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WELCOME 

Welcome, at last, to the operatic centrepiece of the Adelaide Festival 2022. 

It is coming to you later than we had planned, but the difficulties of bringing Barrie’s glorious 
production of The Golden Cockerel from Aix to Adelaide only make it all the more special now that it 
is here! 

This opera, a classic of the world’s repertoire, written by Rimsky-Korsakov 113 years ago and never 
before performed in this country, can now be enjoyed in all its hallucinogenic glory in a production 
that utterly meets the multiple challenges that the composer has set. 

Of course, the notion of an ageing Russian ruler capriciously waging a war on a neighbouring country 
as a way of shoring up his own popularity at home may strike you as too preposterous to accept, but 
it is of course the role of art to delve into the realms of the absurd as a way of revealing the truths of 
our world. 

We wish to thank all of our colleagues at the Festival d’Aix-en-Provence, Barrie Kosky’s creative team 
(especially associate director Denni Sayers who has rehearsed the production for Adelaide), all of the 
brilliant artists you see on stage, and those who support them backstage, Maestro Arvo Volmer and 
ASO and all of the donors who have helped to bring this miracle to the stage. 

Settle back and live for a while in the fantastical world these artists have created for us. 

Rachel Healy and Neil Armfield AO  
Artistic Directors 

 

 

SYNOPSIS 

Prologue 

The Astrologer, acting as narrator, announces that the following tale will be rife with many lessons.  

Act One 

Tsar Dodon, once an indefatigable warrior, now struggles against the incessant invasions by a 
neighbouring sovereign. He can no longer sleep, nor enjoy the delights of his absolute monarchy. He 
summons a special meeting for counsel; but the bumbling court of boyars applaud the ineptitude of 
the tsareviches Gvidon and Aphron, jeer General Polkan’s good sense, and quarrel about the art of 
divination. The Astrologer appears and offers the Tsar a Golden Cockerel that possesses a special 
gift: it can warn of imminent danger and identify where it is coming from. Dodon promises to grant 
the Astrologer’s deepest wish as a way of thanking him. Reassured, the Tsar lets himself be 
distracted and pampered by his housekeeper, Amelfa, and then falls asleep, along with the rest of 
the capital. Sensing a threat, the Cockerel sounds the alarm. Dodon sends his sons to defend the 
empire and then, in a dream, meets a mysterious princess from the East. When the Cockerel’s song 



 
 

rings out once more, Dodon resolves to go off to war, even though he can no longer fit into his rusty 
armour.  
 

Act Two 

The Tsar’s troupes discover a bloody battleground. Dodon realises, with pain, that his two sons and 
their armies have killed each other. He wishes to avenge their deaths, but what he takes to be his 
enemy’s camp is in fact the holiday tent of the Queen of Chemakha. She appears before Dodon and 
Polkan in all her splendour. She launches into a hymn to the Sun, pines for her native Orient, and 
confides that she has dreamt of an unknown companion who shared her bed. The Queen dismisses 
Polkan and seduces Dodon, while openly mocking his clumsiness and age. She makes him sing and 
dance, and humiliates him in front of his army. Dodon succumbs to her charm: he renounces his own 
sons, who had fought over her, and offers her his empire if she agrees to marry him. She accepts his 
proposal, but continues her sarcasm. Dodon takes her back to his palace while the slaves from the 
Orient mock him.  
 

Act Three 

Back in the capital, the crowd is concerned about an approaching storm and worried about rumours 
of military defeat. Amelfa scolds them harshly and announces the imperial wedding. A strange 
procession, made up of the Tsar’s warriors mixed with the Queen’s colourful entourage, enters the 
city, to the astonished cheers of the people. The Astrologer appears and asks Dodon to honour his 
promise. Surprisingly, he asks for the Queen’s hand. The Tsar refuses and kills him to end his 
protestation. To ward off bad luck, he asks his fiancée for a kiss, but she vehemently rejects him. The 
Golden Cockerel takes flight and shatters the Tsar’s skull as a punishment for his deceit, and then 
disappears with the Queen. The people mourn the loss of their formidable sovereign, who loved to 
govern idly from his bed. 
 

Epilogue 

The Astrologer declares that no characters from this fable are real, except for the Queen and 
himself. 

 


