
April 2, 2020 – Delibes’ Lakmé

On this week’s WCPE Opera House, we’re featuring Léo Delibes' Lakmé, the beautiful 
but ultimately tragic love story of the daughter of a Brahmin priest and a British military 
officer in colonial India.  Lakmé contains two very famous numbers, the Bell Song (a 
coloratura soprano favorite) and the Flower Duet (used in Ghiradelli chocolates and 
British Airways TV commercials).  Delibes, who was born on February 21, 1836, is 
perhaps best known as the composer of the ballets Coppélia and Sylvia.  Based on 
Pierre Loti's 1880 autobiographical nover Rarahu, ou Le Mariage de Loti, the opera was
first heard at Paris's Opéra Comique on April 14, 1883.

Set in nineteenth-century colonial India, the British Army officer Gérald (tenor Gregory 
Kunde) falls in love with Lakmé (soprano Natalie Dessay), daughter of Nilakantha 
(bass-baritone José Van Dam), a Brahmin priest.  Lakmé and her servant Mallika 
(mezzo-soprano Delphine Haidan) venture down to the river to gather flowers and to 
bathe, removing their jewels. Swearing to take revenge on the violator of his temple, 
Nilakantha forces Lakmé, who’s in love with the English officer, to sing at the bazaar so 
as to identify the culprit.  When Gérald appears, Lakmé faints, thus giving him away.  
Later, Nilakantha stabs Gérald but Lakmé nurses him back to health at a secret forest 
hideout, where he is eventually found by his fellow officer, Frédéric (baritone Franck 
Leguérinel), who persuades Gérald to return to his military duties.  When Lakmé 
returns to the hideout, she senses the change in her lover and commits suicide by 
eating the poisonous datura leaf.

Michel Plasson conducts the orchestra and chorus of the Capitole de Toulouse in this 
1997 EMI Classics recording.  

From a 2007 concert in Baden-Baden, Germany, here’s Anna Netrebko as Lakmé and 
Elīna Garanča as Mallika singing “Dôme épais, le jasmine” (Flower Duet): 
http://youtu.be/Vf42IP__ipw.

As a bonus, I'd like to show you another side of French coloratura soprano Natalie 
Dessay.  We'll hear her sing the Faun's second aria, "Dal tuo gentil sembiante," from 
the 15-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's 1771 opera Ascanio in Alba.

This Saturday, April 4th, at 1:00 p.m. join us for the rebroadcast of the Metropolitan 
Opera’s November 1, 2019 performance of Christoph Willibald Gluck’s Orfeo ed 
Euridice. Jamie Barton and Hei-Kyung Hong sing the title roles, and Hera Hyesang 
Park is Amore. Mark Wiggleworth conducts.   

Next Thursday, April 9th, tune in to our expanded edition for Richard Wagner’s Parsifal, 
loosely based on a thirteenth-century epic poem about the Arthurian knight Percival and
his quest for the Holy Grail.  Peter Hofmann sings the title role and José Van Dam is 
Amfortas, the guardian of the spear that pierced Christ’s side. Heard in other principal 
roles are Dunja Vejzovic (Kundry), Kurt Moll (Gurnemanz), Victor von Halem 

http://youtu.be/Vf42IP__ipw


(Titurel), and Siegmund Nimsgern (Klingsor). Herbert von Karajan conducts this 1979
recording.  

The WCPE Opera House is heard every Thursday evening at 7 o’clock in the Eastern 
time zone on 89.7 FM in central North Carolina. We’re streamed online world-wide at 
http://www.theclassicalstation.org, and you can listen on WCPE’s Android or iPhone 
apps.
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