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Synopsis: Don Carlo

Written by WANG Pao-hsiang

Background | 16th Century in Spain

Don Carlo Libretto

ACTI
PART I: The Tomb of Carlo V, Cloister of the Convent of St. Juste

Itis the end of the Franco-Spanish war. Elisabetta, Princess of France, who was supposed to wed
the Spanish prince Don Carlo in @ marriage of state, has, in a sudden turn of events, been wed
instead to Filippo II, the King of Spain. The prince takes refuge in the convent where his grandfather
lived as a hermit in his later years.

While a mysterious friar prays before the tomb of Carlo V, other friars recite the "Carlo il
sommo Imperatore"— chanting that the worldly glory of "Charles, a Mighty Emperor Once", has
turned into dust and ashes. Don Carlo seeks relief yet finds no peace of mind as the shadows of
love lost follow him about. Rodrigo, observing the anguished prince, strongly advises him to relin-
quish this love affair and vows together with him in "Dio, che nell'alma infondere" ("Oh Lord, Infuse
into Our Souls") to join forces as sworn brothers and die fighting to save the people of Flanders
from religious persecution. At that moment, the king and the queen arrive to pay their respects to
the former king. Don Carlo grows increasingly distraught after greeting Queen Elisabetta, which
strengthens his determination to rebel against the king.

PART II: The Garden of the Convent

In the garden behind the convent for ladies of the court, Princess Eboli leads the court ladies in a
dance and with "Canzone del velo: Nel giardin del Bello" ("The Song of the Veil: In the Beautiful
Garden"). The librettos mock Mohammed, the Moorish king, who abandoned his wife, who had
helped him through many difficult years, in pursuit of a mysterious veiled lady, only to unveil her
and discover his wife smiling back at him. The queen enters the garden, upon which Rodrigo brings
her a royal letter from France while slipping her a handwritten note from Don Carlo pleading for a
secret rendezvous. The queen implies her consent while at the same time the unsuspecting
princess Eboli expresses her own feelings of love for the prince in an aside.

After ordering the ladies of the court to withdraw, Elisabetta has a secret rendezvous with Don
Carlo in the garden. At first the prince acts ceremoniously and announces that he will request
permission from the king to be stationed in Flanders, far from this place of sorrows. Distraught and
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overcome with sorrow, he suddenly faints. When he awakens, he impulsively pours his heart out to
her in the hope of renewing their love. However, the queen refuses to entertain the idea, coldly
replying, "Do you mean to slay your father then lead your mother to the altar?" Don Carlo,
chastened, retreats in total defeat.

King Filippo arrives. Seeing the queen has been left unattended, he castigates the servants for
dereliction of duty, then takes the opportunity to order her closest personal companion to be
repatriated. This prompts the normally impassive queen to console her household member and
beseech her to hold back her tears, saying "Non pianger, mia compagna" ("Ah! Weep Not, Dear
Companion”). The king believes Rodrigo is out to seek personal gain, and is surprised when he
instead pleads for the people of Flanders. While the King disapproves, he is also dismissive, saying
"0s0 lo sguardo tuo penetrar il mio soglio" ("You Dare to Look Upon My Throne"). Then he expresses
his fear that the prince and the queen may still have feelings for each other and hopes that Rodrigo
will keep an eye on them while suggesting that he should beware the Grand Inquisitor's doubts
about his own movements.

ACTII
PART I: The Queen's Gardens in Madrid

Don Carlo arrives for a midnight rendezvous, mistakenly believing a note he has received to be
from the queen, when in fact it is Princess Eboli who seeks to meet up with him. The anecdote of
the Moorish king she has mockingly spoken of is then re-enacted in actuality. Eboli wears a veil as
she awaits her beloved and unveils herself after the two express their love for one another only to
discover their "love" is merely her own imagination. The two are more taken aback than embarrassed.
The princess considers exposing the prince's love for the queen, but Rodrigo rushes to the scene in
time to strongly advise her to keep her lips sealed. Eboli, feeling wronged, warns the two men to
beware a lovelorn woman who won't resign herself to humiliation. Having cleverly saved Don
Carlo, Rodrigo asks him to hand over all his letters proclaiming this secret love to forestall future
trouble, a request to which Don Carlo acquiesces despite having doubts.

PART II: The Main Square in front of the Church of Our Lady of Atocha

The king returns to his place of birth to hold a grand ceremony. Lined up in the square are those
judged by the Inquisition to be heretics and infidels, who have been condemned to die in an au-
to-da-fé (death by burning by the Spanish Inquisition) as a public warning. When the king vows to
defend the Catholic faith with blood and steel by proclaiming "Nel posar sul mio capo la corona”
("As Long as This Crown Remains on My Head"), deputies from Flanders kneel down and petition



the king to liberalize restrictions on religious faith. Many of the nobles present also help to
intercede, with Don Carlo taking the lead. He requests to be made head of the Principality of
Flanders, but is immediately rejected. Furious, he draws his sword as a threat. No one dares lay
hands on the prince until Rodrigo unexpectedly steps forth and blocks his sword— and is
instantaneously conferred the title of Duke by the king. In disbelief, Don Carlo cries out, "O ciell Tu!
Rodrigo!" ("Oh Heaven! Thou! Rodrigo!").

