
Donizetti’s Daughter of the Regiment at BLO
A Revolutionary Flare for America’s 250th Anniversary

	 Donizetti’s evergreen comic opera La Fille du 
Régiment, his first composed to an original French 
libretto, has been a hit from shortly after its premiere 
at the Opera-Comique in Paris almost two centuries 
ago in 1840.  By 1914 it had been performed 1,000 
times at this iconic theater, and adoring audiences 
have followed it since at theaters worldwide, in a wide 
variety of languages and entertaining productions.  
In April and May of 2026, it was the turn of Boston 
Lyric Opera with its delightful, energized rendition in 
English, as part of its  “Voices of Revolution” initiative 
for the celebration of America’s 250th anniversary.  On 
every level, it was a hit as well.

	 In the original, Marie, the “daughter” of 
the 21st regiment of Napoleon’s army campaigning 
in the Swiss Alps, had been found as an orphan on 
a battlefield and raised by the soldiers. By the year 
1815, she had grown to womanhood, living happily 
among her soldier “fathers” as their cantinière 
(“canteen manager,” a woman attached to a regiment 
responsible for providing food, etc.).

	 In the BLO production, as the surtitles tell us, 
the year is 1755, and as the prelude begins, a stealthy 
figure in a black cape leaves a bundled infant beneath 
a magnificent elm tree that fills the stage, one modeled 
after the famed Liberty Tree that once stood majestically 
in the Boston Common. The pantomime continues with 
the rescue of this abandoned baby by a group of ragged 
armed figures, and as time passes, various townspeople 
adorn the tree with signs of resistance and protest 
against the British. The sequence then moves to 1775, 
the year the British in fact chopped the elm down in 
response to the settlers’ resistance. And it is in this year 
that we first meet Marie at age 20, as the Revolution 
fast approaches - not merely a canteen manager then, 
but a potential soldier, her fighting spirit evident from 
the outset.  

	 As the BLO online study guide tells us, the 
character of Marie in this production was inspired by 
the spirit of the historical Deborah Sampson Gannet 
who lived and fought as a man in George Washington’s 
Continental Army.  (This especially informative guide 
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not only expands on this fascinating woman, but also on 
many aspects of this production and indeed admirably 
on many aspects of opera as a genre.) Additionally, 
in the program book at the theatre, long-time BLO 
Artistic Associate Anne Bogart points out that the 
production by no means aims to tell Sampson’s story 
literally:  

The connection is intentionally loose – a 
spark rather than a blueprint…..Marie is 
still the irrepressible foundling claimed by 
a battalion of surrogate fathers, but she also 
stands, faintly, in the shadow of a rebel who 
fashioned a new name, a new uniform, and a 
new way of appearing in public. 

And later in the essay Ms. Bogart  adds:   

Donizetti’s score gives Marie a voice that 
is impossible to ignore.  Even when she is 
disguised in uniform her singing refuses 
to pass as anything other than gloriously 
herself, and the audience willingly accepts 
the convention.

Such was the case in this production, which didn’t 
push this historical context too hard and aptly centered 
around Marie and the entertaining jewel the opera is - 
regardless of the historical context. 

	 Producers of opera often say that in preparing 
Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro one first casts Susanna, 
who sings literally in every ensemble of the opera and 
thus becomes a major factor in shaping the character 
of the production.  Such has always been the case too 
with the casting of Marie in Donizetti’s euphonious 
comic gem. In 1972 the Met famously revived the 
opera especially for Joan Sutherland and Luciano 
Pavarotti, and in that conception the opera was old-
fashioned bel canto opera. A year later in Boston, 
Beverly Sills was front and center for The Opera 
Company of Boston as a warmly expressive fun-
loving, maternal Marie. Later in a new production at 
the Met in 2008, French soprano Natalie Dessay sang 
the role as a rather comic tomboy.
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	 And so what a delightful surprise it was 
to encounter this new take on The Daughter of the 
Regiment with an equally impressive soprano, Brenda 
Ra. She certainly had all the requisite coloratura but  
also the animated spirit of a determined, don’t-mess-
with-me  “revolutionary fighter.” Although perhaps 
at times with an overabundance of farcical antics, 
she was really in charge. The animated spirit of her 
famous aria, “Rataplan, rataplan,” thus infused the 
flavor of the production overall, as did her equally 
spirited regimental song, “Everyone knows it” 
(“Chacun le sait”). But when Marie later bid farewell 
to the regiment, Ms. Rae’s poignant aria, “I must 
depart” (“Il faut partir”) was sad but not mawkish, 
as if to say, don’t worry, we will endure.  Donizetti’s 
plaintive obbligato horn enhanced the pathos, and 
throughout the performance conductor Kelly Kuo 
also kept the BLO orchestra aptly paced to heighten 
the dramatic thrust, be it for humor, pathos, or vigor.    

