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NOTES ET RESUME DE L'ACTION
par Claude Gingras

Chroniqueur musical a “La Presse” — Montréal

“Tout compositeur désireux de connaitre une carriére couronnée de
succeés y parviendra par un seul moyen : en écrivant des opéras.”

Ces paroles sont de Charles Gounod. En fait, Gounod n'avait pas
a écrire “des” opéras, comme il le conseillait et comme il I'a dailleurs
fait, car “Faust” & lui seul a suffi a lui assurer une gloire immortelle
(pour parodier un passage de son célébre ouvrage). Les autres opéras
de Gounod sont aujourd’hui oubliés, a I'exception de “Roméo et Juliette”
et, peut-étre. “Mireille”, mais ces ouvrages sont loin de connaitre le
succés de “Faust”. En fait, apres “Carmen” de Bizet, “Faust” de Gounod
est le plus connu, le plus populaire et le plus souvent joué parmi tous
les opéras francais. Il figure au répertoire de tous les grands théatres
lyriques du monde et il existe dans au moins vingt-cing traductions
différentes.

“Faust”, opéra en quatre actes, livret de Barbier et Carré, s’inspire
du drame du méme nom de Goethe. Il s'agirait d'un personnage réel,
devenu légendaire, un magicien allemand du début du seizieme siecle
qui aurait vendu son @me au démon en échange de sa jeunesse retrouvée.
Le sujet a servi de point de départ & un grand nombre d’oeuvres littéraires,
musicales et picturales, mais I'opéra que Gounod en a tiré est sans doute
aujourd’hui la plus célebre parmi toutes ces oeuvres.

ACTE 1
SceNE I — L'atelier de Faust
Fatigué de la vie, le vieux philosophe et alchimiste veut sen délivrer
par le poison. “Maudite sois-tu, patience — s’écrie-t-il — A moi, Satan !”

A ce moment, le démon (Méphisto) parait et offre ses services au vieillard.
Il fait apparaitre I'image d'une ravissante jeune fille (Marguerite), symbole
de la jeunesse qu’il lui rendra en échange de son ame. “lIci, je suis a
ton service — déclare Méphisto. Mais la-bas, tu seras au mien...”
Faust accepte le pacte et il est immédiatement transformé en séduisant
jeune homme.

SceNE Il — La kermesse

Villageois, étudiants et soldats s’en donnent a coeur joie. Pourtant, dans
quelques instants, ce sera le départ pour la guerre. Valentin, frére de
Marguerite, demande a Siebel (role de garcon, toujours chanté par une
femme) de veiller sur “cette soeur si chérie” pendant son absence. Clest
l'air célebre “Avant de quitter ces lieux...” (A noter que I'air ne figurait
pas dans la partition originale, lors de la création. & Paris, en 1859;
Gounod I'écrivit spécialement pour le baryton anglais, Charles Stanley et
la production londonienne de 1864). Survient Méphisto, qui retient
l'attention de tous avec son air non moins fameux, “Le veau d'or”. Il
lit dans la main de Siebel : “Le sort te condamne a ne plus toucher
une fleur sans qu'elle se fane... Plus de bouquets @ Marguerite...”
A quoi Valentin réplique : “Ma soeur ! Qui vous a dit son nom ?” Un
duel s'ensuit, puis les gens, reconnaissant le démon, renversent leurs



épées pour en faire des croix qui chassent Méphisto. Puis cest le premier
contact de Faust avec cette jeune fille que lui a fait voir le démon.
Faust 1'aborde, mais Marguerite refuse gentiment son bras.

ACTE 11
Le jardin de Marguerite

C’est l'acte qui groupe les airs les plus célébres de “Faust”. Tout d’abord,
“Faites-lui mes aveux”, que chante Siebel en déposant un bouquet de
fleurs devant sa porte (Siebel s'est débarrassé du sortilége du démon en
trempant ses doigts dans l'eau bénite...). Ensuite c'est le “rival” de
Siebel, Faust, qui, devant la maison de Marguerite, s'exclame : “Salut,
demeure chaste et pure!...” Méphisto dépose un coffret de bijoux a
coté du bouquet de Siebel et se sauve avec Faust, en lancant malicieuse-
ment : “Si le bouquet I'emporte sur I'écrin, je consens & perdre mon
pouvoir ! Vient enfin Marguerite. Elle chante d'abord une triste bal-
lade, “Il était un roi de Thulé”, puis elle apercoit 1’écrin et I'ouvre. Clest
le fameux air des bijoux : “Ah! je ris de me voir si belle en ce miroir.”

