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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

Don Quixote was first performed in Moscow at the Bolshoi Theater on 14/26 
December 1869. The music was composed by Ludwig Minkus (1826-1917), and the 
scenario and original choreography were by Marius Petipa (1819-1910). The story is 
about two young lovers, Kitri and Basilio, an old knight in search of adventure, and 
his comic squire, Sancho Panza. This ballet is famous for its richness and variety of 
dance steps that have emerged from a long tradition of new productions and re-
invention. 

This contemporary piano arrangement conforms to the score of Don Quixote in its 
performing version as evolved over the 110 years of its stage life in the Bolshoi 
Theatre, and as adapted also by the Maryinsky Theatre in St Petersburg. 

The author of the ballet, the violinist, conductor and composer Aloysius Ludwig 
Minkus was a subject of the Austrian Empire, Czech by birth. He received his musical 
education in Vienna, but his creative life was spent mostly in Russia. From 1853 to 
1856 he directed the serf orchestra of the powerful Russian aristocrat Prince Yusupov, 
appeared as a violin soloist, and taught the violin. In 1861 he became a solo violinist 
at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow, and conductor of the orchestra for ten years from 
1862. For much of this time he was also ballet composer to the theatre. From 1866 he 
taught the violin at the Moscow Conservatory, and further served as Inspector to the 
Orchestras of the Imperial Theatres. In 1872 he moved to St Petersburg as Ballet 
Composer to the Imperial Theatres, a position he held until its abolition in 1886. He 
finally returned to Vienna, where he spent his last years, dying in 1917. 

Don Quixote was the first of the 16 ballets that Minkus created in collaboration 
with the ballet master Marius Petipa. The premiere took place on the stage of the 
Bolshoi Theatre on 14/26 December 1869. The ballet was in 4 acts. By 1871, when 
the production was transferred to the stage of the Petersburg Maryinsky Theatre, the 
composer was asked to write a fifth act. The first piano score was published by the St 
Petersburg publishers F Stellovsky in this version. 

Afterwards the choreography and music of the ballet underwent two significant 
revisions; certain pieces written by Minkus specifically for Don Quixote were 
removed, and other pieces, written by Minkus for other ballets, and even music by 
other composers, were interpolated. In 1900 the ballet master Alexander Gorsky 
(1871-1924), having abridged the musical material of the different scenes, added 
some new pieces:   

Scene 1 - Dance of the Street Dancer and the Toreador Espada to music from 
Minkus's ballet Zoraya. 

Scene 2 - Tavern - Mercedes' dance to the music of Anton Simon (1850-1930) for 
the famous ballerina Ekaterina Geltser (1876-1962). 

Scene 4 -  Dream - Variations for the Queen of the Dryads with music by Riccardo 
Drigo (1846-1930) (from his pas de deux for Le Corsaire) and a variation  for 
Dulcinea/Kitri  by Anton Simon. 

Scene 7 - (Final Scene) - March - procession of guests and courtiers to the music 
of Yuly Gerber (1831-1883); bolero to the music of Cesare Pugni (1802-1870) from 
the ballet The Marble Beauty; fandango to the music of Eduard Napravnik (1839-
1916); and Variation IV to the music of Riccardo Drigo from the ballet The 
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Awakening of Flora. Gorsky's version took final shape around 1906, and lasted for 
more than 30 years on the stage of the Bolshoi. 

The second revision of the music of Don Quixote was carried out in 1940 by the 
ballet producer and conductor Yuri Faier in collaboration with the ballet masters 
Kasyan Golyezovsky and Rostislav Zakharov. The prologue to the ballet was 
restored, returning to the work its former more harmonious logic of dramatic 
development. 

The composer Vasily Solov'yev Sedoy (1907-1979) added to the second scene (the 
Tavern) 'in the spirit of Minkus' a prelude, and music for 2 choreographic 'miniatures' 
(the 'Carmencita' and the 'Sailors' Jig'). To this scene was also added the solo dance of 
the toreador Espada to music by Reinhold Glière (1875-1956); in the following scene 
(The Windmills) a gypsy dance was introduced to the music of Valery Zhelobinsky 
(1913-1946).  

In this version, existing from 1940, Don Quixote was produced at the Bolshoi on 
the day of the 100-year Jubilee of the ballet on 14 December 1969, and is performed 
to this day in Russia and abroad.  

Minkus’s music, despite the casual way it has been treated by various dance 
masters and arrangers, provided Russian ballet with a masterpiece. The scenario, 
based on Cervantes’s immortal novel, lacks the wisdom and depth of its source, but 
certainly captures something of the joy of young love, the humour and intrigue of the 
buffo tradition, the vulnerable, reflective earnestness and pathos of the immortal old 
hero, the colour of Spain, and the Romantic mystique of the world of dreams. All 
these elements and moods are to be found in Minkus’s brilliant music, which vitalizes 
a work that has in fact never left the stage in 150 years, and has become increasingly 
famous all over the world. 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SYNOPSIS 
 

 

 

