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Dear Music Educators and Administrators, 

For over twenty years, Nashville Opera has enhanced the education for children through live 
performance by bringing opera into your schools.  Nashville Opera On Tour has reached over a 
quarter of a million students and adults across Middle Tennessee, and we continue this rich tradition 
in our 22nd season by presenting John Davies’ The Three Little Pigs.  

Teachers like you strive to provide a rich learning experience for their students, and Nashville Opera 
On Tour is an exciting opportunity for your students to see a live performance tailored especially for 
them, without leaving your school campus! 

To best prepare your students for their exciting operatic experience, we provide a study guide to 
assist you.  Not only will you find basic knowledge about the art form and musical terminology 
useful to a well-rounded understanding of music, but you will also find interactive games, activities, 
and projects to enhance each student’s understanding and enjoyment.  By connecting opera to your 
music and general classroom curriculum, we hope to provide ways to collaborate with classroom 
teachers and arts specialists.  All of the activities in the guide are tied directly to the Tennessee 
Curriculum Standards and are labeled with the GLE number, if they exist, or the standard code.  

This guide is designed to benefit both the student and educator with regard to the development of 
an interdisciplinary approach to opera education.  The activities provided in the teacher guide assist 
students to actively listen and observe live opera.  Also included are follow-up worksheets that 
encourage students to internalize what they saw, heard and felt.  We encourage you to use this guide 
to augment your existing curriculum in the many disciplines that are included.  Please feel free to 
copy or adapt any part of this guide to enhance learning in your classroom.  

The arts have always been a vital part of a child’s educational experience.  Thank you for partnering 
with Nashville Opera and giving us the opportunity to share the magic of opera with your students!  
We look forward to our performance at your school and know your students will enjoy the show! 

Best, 

 

Anna Young 

Director of Education and Outreach  
ayoung@nashvilleopera.org 
615.832.5242	   	  
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The Three Little Pigs 

 

Performance Day Check List  
 

q We will arrive at your school approximately 30-45 minutes prior to show time.  We 
will go directly to the front office to check in.  Please inform your office staff that we 
will be there and let them know where we are to unload our set.  

q Have a tuned piano in the performance space.  We will bring a keyboard if you 
requested one on your registration form.  

q Prepare two “dressing rooms” close to the performance space for the singers.  
These need to be spaces that will not have students entering or exiting.  

q Begin bringing students in 15 minutes prior to show time.  You do not need to wait 
for an okay from us.  
 

 

 

Questions?  

  

Call 615.832.5242 x 3559  

e-mail Anna at ayoung@nashvilleopera.org  

or go to our website:  www.nashvilleopera.org  
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Suggested Activities: All About Opera 

Find out what preconceptions your students may have about opera before you tell them anything about it. 

Here are some ideas for the classroom:  

Split them into groups and have them act out a one-minute scene that includes all their ideas of what they 
think about opera (fat ladies and all – make no restrictions here).  Do the same activity after they've watched a 
live performance.  (K-4:TH 2c)  

What words come to mind when you say opera?   Divide a bulletin board into two sides.  On one side, 
have students post descriptive words related to opera (Don’t limit them to “nice” words).  After watching a 
performance, collect a second list and post these words on the other side. (K-4:TH 6a)  

Have the students draw pictures of what they think a typical opera singer looks like.  Go to a few of 
the singer websites listed on pg. 26-27 and look at their photographs.  Get students’ reactions on the look of 
real opera stars. (K-4: MU 9d)  
  
Discuss how opera is like a play (they both have a story, characters, costumes, audiences, and words) and 
how it is different (opera has singers, music throughout, arias, duets, ensembles). (K-4: MU 8a; K-4: TH 6b)  
  
Start with the story.  In simple terms, an opera is just a story that is sung. Before introducing the music, read 
them the plot synopsis of The Three Little Pigs on pgs. 12.  What is a fairy tale?  How is a fairy tale different 
from “real life?”  What are some other fairy tales?  

• Ask the students to discuss the story and its characters.  How would they tell the same story?  
• Have your students make up their own fairy tale. Select several students to tell their stories.  Use vivid 
descriptions to make the characters real, funny, emotional, etc.  

• Discuss the differences between an opera and a play, a movie, a concert, or a music video; watching a live 
performance and watching a performance on television.  