The tumult subsides, the torches are lit, and the apostates ascend the pyres. Just then a mysterious
voice descends from the heavens to announce to all on Earth that peace will eventually be
restored and those who suffer shall rest in peace. It is a voice unheard by those onstage.

ACT Il
PART I: The King's Library in Madrid

Sleepless through the night, King Filippo ponders that even one as majestic as the king can't force
affections. He thinks that it is apparent his wife has never loved him, "Ella giammai m'amé” ("She
Never Loved Me"), and sees himself ending up lonely until death.

The Grand Inquisitor arrives in person to talk over the prince's blatant betrayal with the king, implying
that in order to save the Son of man, even God didn't hesitate to sacrifice the Son of God. The Grand
Inquisitor even strongly hints that Rodrigo is the mastermind behind the scenes and should be
turned in for auto-da-fé, but the king has his doubts. The Grand Inquisitor then explicitly states that
even one as noble as an emperor has to be judged by the Inquisition; no mortal can be exempted. The
king asks for a pardon, but the Grand Inquisitor is noncommittal. The Grand Inquisitor then takes his
leave, leaving the king lamenting that even the head of a nation has to bow to the Church.

Queen Elisabetta appears and claims in a fluster "Giustizia, o Sire!" ("Justice, Sire!") for her lost
casket, which turns out to be on the king's desk. The king withdraws a portrait of the price from the
casket and confronts her. Elisabetta admits that she and the prince did love each other, but denies
that this love has been renewed. She is then slandered by the king. Grief-stricken, she faints. Rodrigo
and Eboli at once start to take care of her, and after the queen gradually regains consciousness, the
four of them express their own lament in a Quartet. Eboli stays and continues to take care of the
queen, kneeling to confess that she was the one who took the casket, and due to her unrequited
love for Don Carlo, had informed against Elisabetta in a fit of jealousy. She begs for "Pieta! Perdon!
Per la rea che si pente” ("Pardon! In Mercy! Pardon a Repentant Sinner"), and further admits that
she was once the king's mistress. Outraged upon hearing this confession, the queen lets Eboli
choose between entering into self-exile or the convent.



Eboli chooses the convent and laments that she has been defeated by her own beauty, exclaiming
it as a "0 don fatale" ("Fatal Gift"), but is determined to rescue Don Carlo before taking the veil.

PART Il: The Prison

Rodrigo visits the prince in prison and solemnly bids him farewell. Rodrigo worries that his days
are numbered, confiding that "Per me giunto & il di supremo” ("For Me the Last Day Hath Come") - as
while the prince can still be saved, he on the other hand has assumed sole responsibility for all
physical evidence against the prince and is the accused traitor condemned by all. At that instant, an
assassin shoots and kills Rodrigo, who falls to the ground. In his dying breaths, he gives the prince
words of encouragement, hoping that he will continue to strive for the freedom of Flanders and
take the opportunity to bid farewell to the queen at the convent tomorrow.

Upon the king's visit to the prison, the prince accuses the king for killing his sworn brother and
demands to sever ties as father and son. A crowd gathers outside, whom the king grants entrance.
While they demand for the prince's release, Eboli advises the prince to escape during the chaos.
The Grand Inquisitor reveals himself and warns all not to commit blasphemy, pacifying the crowd
who then bow down in worship.

ACTIV

The Convent of St. Juste

Queen Elisabetta recalls past memories before the grave of Carlo V and laments that “Tu che le
vanita" ("Thou Who Didst Know the Vanities of the World"), feeling that life is but a dream.

The prince escapes and meets with Elisabetta, lamenting that life without love is worse than death.
She advises him to inherit his friend's legacy and fight for Flanders. Don Carlo shared that although
once "Vago sogno m'arrise” ("A Lovely Dream Smiled on Me"), the locals now all live in dire straits
and crave his rescue. Knowing very well that this lovely dream of their past love can only be
renewed in the better world of the afterlife, the two bid tearful farewell to each other as mother and
son. The king and the Grand Inquisitor then arrive with the crowd to arrest the queen and turn the
prince in for auto-da-fé. The prince dashes to the tomb of his grandfather Carlo V, upon which its
iron gates open and the friar from ACT | —identical to Emperor Carlo V in appearance —emerges. He
orders all worldly turmoil to end henceforth and protects his grandson as they recede into the
depths of the tomb together.
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