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History  
The real Cyrano de Bergerac was a wild adventurer who lived in France in the 

early 17th century. He was known as a great soldier and fighter who would delib-

erately start and get into fights. He was a drinker and a troublemaker; many 

thought he was crazy. After he left the army, he wrote political pamphlets, plays, 

and satiric, fantastical books, including Voyages to the Moon and the Stars. He 

died young, under mysterious circumstances.  

 

The play Cyrano de Bergerac was written many years later, by Edmond Rostand. 

Born in France in 1868 to a well-to-do family, Rostand never had to hold a job, so 

he could write fulltime. At this time theatre was very popular. A million French 

went to the theatre each month; a successful playwright could become quite fa-

mous. When he wrote Cyrano de Bergerac, Rostand was only 29 years old. He be-

came an overnight success and was decorated as a knight of the French Legion of 

Honor. He never wrote another play that achieved so much success, and he died of 

a lung disease in 1918. Cyrano de Bergerac was first performed in 1897. Since 

then, it has become the most performed play in France, and is one of the most 

popular plays worldwide. It has been translated into dozens of languages and been 

adapted for TV and the movies, including Steve Martin’s Roxanne. In the late 

1980’s, Jo Roets, a young Belgian playwright, adapted the script again for an ex-

perimental theatre called Blau Vier. He wanted the play to seem as modern now as 

it did more than 100 years ago. He streamlined it so three actors could play all the 

parts. The play was a hit and toured America in the 1990s. 
 

Before and after the play: 
◙ Students can read one of the many translations of the original Cyrano de Bergerac.  

◙ Students can watch a tape or DVD of one of the many film versions of the play. 

◙ How was this production was similar to and different from the one students have read or viewed? Which did they 

prefer and why? What were the strong points of each? 

◙ Ask students to research Cyrano’s era -- the mid 17th century right before Louis XIV -- the “last gasp” of the ex-

cesses of the monarchy, which led to the French Revolution. How does the play reflect that? 

◙ Students can research Rostand’s time -- the late 19th century, known as the belle époque, the last glory time be-

fore the horrors of World War I. How might this have affected Rostand? How might this explain the popularity of 

the play when it first played? 

◙ Why is this play still relevant? How is our time are similar to those two earlier eras? 
 

Theatrical Elements 
Theatre is a collaborative art form; many artists must work together to create a play. 

The script is the starting point. It may be by a long-dead writer or a living playwright, but it provides all the basic 

information from which all the other artists work. Note how the style of the language in Cyrano impacts the style of 

the entire production. 

The actors learn the lines and invent human behavior that makes them believable.  

The set designer plans the environment of the performing space. This may mean building an entire room, many 

changing locations, or an abstract installation.  

The costume designer plans, finds, and often helps make all the clothing that you see. The costumes help us under-

stand the world of the play and the characters. In Cyrano, two of the actors play several parts. They must change 

quickly, in front of our eyes. 

In our production, the sound designer performs as a part of the action. Jo Roets, the playwright, asks that the differ-

ent locations be suggested by different sounds. 

The choreographer helps with some of the more complicated movement, such as dancing or fighting. Every single 

step in the sword fights that you see is carefully planned and rehearsed over and over so that it will be exciting to 

watch and so that the actors will always be safe. 

The director helps the other artists coordinate their work. He has an overall vision of the play, and works to make 

sure that everyone tells the same story in the same style. The director and designers of Cyrano had hundreds of con-

versations in person, on the phone, by email, and by mail to create this production. 

The stage manager schedules rehearsals, helps find props, helps the director keep track of everything, and 

then runs the show once it has opened. 

As you watch this play, ask yourself how the various designers supported the play with their work  

 

 



Synopsis 
Cyrano de Bergerac is a brave, noble soldier with one flaw — he has an enormous nose. He believes that he is so 

ugly no woman will look at him, and spends his time defending his honor and writing poetry. He loves to pick 

fights with people who insult his nose. He is in love with the beautiful young Roxane, but she is interested in a 

young handsome soldier, named Christian. Meanwhile, creepy old Count deGuiche is pressuring her to marry him. 

When Cyrano realizes that Roxane is in love with Christian, he promises to be Christian’s friend and to protect him, 

for her sake. He helps Christian write love letters to Roxane when they are away at battle, and even whispers lines 

of poetry into his ear so he can woo her. As Cyrano says to Christian, “I’ll lend you my words, and you’ll lend me 

your charm, your looks.” 

Roxane ends up marrying Christian, which infuriates deGuiche. He gets his revenge by sending Cyrano and Chris-

tian into a battle that they cannot win; they are surrounded and outnumbered. Before he dies, Christian discovers 

that Cyrano has been in love with Roxane all along, and that, even though she doesn’t know it, Roxane is in love 

with Cyrano — or at least his words. 