Faust revient et l'acte se termine par un long duo d’amour entre
les deux héros, pendant que Méphisto, pour occuper l'attention de la
voisine trop curieuse, Dame Marthe, s'amuse a lui conter fleurette.

ACTE III

ScENE I — La maison de Marguerite

Marguerite, enceinte et abandonnée par Faust, est malheureuse. Siebel
essaie de la consoler mais en vain.

Scine Il — A Péglise

Marguerite vient demander “pardon a4 Dieu pour ses péchés.” Caché
derriére un pilier, Méphisto ricane et la menace de damnation.

SciNE I — Sur la place publique

Ce tableau nous transporte sur la place publique. Clest le retour de la
guerre. Les soldats chantent “Gloire immortelle de nos afeux...” Va-
lentin se détache du groupe, cherche sa soeur, Marguerite, apprend qu'elle
a été séduite par Faust, attaque celui-ci, mais Méphisto ayant donné a
I'épée de son protégé un pouvoir maléfique, Valentin tombe frappé a
mort. Il expire en maudissant sa soeur.

ACTE 1V
La prison

Marguerite a tué son enfant. Conduite en prison, elle attend l'expiation
de son crime. Faust survient et lui demande pardon. Devenue folle,
Marguerite revit leur amour éphémeére en murmurant cette valse de leur
premiére rencontre. Méphisto arrive a son tour et les presse de partir.
Marguerite reconnait le démon, et, prise d’épouvante, implore le secours
du ciel. Elle meurt, pendant que Meéphisto entraine Faust hors de la
prison.
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NOTES AND SYNOPSIS

by Francean Campbell
Staff Music Critic — The Montreal Star

“Faust” opera in four acts by Charles Gounod, with libretto
in French by Jules Barbier and Michel Carré based on Part |
of Goethe's “Faust”.

Goethe's drama on the Faust legend prompted many a composer of the
nineteenth century to creative action. Berlioz wrote a cantata around it
in 1846; Wagner an overture; Liszt a symphony; Schumann an orchestral
suite; Boito an opera, and Busoni also. Charles Gounod's “Faust” was
first performed in 1859, and for an opera that has long been an affectionate
scapegoat of critics it has done pretty well. The posters outside the
Opéra Comique in Paris usually indicate how many times an announced
opera has been given in that house. “Faust” passed the one thousand
mark some years ago and probably holds the record in many another
house. G.B. Shaw groaned that he had spent “ten years out of twelve
of my life as a music critic listening to “Faust”.” But Shaw loved the
opera as much as anyone else, especially the trio in the last act,

Without a doubt, the procession of melodic gems, familiar the world
over, has had something to do with the phenomenal success of the
opera. Marguerite’s Jewel Song has long been established as one of
the most celebrated moments of operatic literature, and many a hopeful
soprano has hung her fate on that floridly ecstatic aria. Wagner is said
to have stalked out of the theatre, the first time he heard it, and others
have been less kind toward it. For the millions, however, the Jewel

Song and every other tune in the opera combine to form the unchallenged
acme of lyric theatre.

ACT 1

SceNE I — Faust's study

Faust is alone with his books and his thoughts. The old scholar is weary
of life; all his studies have amounted to nothing. Depressed and hopeless
he is on the point of poisoning himself, but just as he is about to drink,
sounds of young voices reach him from the street. For a moment he
joins them in prayer and praise, but as the voices fade he is cast down
once again, and this time he rages and curses and calls on the devil to
witness his torment. To his surprise, the latter appears.

The devil introduces himself as Mephistopheles, and here commences
the negotiation of a famous contract. Mephistopheles asks Faust what he
wants most in this world, and Faust replies, youth again. But before signing
away his soul he thinks it over and hesitates. Mephistopheles acts fast :
He conjures up a vision of a lovely young girl, Marguerite, and declares
that on the agreed terms, she will be Faust's. At this, the old man



weakens and signs. In an instant he is transformed into a dashing young
man. And since the devil has chosen the form of an ordinary young

man for himself, the two go off together, singing of the things young
men sing about.

SceNE II — The Kermesse

In the second scene a fair is in full swing in Leipzig. Students and villagers
dance and sing, celebrating the joys of beer and wine and life in general.
Only Valentin is a little meditative. He is soon to leave for the front,
and he ponders who will watch over his sister Marguerite in his absence
(“Avant de quitter ces lieux”). One of the lads, Wagner, begins a song
but is interrupted by Mephistopheles, who takes over and leads a sort
of audience-participation song about a golden calf (“Le veau d'or”). He
does a little fortune-telling as well and frightens Siebel, a village youth
who adores Marguerite, by telling him that every time Siebel touches
flowers they will fade in his hands.

