GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET
“Manon Lescaut”

– Karita Mattila Triumphs in Portrait of Tragic Courtesan –

Finnish phenomenon Karita Mattila ventures into the Italian repertory at the Met this season, incandescent in a role that fits her like a perfumed glove: tragic courtesan unforgettably captured in high definition (HD) and 5.1 digital surround sound on GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET “Manon Lescaut,” airing in May 2008 (check local listings) on PBS. Rarely has Puccini’s pleasure-loving, 18th-century heroine looked or sounded more lovely than in this soprano’s portrayal. The opera is conducted by Met music director James Levine and topped with Italian tenor Marcello Giordani’s ardent performance as Manon’s headstrong young lover, Chevalier des Grieux.

“The Met has a great Manon Lescaut,” praised The New York Times of Mattila’s role debut at the house in January 2008. “Ms. Mattila is such a compelling actress that she affectingly conveyed Manon’s girlish awkwardness … The gleaming, anguished power and beauty of her singing was beyond style.” American baritone Dwayne Croft is the roguish brother Lescaut; bass-baritone Dale Travis sings Manon’s foppish “protector,” the repugnant Geronte di Ravoir.

Puccini’s first international success, Manon Lescaut (1893) is the work that paved the way directly to his most famous and best-loved leading ladies: Mimi in La Bohème (1896), Tosca (1900) and Madama Butterfly (1904). With its high drama, unerring sense of theater and, most of all, its luscious, unforgettable melodies, it set the course for the creations the Lucca-born composer would polish and perfect the rest of his life.  

Based on L’Histoire du Chevalier des Grieux et de Manon Lescaut, a 1731 French novel by the Abbé Prévost, the work premiered at the Teatro Regio in Turin, with a libretto by no less than six creators: Ruggiero Leoncavallo (composer of Pagliacci), Domenico Oliva, Marco Praga, Giuseppe Giacosa, Luigi Illica and Giulio Riccordi. Raved the Corriere della Sera: “Puccini’s genius is truly Italian. His song is the song of our paganism, or our artistic sensualism. It caresses us and becomes part of us.”   

Also set to music by two of France’s most famous composers, Daniel Auber (1856) and Jules Massenet (1884), “Manon Lescaut” is the tale of a simple country girl torn between her great passion for the dashing des Grieux and the rich men who provide the luxuries she craves. Her young life is soon cut short on a “vast plain on the borders of New Orleans” as she dies in her lover’s arms — alone, forgotten, abandoned (“Solo, perduta, abbandonata”).

Among the work’s many musical highlightsare des Grieux’s statement of new-found happiness, “Donna non vidi mai”; the pair’s Acts II and III love duets; Manon’s admission that luxury chills her soul, “In quelle trine morbide”; and the famous Wagner-inspired Act III intermezzo.

The fifth of 14 weekly HD telecasts to air in the 2008 GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET season, “Manon Lescaut” is sung in Italian with English subtitles. With stage direction by Gina Lapinski and sets and costumes by Desmond Heeley, it was recorded on stage at the house February 16, 2007. Brian Large directs for television; Jay Saks is audio producer.     

Underwriters: Toll Brothers, Irene Diamond Fund, National Endowment for the Arts, Public Television Viewers, PBS and Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Funding for this telecast provided by Donald G. Sisler. Producer: Metropolitan Opera. Presenter: Thirteen/WNET New York. Metropolitan Opera executive producer: Peter Gelb. Metropolitan Opera supervising producers: Mia Bongiovanni and Elena Park. Metropolitan Opera producers: Louisa Briccetti and Victoria Warivonchik. GREAT PERFORMANCES producer: David Horn. Director of program development: Bill O’Donnell. Format: CC Stereo 5.1 Surround sound Letterbox/HD where available. Online: pbs.org
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