Prologue 

Don Quixote is immersed in reading chivalric novels. The fantastic forms from the 
books become reality in his imagination. Don Quixote’s dreams are interrupted by the 
fat Sancho Panza, whom the peasants are chasing for stealing  from the henhouse.  
Don Quixote intervenes on behalf of Sancho Panza who thanks him and agrees to 
become the knight’s esquire. Don Quixote asks Sancho to accompany him on his 
travels in order to carry out deeds in the name of the beautiful Dulcinea, whom the 
knight has chosen as the lady of his heart. Seduced into ideas of chivalric successes, 
Don Quixote decides to test the strength of his helmet and hits it with his sword. The 
helmet shatters into pieces. Don Quixote sees the tricks of magicians in this, and puts 
a copper shaving bowl on his head imagining it to be a helmet. Sancho can hardly 
keep from laughing. He is already regretting his agreement and creeps towards the 
door. Don Quixote stops him and orders Sancho to follow him. 

Act 1 

Scene 1. A holiday crowd is gathering in a square in Barcelona. The beautiful Kitri, 
daughter of the innkeeper Lorenzo, is flirting with the barber Basilio, who is in love 
with her. Kitris’s father, seeing them together, drives Basilio away. He wants to give 
his daughter to the rich courtier Gamache. But Kitri is determined not to submit to her 
father’s will. Six toreadors with the famous Espada at their head approach the square.  
The toreadors re-enact the ‘battle of the bulls’ and ‘duel with daggers’. The street 
dancer, who is in love with Espada, dances between the daggers to the delight of the 
onlookers. The dancing is interrupted by the arrival of Don Quixote and Sancho. 
Seeing the innkeeper Lorenzo, the wandering knight decides that this is the owner of 
the castle, and greets him respectfully. The innkeeper responds similarly and invites 
Don Quixote to the inn. Sancho is left alone on the square with the young people, who 
tease him. Seeing Kitri, the knight takes her for the beautiful Dulcinea. The knight 
goes down on his knees before the innkeeper’s daughter, but Kitri runs off with 
Basilio. Kitri’s father, Gamache, the knight and his squire set off to find her. 
 

Act 2 
 

Scene 2. Kitri and Basilio are hiding in a tavern where sailors who are former pirates, 
and their girlfriends, are gathering. Among the guests is the famous beauty Mercedes, 
who is impatiently awaiting the arrival of Espada. But he appears with a different girl, 
Carmencita, who dances for him to the accompaniment of a guitar. Espada answers 
this with a dance of his own. The toreador heads for the door, but a red flower thrown 
by Mercedes forces him to listen to her confession of love. Peace between the lovers 
is established and all the guests of the tavern rejoice together with the sailors who 
dance a jig. The general rejoicing is interrupted by the arrival of Don Quixote, the 
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innkeeper and Gamache. Kitri’s father wants to announce her betrothal to Gamache 
straight away. But Basilio, with Kitri’s agreement, pretends to kill himself. Kitri 
pretends to sob over the body of her beloved. Don Quixote, with noble indignation, 
upbraids the innkeeper for his cruelty and, threatening him with a weapon, forces him 
to agree to his daughter marrying the barber. Basilio stops pretending to be dying and 
joins Kitri and her friends in a dance. The lovers thank Don Quixote for his help. The 
knight and his squire head off in search of new deeds. 
 
Scene 3. Don Quixote and Sancho appear on a plain near some windmills, where a 
gypsy encampment has been set up. An old gypsy, owner of the puppet theatre, 
invites everyone to watch the show. Don Quixote is troubled as he follows the course 
of the play, forgets that it is only theatre and throws himself onto the scene, 
brandishing a weapon to protect the supposed victims. He breaks up the theatre and 
puppets, then, seeing the windmills, takes them for evil magicians that he has to 
destroy. Caught on one of the windmill’s arms, he is carried aloft on the sail, and then 
falls heavily to the ground.  
 
Scene 4. A thick wood. A wounded Don Quixote and Sancho are preparing for the 
night. Don Quixote imagines the wood to be full of monsters, giants and fairies. He 
sees Dulcinea surrounded by dryads and cupids. 
 
Scene 5. The sound of a hunting horn wakes Don Quixote from his sweet dreams. 
The Count and his train are hunting in the wood. Sancho throws himself at the 
Count’s feet and begs him to help Don Quixote whose mind is seized with delirious 
wanderings. The Count invites the knight and his squire back to his castle. 

Act 3 

Scene 6. The Count’s castle. All is ready for the festival, in which Kitri is to play the 
role of Dulcinea and Basilio the ‘Unknown Knight’, Don Quixote’s rival. Don 
Quixote and Sancho arrive. They are greeted and led to seats of honour. A crowd of 
courtiers and guests arrive, among them the ‘enchanted’ Dulcinea. Seeing the lady of 
his heart, Don Quixote wants to release her from the spell, but to do so he must fight 
with the ‘Unknown Knight’. Don Quixote draws his sword. The fight begins, but Don 
Quixote becomes entangled in his spurs and falls over. The ‘Unknown Knight’ leads 
Dulcinea away. The Count gives the signal for the festival to continue, but Don 
Quixote, sad and alone, goes away with his trusty Sancho. 
 

Russian translations by Elaine Thornton 
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