Cyrano survives, and gives Roxane a final love letter that he has written, telling her that it’s from Christian. For the 

next 15 years, Roxane lives as a nun, not knowing that it was Cyrano who wrote the letters and wooed her in the 

dark. It is only as Cyrano dies that she learns the truth. 

 

Themes  
Cyrano stunts his own life because of his insecurity about his looks. 

He is so defensive about his big nose that he cannot allow himself to 

love. He cannot believe that Roxane could love him for his inner self, 

so he ends up cheating her, too. 

 

Cyrano lives by romantic ideals. He embodies courage, patriotism, 

and loyalty. He defends his country without question. He avenges all 

insults and defends all friends. Because of his promise to Roxane, he 

befriends, protects, and helps Christian, even though he is his  

romantic rival. 

 

Cyrano emphasizes the beauty and power of language and the  

imagination. The characters all respect and revere poetry — even  

deGuiche tries to write verses. This production uses poetry and  

imagination, as well the history of theatrical devices to whip up an  

entire world out of nothing. 

 

Before the Play: 
◙ Have students discuss the play as it relates to their own experience. 

◙ How have they experienced romantic ideals such as courage,  

loyalty, or patriotism? How have these ideals affected their lives and behavior? 

◙ Have they ever seen someone change their behavior because they think they were ugly? What is the difference 

between inner and outer beauty? 

 

Live Theatre 
When young people attend a live theatrical performance they may not realize how different it is from watching a 

movie or television show. Because the performers and audience are together in the same room, they are creating the 

event together. A live presentation has not been pre-recorded, with the mistakes edited out. This makes it riskier for 

the performer and more exciting for the audience. It also means that the audience has a real contribution to make to 

the overall experience. Each audience member affects those around them as well as the performer. The more the au-

dience “gives” to the performer, the more the performer can give  to the audience. Remind students: 
 
◙ Use the restroom before the show begins so you don’t miss the best parts of the show 

◙ Turn off your cell phone so you and the performers can stay focused. 

◙ Listen! Theatre is about words. 

◙ Theatre is live. the actors can see and hear you. They want you to react, to laugh, to feel. if you respect 

     them, they will give you the best possible show. 
 



EXPLORING THE IDEAS 

After seeing the play, discuss its elements. 

 

 

 

 
 
◙The “heightened” language that the characters speak is poetic. How did that affect your experience? How did it 

make this world seem different? How did it affect the emotions of the characters? 

◙When is it better to write than speak? What’s the difference? 

◙How did the production help the script? How did it hurt it? 

◙How did design help tell the story? 

◙How did design help reveal the themes of the play? 

◙How did the designers coordinate their work? 

◙How did design tell where you were supposed to be at all times? 

◙Which props did you enjoy? How were they used? 

◙The original play was set in France. Where was this play set? How did you know? 

◙What did the costumes tell you about each character? How did they compare to clothing of the time? 

◙The sound designer produced the sound effects live on stage. How did it help or hurt the action? 

◙Imagine you are directing your own production of Cyrano. What would you change? 

◙How might you change the script? Would you keep it poetic? Why or why not? 

◙How would changing the script affect the acting, the design, and the choreography? 

  

Resources 
Books 
Cyrano de Bergerac 

translated by Lowell Blair, Signet Classics (paperback) 2003. 

translated by Carol Clark, Penguin Classics (paperback) 2006. 

translated and adapted by Anthony Burgess, 1971, Random House, NYC. Can be downloaded from http://

www.gutenberg.org/etext/1254 

Voyages to the Moon and the Sun  

by Cyrano de Bergerac, translated by Richard Aldington (New Travelers’ Companion Series). 

 

DVDs and Tapes 
Cyrano de Bergerac 

with Gérard Depardieu (DVD, 1990) 

with José Ferrer (DVD, 1955) 

with Christopher Plummer (audio CD, 1973) 

directed by Jo Roets; available from BuyIndies.com 

 

Roxanne 

with Steve Martin & Darryl Hannah (DVD, 1987) 

  

Internet  
http://www.globalstage.net/goback/cyrano_discuss.html 

http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/cyrano/ 

http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/bergerac.htm 

http://www.theatrehistory.com/french/rostand002.html 

http://www.sdcoe.k12.ca.us/score/cyrano/cyranotg.html 

http://www.davidclaudon.com/Cyrano/Cyrano.html 

 

Questions for the Actors?  

Comments about the performance? 

E-mail us at Cyrano@cincyplay.com  
 


