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SYNOPSIS
Time: 1720’s
Place: France, and later Lousiana

ACT 1
Amiens — an inn and coach stop — evening

Edmondo and fellow students drink, gamble, and flirt with 
the young girls of the village. They welcome the Chevalier 
des Grieux who entertains them with an amusing serenade. 
The coach from Arras arrives, leaving its passengers to 
spend the night at the inn. They include Geronte de Revoir, 
an aristocrat and treasurer-general, as well as Sergeant 
Lescaut and his sister, Manon. He has been ordered to 
escort his young sister to a nearby convent before she can 
get herself into trouble. While Lescaut is inspecting their 
rooms, Des Grieux introduces himself to the beautiful 
young woman. Des Grieux is smitten. Geronte bribes the 
Innkeeper to help arrange a carriage so that he can abduct 
Manon and take her with him to Paris. Edmondo overhears 
the plan and warns Des Grieux who in turn convinces 
Manon to escape with him and avoid both the convent 
and the elderly gallant. When he discovers the deception, 
Geronte is assured by Lescaut to be patient. He knows his 
sister well. She will not enjoy the life of penury that Des 
Grieux, a poor student, will offer her and she will  
be easily lured away. The students are delighted by the 
whole spectacle.

ACT 2
Paris — Manon’s boudoir in Geronte’s mansion —  
several months later, morning

When Des Grieux’s money runs out, Manon leaves him 
to become Geronte’s mistress. Waited on hand and foot, 
Manon tells her brother that she has become bored living 
with Geronte and longs for Des Grieux. Geronte arranges 
musicians to sing his new composition for Manon’s morning 
levée.  Young priests and old beaux pay her a visit while 
she practices her dancing and singing, again to one of 
Geronte’s vocal creations. When she is finally alone, Lescaut 
brings Des Grieux to see her. He reproaches her for being 
so faithless to him, but succumbs to her entreaties just as 
Geronte returns. Manon mocks the old man and he leaves 
in fury. Lescaut warns them that Geronte has summoned 
the authorities. As Manon tries to escape with Geronte’s 
gifts and jewelry, she is arrested as a thief. 

INTERMISSION

ACT 3
Scene 1  
Le Havre — The Harbor —  
several weeks later, just before dawn

Manon has been sentenced to deportation to the French 
territories in the New World as an undesirable. Lescaut 
and Des Grieux hope to rescue her before that happens. 
The lovers are reunited through the bars of the prison. A 
gunshot reveals that their plans have been discovered. The 
townspeople gather to revel in the spectacle of the roll call 
of the fallen women who are being placed on board the 
ship leaving for Lousiana. Lescaut tries to gain the crowd’s 
sympathy for his sister. In desperation, Des Grieux begs the 
ship’s captain to allow him to accompany Manon. 

A SHORT PAUSE

Act 3
Scene 2  
The territory outside of New Orleans —  
some months later, dusk

INTERLUDE
The Voyage to the New World

After arriving in New Orleans, the Governor’s nephew tries 
to lure Manon away from Des Grieux who challenges him 
to a duel. Though he only wounds him, Des Grieux believes 
he has killed the young man. He and Manon flee New 
Orleans, escaping into the unsettled wastelands outside 
the ramparts of the town, hoping to find refuge in an 
English colony.

Lost in the wilderness outside of the city, Des Grieux tries 
to restore the weary and ailing Manon. Delirious, she 
succumbs to thirst and exposure.

— Jay Lesenger, Stage Director



DIRECTOR’S NOTE
Manon Lescaut is a marvel in her varied forms. As a 
character, she continues to fascinate: beautiful, spoiled, 
capricious, passionate yet ingenuous, she leads all who 
meet her down her tragic path.

As a novella, Manon Lescaut scandalized and titillated the  
Court of Louis XIV. The shocking semi-autobiographical 
novella by the Abbé Provost was in fact repressed from 
publication for several years.

In Jules Massenet’s opera, the heroine is the product of 
a mature composer at the height of his talents. Massenet 
created arguably his richest, most rounded character with 
his version of Manon.

But Puccini was yet unproven when he was seduced by 
her. His first opera, the one-act Le Villi, was a product of 
his student days and showed his great promise. Edgar, 
his next effort, failed to capture the public’s or the critics’ 
imagination. When he announced Manon Lescaut as his 
next project, he was criticized for even attempting a new 
stage version of the story so shortly after Massenet’s opera 
had succeeded. He dismissed his critics by asking: “Why 
shouldn’t a beautiful woman have more than one lover?”

As was to become the pattern in Puccini’s works, he 
struggled with his libretto and his librettists. He gave them 
an almost insurmountable challenge when he insisted that 
none of the scenes and situations in Massenet’s opera 
should be replicated. Some seven writers worked on the 
libretto; none of them took credit.

If there are any inconsistencies in the text and dramaturgy 
of Puccini’s third opera, he overcame them with an 
outpouring of melody and youthful intensity. How can one 
not fall in love with the opera and its heroine when she is 
given music of such interest and beauty? His intoxication 
with his heroine is evident in every joyful and mournful 
moment of the score. I know I fell in love with her years 
ago and that passion remains unabated. What a joy to 
stage this marvelous creation!

As the world would learn later in the 18th century, the style 
and extravagance of the French aristocracy was a façade 
that hid many realities – a crumbling power structure, a 
repressed peasant class as well as social and religious 
hypocrisy. Our sets, designed by the wonderful Peter 
Dean Beck, reflect that world. We are never far from the 
theatrical artificiality that propped up the world of the 
French aristocracy. The seams and mechanics are always 
on view. 

— Jay Lesenger, Stage Director
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