	 As for the lovesick Tonio, the Chinese-
American, light lyric tenor Spencer Britten was really 
under the wing of the dominating heroine, but always 
lovable and sincere. With all the good high notes as 
well, he happily slipped into the original French for 
much of the famous virtuosic aria, “Pour mon âme” 
(“For my soul”), and projected his joy with nine fine 
high C’s at being able to join the regiment and thus 
able to wed Marie.  He did so without the repeat 
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usually taken on the spot these days, initiated first 
by Pavarotti at the Met in 1972 with great fanfare 
(and at La Scala before that).   Juan Diego Florez 
followed suit in 2008 (with equal fanfare), as did 
Lawrence Brownlee this season at the Met.  No 
complaint here.  But given the performance history 
of this famously difficult aria, a pleasant surprise 
was not only how effectively Mr. Britten delivered 
it, but also how nicely it integrated into the flow of 
the production without the repeat.   

	 The rest of the cast kept the frothy plot moving, 
perhaps again at times with an overabundance of 
slapstick humor, but also allowing the genuine 
sentiment to shine through.  At the head of the line 
was the firm bass of Kenneth Kellogg as Colonel 
Suplice, Marie’s loving and supportive foster-
father.  Rich-voiced mezzo Sandra Piques Eddy was 
a properly frustrated Widow Birkenfeld, posing as 
Marie’s long-lost aunt intent on taking her off to be 
“a proper lady.”  (As it turns out, she was the black-
capped woman who abandoned her child beneath the 
Liberty Tree during the prelude and thus Marie’s actual 
mother.) And BLO Emerging Artist soprano Angela 
Yam aptly filled the shoes of the Widow’s steward, 
Hortensia, never missing a beat while shuffling her 
way comically through various scenes.
 

	 Purists may moan at this opera being done 
in English, but if it has to be done, this kind of 
performance is the way to do it. The English was 
based on the widely used, popular and eminently 
singable G. Schirmer Inc. version, with a translation 
by Ruth & Thomas Martin, used, for example, by 
the Opera Company of Boston and New York City 
opera with Beverly Sills in the ‘70s (and others). 
The lively contemporary revision of this translation 
by Stage Director John de los Santos both enhanced 
the comedic element and heightened the theatrical 
experience of this historically focused production. 
It too remained eminently singable, and the large 
surtitles on either side of the stage ensured we got it 
all in the spacious Emerson Colonial Theatre.  

	 A new spicy English dialogue by Boston-
native playwright Kirsten Greenidge ably filled the 
gap between musical numbers.  For example, at one 
point in Donizetti’s original the Widow Birkenfeld 
and Hortensia comment on the poor manners of the 
French; in the dialogue by Ms Greenidge, the two 
lament the effect of British taxes on sugar, tea, and 
other staples.   A final entertaining touch was to have 
the cantankerous Duchess Crakenthorpe played in 
disguise by tenor Neal Ferreira.  While he/she insisted 
Marie would be the perfect match for her son, the 
Widow Birkenfeld starkly rejoined, “I smell a rat.”  
With that, after a brief altercation,  Mr. Ferreira’s wig 
slips off exposing him as a spy for the British. 
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Spencer Britten as Tonio with members of the regiment
			              Photo: Nile Scott Studios

Angela Yam as Hortensia; Neal Ferreira as Duchess Crakenthorpe 	
				             Photo: Nile Scott Studios



	 It was all great fun, and another way to reinforce 
aptly, but unobtrusively, the production’s Revolutionary 
War context. Contributing to the fun was also Stage 
Designer Liliana Duque Piñeiro’s less-is-more sets, in 

the first act centered around the omnipresent grand 
elm tree, in the second act around the bare skeleton 
of Widow Birkenfeld’s  war-damaged home.  At 
one point in the act, Lighting Designer Reza Behjat, 
with one of his many effective touches, highlighted 
the long vertical bars of this formerly lavish abode, 
as Hortensia dusted them with considerable comic 
effect.  But the moment was serious too, as the bars 
were thus made to look like a bird cage for the trapped 
Marie. Soon, however, Marie was freed to return to 
Tonio and the regiment, following the revelation that 
Widow Birkenfeld was Marie’s mother, indeed the 
one who had abandoned her daughter by the elm. 

	 In the final tableau it turned out the magnificent 
Elm was still standing. This iconic image of freedom 
reappeared in the warm evening glow with carefully lit 
orange lanterns hanging from its mighty  branches.  I 
sensed liberty - and a hit.   
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Brenda Rae as Marie; Sandra Piques Eddy as Widow Berkenfeld 	
				             Photo: Nile Scott Studios

Brenda Rae as Marie  with her victorious regiment 	      Photo: Nile Scott Studios
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