, the cavatina is delineated from the cabaletta with a short interjection 
by another character, usually a comprimario (supporting role). So, at 2:53 we hear Cecil announce that 

1
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2

Roberto has been accused of treason which, given her strong feelings, inspires more outward vocal display 
in Elisabetta’s emotional cabaletta. It begins at 4:07 – listen how the vocal line becomes more agitated 
than in the cavatina. This is achieved with the addition of coloratura (fast, scale-like passages) which 
appropriately descends into the soprano’s lower register on the words “i tuoi nemici, ah! nella polve 
innanzi a te” (“your enemies will fall, in the dust before you”) and, an overall, more insistent tempo. 

FURTHER REFLECTION
Can you think of any contemporary political figures whose personal lives come into conflict with their 
public roles?

Just as bel canto opera has its standard musical forms, can you think of other musical genres that rely on 
standard song types – think about Broadway musicals; pop or rock music; country music etc. 

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act I, Scene i, Duet: “Un lampo, un lampo orribile...” (“A flash, a terrible flash of lightning…”)

CONNECTION TO STORY 
Elisabetta speaks to Roberto of the past, when their love was like a dream. But then she begins to question 
him about his intentions. Roberto mistakenly assumes the Queen knows that he has fallen in love with 
Sara and then tries to cover his lapse. Elisabetta’s anger is aroused and, dissembling, she offers to lead his 
bride to the altar if he would only reveal her name. 

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
This excerpt is universally acclaimed as one of the highpoints in the score. It is in fact a “double duet:” 
the more tender opening section centres around Elisabetta’s reminiscences of happier days with Roberto, 
whereas the contrasting bravura cabaletta section expresses her desire for revenge once she suspects she 
might have a rival for his affections. The Queen’s vocal line, heard at the start, rarely settles into anything 
approaching a smooth melody and is instead peppered with frenzied coloratura.

Interestingly, when Roberto joins in at 0:37, rather than repeating Elisabetta’s incisive “un lampo, un 
lampo” (“a flash, a flash”) from the beginning of the cabaletta, he sings a different melody, which passes 
through a number of keys before coming back to rest in the original major key. His somewhat smoother 
vocal line is nevertheless restless, see-sawing back and forth as he expresses the hope that he, and not his 
lover Sara, might be the sole victim of the Queen’s deadly wrath. 

FURTHER REFLECTION
Traditionally, the main soprano and main tenor in an opera are also the romantic leads. In Roberto 
Devereux however, the tenor is actually in love with the seconda donna (literally “second lady), that is, the 
mezzo-soprano who sings the role of Sara. Why do you think Donizetti elected to change things up in this 
way? How does it affect the balance of the piece?
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3 MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act III, Scene ii, Aria: “Come un spirto angelico” (“Like an angelic spirit”)

CONNECTION TO STORY 
In his cell in the Tower of London, Roberto expresses the wish that he live only if he is able to defend the 
honour of Sara and die at the hands of her husband, Nottingham. 

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
Until Act III, Roberto has been mainly showcased in duets with other characters. This excerpt represents 
the first section of his big, double “prison aria;” a gentle cantabile which literally means “songlike” and is 
just another way of referring to the slower, more free-form part of a double aria.

This is a classic bel canto melody, not oversaturated with showy vocal gymnastics, but no less demanding 
in its insistence on perfect legato or, in other words, the creation of an absolutely smooth singing line 
in which one tone is intrinsically bound to the next. The endlessly flowing melody is uninterrupted by 
any vocal ornament, except appropriately, in the link between its two sections (at 0:47) and at the final 
cadence (final “resting” spot of the tune) at 1:45.

FURTHER REFLECTION
The tenor in this opera is the title character and yet has to wait until Act III to sing an aria. Can you think 
of any other plays, movies, musicals or operas in which the title character is afforded less stage/screen 
time than other people in the cast?
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Stephen Costello as 
Roberto Devereux and 
Hasmik Papian as 
Elisabetta in Roberto 
Devereux (Dallas 
Opera, 2009). Photo: 
Karen Almond 
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MUSICAL EXCERPT 
Act III, Scene iii: Cabaletta: “Quel sangue versato al cielo s’innalza” (“That spilled blood rises to heaven”)

CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Roberto’s death is announced and Elisabetta turns on the Nottinghams; she determines that their betrayal 
warrants no leniency and orders them led away.

MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
This excerpt is the cabaletta portion (the quicker section following the slower, opening larghetto) of 
Elisabetta’s final scene, one of the most dramatic and demanding soprano assignments in the entire bel 
canto repertoire. Here, the Queen is pushed to the limits of sanity once she learns it is too late to save 
Roberto, her mental state clearly reflected in the vocal challenges thrown at the singer. Large intervals 
(wide leaps between one note and another) like those at 0:37 and 1:44 signify a human being reaching the 
breaking point, as does the sudden change of mood at 1:55 where the tempo quickens and the previously 
linear vocal line becomes embellished with quick coloratura runs. Unusually, at the repeat of the main 
theme (at 2:42), Donizetti sets a different text just as Elisabetta envisions the bloodstained block on which 
Roberto has died. Generally, in situations like this, the same words would be used for a repeated verse, but 
Donizetti’s keen desire to heighten and specify the dramatic situation demanded a change in text. 

FURTHER REFLECTION
Giving the soprano a long, challenging scene at the end of the opera is one of the hallmarks of the bel 
canto operatic form. How does this inform our perception of (a) Queen Elisabetta; (b) the soprano who 
sings the role; and (c) the diva’s position in 19th-century (and our own) society?

In the 1970s the 
great American soprano 

Beverly Sills was credited with 
the resurrection of Roberto Devereux, 
at least in North America, by famously 

having the New York City Opera stage all 
three of Donizetti’s “three queen” operas: 
Anna Bolena, Maria Stuarda and Roberto 

Devereux. She is reputed to have said 
the difficulty of singing all three roles 

may have shortened her career by 
at least four years.
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What to Look for

Director Stephen Lawless, set designer Benoit Durgardyn, 
costume designer Ingeborg Bernerth and lighting designer 
Mark McCullough were invited by the Dallas Opera to 
conceptualize three cohesive productions for the “Tudor 
Trilogy.” The common thread in all three operas is the 
powerful presence of Queen Elizabeth I, and therefore it 
made perfect sense to set the operas in a theatrical style 
that was popular during her reign. Within this historical 
framework, the creative team found inspiration in one of 
the most famous Elizabethan play houses, Shakespeare’s 
Globe Theatre.  

The Elizabethan theatre, an open playing area surrounded 
by balconies, dominates the stage. It provides a multi-level 
playing space for the singers: Queen Elizabeth primarily 
appearing centre stage, and the balconies designated 

A scene from Roberto Devereux (Dallas Opera, 2009). Photo: Karen Almond 
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for the chorus members, who make commentaries on 
the action on stage, or principal characters, who use the 
balconies for reflecting on their situations and plotting 
against one another. Not only does the design provide 
interesting levels to drive the drama in the story, it is 
also a fitting tribute to Shakespeare and the arts, which 
flourished during Elizabeth’s reign.

In addition to the theatre building throughout the opera 
there are nods to other significant moments in Queen 
Elizabeth’s life: three large display cases appear at the top 
of the overture, each containing an actor to represent an 
aspect of Elizabeth’s difficult childhood, including Henry 
VIII (Elizabeth’s father), Anne Boleyn (Elizabeth’s mother), 
as well as a young Elizabeth. At the end of the overture, 
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models of warships sail onto the front of the stage 
depicting England’s greatest naval victory of Elizabeth’s 
reign: repelling the vast, invading Spanish Armada. 

Ingeborg Bernerth’s costumes are generally period-
specific and reflect the era in which Roberto Devereux has 

been set, though some pieces have been modernized (the 
men’s costumes in particular). Queen Elizabeth was the 
first monarch to take an interest in fashion and its effect on 
status and societal perceptions. Her rule was a prosperous 
one and fashion was correspondingly luxurious and 
elaborate, often embellished and exaggerated. 