Next he turns his attention to the little fountain in the square and
by some magic means turns its waters into wine. He proposes a toast
to Marguerite. Valentin, suddenly annoyed, draws his sword and threatens
him. Mephistopheles points at him, and Valentin’s sword breaks in his
hand. At this, the crowd is alarmed; they have recognized the devil.
They take their swords and reversing them to form crosses, they advance
on him, singing as they go. Mephistopheles retreats and recoils before
the sign of the cross.

Faust arrives, and alone with Mephistopheles (now his evil self again)
orders him to produce Marguerite, in accordance with the agreement.
The devil replies that she will be along soon, when the dancing begins.
The scene fills with waltzing merrymakers, Siebel among them, and later,
Marguerite. Siebel approaches her; Mephistopheles intervenes; Faust slips
in and offers her his arm; she declines and moves on. But plainly, she is
intrigued by him. The dance goes on, as Faust and Mephistopheles depart.

ACT IT
Marguerite’s garden

The garden outside Marguerite’s cottage; Siebel is here, singing of his
love. He picks a flower and to his dismay finds it wilting in his hand.
He dips his fingers in holy water at a little shrine and ftries it again.
The flowers remain fresh, and he leaves. Faust enters and, enchanted
with the place, sings the “Salut demeure”. His dark companion joins him,
and Mephistopheles, noting Siebel’s modest bouquet left for Marguerite,
outdoes the act by the unfair means of leaving beside it a casket of jewels.
The two leave.

Marguerite comes out of the house, sits at her spinning wheel and
sings a charming ballad about the legendary King of Thule, stopping
now and then to daydream of the mysterious stranger who spoke to her
at the fair. Soon she notices the flowers, then the jewels. In a rapture
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of excitement and song she tries them all on at once (“Ah, je ris de me
voir”). Her hearty neighbour Marthe comes in and admires her duly;
Mephistopheles returns to the scene and proceeds to woo Marthe, occupy-
ing her attentions while Faust concentrates on Marguerite. Soon the
latter two are alone; darkness falls; Marguerite reluctantly enters the

cottage, appears at the window and Faust, encouraged by Mephistopheles,
goes to her.

ACT III
SceNE I — Marguerite’s house

Marguerite is alone in her room; she has borne Faust's child; deserted
now, she is sad and unhappy. Siebel offers his protection and consolation,
but she longs for Faust.

SceNE II — Church

In this scene, Marguerite is in church, praying for forgiveness. Mephisto-
pheles’ voice taunts and plagues her; she prays the harder.

Scene III — Street

The scene is the street outside. The soldiers are returning, Valentin
among them. Siebel hints to Valentin that something is wrong; Valentin
goes in to see his sister.

Faust and Mephistopheles appear; Valentin emerges, shocked at
what he has found, and challenges Faust. There is a fight; the young
man is killed, denouncing his sister with his last breath. A crowd gathers
at the scene, Marthe among them.

ACT 1V
The prison

Marguerite has murdered her own child and is in prison, close to
madness and death. Faust comes to her and they sing of the happy
moments they have had together. Faust is unable to rescue her from
her plight; Marguerite is unwilling to leave the prison. Mephistopheles
lurks in the background; Faust tries to persuade Marguerite to escape
with him but she pushes him back. Mephistopheles exults, declaring
that she is damned (Jugée!). A chorus of angels sings out in contradiction
(“Sauvée !”).

Marguerite is dead. Her soul rises with the angels. Faust sinks to
the ground, and the devil with him, as the chorus mounts in jubilation.

Salle Wilfrid-Pelletier, pianos : Steinway
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AVIS — NOTICE

Il est interdit de fumer dans la salle.
Smoking is not permitted in the auditorium.

Le programme est sujet @ modification.
This programme is subject to change.

Il est strictement interdit de se servir d'appareils photographiques
ou d’enregistrement.

The use of cameras or any type of recording equipment

is strictly forbidden.

La direction se réserve le droit de refuser I'entrée a quiconque;

les retardataires ne seront admis a la salle qu’au premier intervalle.

The management reserves the right to refuse admission;
latecomers will not be admitted to the auditorium until the first interval.

Les fleurs sont offertes par Dominion Floral Company.
Flowers courtesy of Dominion Floral Company.
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