Hasmik Papian as Elisabetta in Roberto Devereux (Dallas Opera, 2009). Photo: Karen Almond
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COC Spotlight: Kathryn Garnett

A lot of things have to go right to put on an opera on the 
mainstage. The person at the centre of the process is the 
scheduling manager. Although they rarely receive public 
recognition for their work, scheduling managers are one of 
the most important members of any opera company. This 
individual is responsible for co-ordinating the scheduling 
for all of the activities in an opera company including 

18

Position: Scheduling Manager

Name: Kathryn (Kat) Garnett

Role in the Company: I schedule all rehearsals for the singers performing in 
operas on the COC’s mainstage, as well as their understudies. I also schedule 
all of the rehearsals for the COC’s young artist training program the Ensemble 
Studio. I manage all of the space bookings for the COC’s rehearsal and 
performance spaces at the Joey and Toby Tanenbaum Opera Centre and the 
Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts.  
 
Hometown: Pickering, Ontario

Education: Sheridan College – Technical Theatre Production

First became interested in opera: My interest in opera stems from my interest 
in theatre production. 

What made you decide to pursue this sort of career path? My passion for 
live theatre.

What is a typical day/shift like for you? What things are you responsible for? My typical day starts with checking my phone 
for messages from singers who have called in sick and have requested to cancel rehearsals or vocal coachings. I spend the day 
gathering rehearsal information and space requests from conductors, directors, music coaches, music administrators, and 
COC production, development, communications, and education and outreach administrative staff in order to complete the 
schedule for the next day. My job is like putting together a large puzzle and I have to have all the right pieces in order to make 
everything fit together every day.

Kathryn (Kat) Garnett
(Scheduling Manager)

staging rehearsals, orchestra rehearsals, dress rehearsals, 
set changeovers, music coachings, costume fittings, and 
space requests for larger planning meetings, education and 
outreach activities, and third party rentals. A scheduling 
manager can make or break an opera company; the COC 
is fortunate to have a fantastic scheduling manager who 
makes all of our work possible. 
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If someone was interested in becoming a scheduling 
manager, what would you recommend they have in terms 
of skills or experience? An interest in live performance 
and an understanding of the technical side of live 
theatre. It is important to understand all of the various 
components that are required to put together a successful 
show, including technical information, artist requirements, 
facility management and the overall process of how 
an opera gets put together from start to finish. Strong 
communication skills, an ability to prioritize, and comfort 
in working with organizational databases are required for 
this position.

What do you love most about your career? I find it very 
satisfying to know that because of the schedules I have 
created, everything is getting done efficiently. With so 
many requests to manage and balance, finding the right 
combination is very rewarding.

What do you enjoy the least about your career? That I 
am always on call. As long as it is a working day, I am on 
call. The artists have two free days each week (days during 
which they cannot work). The free days are not set days of 
the week and they change weekly. But, if the free day falls 
on a week day, I also cannot always take it as I have to be in 
the office to prepare schedules.

What surprises you most about your career?  How many 
people it takes to put on an opera and that so many of 
them remain unseen.

Favourite part about this production: My favourite part 
of the production is when all elements come together and 
we end up with a well-rehearsed opera and fully prepared 
understudies.  

What do you enjoy outside of opera? Sleeping. Movies. 
My family. 

Kat on a rare day off – with a furry friend! Photo courtesy of Kat Garnett
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Active Learning
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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 
Roberto Devereux with these discussion questions and 
ideas for further exploration. 

DISCUSSION

w  As Queen, Elizabeth I was able to wield a great deal 
of power over those around her. What was life like for 
other women during this period? What power did they 
have, or lack? 

w  Pay careful attention to the staging while watching the 
opera. In what area of the stage is Elisabetta frequently 
situated? Why do you think the director chose for this 
to be her position? 

EXTENSION THEMES
 
What made Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre special amongst 
theatres of its day? Research the Globe Theatre, both 
historically and in its modern form. Compare this portrayal 
of Queen Elizabeth I with other portrayals you have seen 
in movies and on TV. How different was Donizetti’s view of 
Elizabeth? How does history colour our perceptions?
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