• What part does an audience play in an opera?   
• What would be a good topic for an opera?  Think about movies, books, fairy tales, historical events, and 
everyday situations. What kind of music would accompany different topics...fast/slow, loud/soft, 
smooth/jumpy?  (K-4:TH 6c; K-4:MU 6c, 9b, 9c)   
 
Listen to excerpts from the CD.  Have students list the differences between operatic music and other types 
of music they are familiar with such as pop, rap, country, jazz, or musical theatre.  Discuss differences in vocal 
quality, range of dynamics, dramatic intensity, instrumentation, etc.  See pg. 22 for a comparison of trained 
and untrained voices. (K-4: MU 9a, 9b, 9c)  

Ask students who their favorite singers are.  Discuss whether or not they sound like trained classical 
singers, explaining why or why not?  How does their voice sound different/same? (K-4:MU 9a, 9b)  
 
Read and discuss the Short History of Opera article on pgs. 35-38. Listen to samples of opera from the 
different periods: Baroque, Classical, Romantic and 20th century.  How has the sound of opera changed over 
the years?  Ask students what they think opera is going to sound like 100 years from now.  Will singers change 
the way they sing?  Will new instruments be developed and added to the orchestra? (K-4: MU 9a)  
 
Talk about the people required to produce an opera.  There are four groups of people necessary for an 
operatic performance to happen: creators, producers, performers, and observers.  Discuss the roles of each 
group using the “Working Together: Opera as a Collaboration” sheet on pg. 10 as a guide.  Talk about what 
would happen if even one of these groups didn’t do their job.  Would the show still go on? (K-4: MU 9c; K-
4:TH 3a)  
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Suggested Activities:  Listen and Learn (Music) 

Teach students the meanings of different musical terms on pg. 30–32.  Using the following 
tracks on the Study Guide CD, identify and/or demonstrate these concepts.  Please note that this is 
NOT the entire production, just musical highlights. (K-4: MU 6c, 6d)  

Track 1 Opening Dialogue  
Track 2 “Oh help me, Despinetta!” (duet) 
Track 3  Dialogue #2 
Track 4 “I will build a house” (trio) 
Track 5 Dialogue #3 
Track 6 “I know the answer” (aria) 
Track 7 Dialogue #4 
Track 8 “On the go from morn ‘till night” (aria) 
Track 9 Dialogue #5 
Track 10 “Excuse me, Mr. BigBad” (duet) 
Track 11 Dialogue #6 
Track 12 “Oh little piggy” (duet) 
Track 13 Dialogue #7 
Track 14 “Now I am really very hungry” (aria) 
Track 15 Dialogue #8 
Track 16 “That’s the end of the big bad wolf!” (finale/quartet) 
 
Demonstrate the difference between beat and rhythm. Divide the class into two teams.   
Instruct one group to pat the underlying beat or pulse of a song on their knees while the other group 
claps the rhythm of the melody with their hands.  This can be demonstrated best with (On the go 
from morn till night) and (I know the answer). (K-4: MU 2b)  
  
Play a popular song that the students will recognize. Discuss how changing certain elements of 
the music (tempo, instrumentation, vocal timbre, text) would alter the overall effect of the song. 
How would it sound different?  (K-4: MU 6b, 6d, 9c)  
 
Write an original song. Within small groups, give each student a specific role in the 
composition/performance process: librettist (words), composer (melody), vocalist, instrumentalist, 
etc.  Start by writing a short rhyming verse. Then add a simple melody. Next add accompaniment, 
and then perform it.  Have students create their own instruments using simple objects that are 
available to them. The group should aim to perform a song which gives each member a different 
identity.  Experiment with different timbres and tempi, and see how changes affect the song.  (K-4: 
MU 4b,4c) 

Read “The Story of the Opera” to your students. Give each student a copy of “On the Go from 
Morn ‘Till Night” and have them read it aloud. After reading it through once, have the students 
listen to the song:  
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“On the Go from Morn ‘Till Night”   

(Wolfgang Big Bad, the Big Bad Wolf) 
Music By: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart   
Libretto By: John Davies   
 
On the go from morn till night, 
Haven’t had a single bite. 
If I don’t meet at least one librarian,  
I may become a vegetarian! 
I am really very hungry, haven’t had a bit of food. 
And now I don’t meant to be rude, no, no, no, no, no,  
But I’m in a lousy mood. 
What was that? Am I mistaken? 
What was that? It smells like bacon, 
Knife and spoon and then the fork, 
I think it’s time to eat some pork! 
Things are really looking up for me- yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! 
Little piggies one, two, three! 
 
Using material from a regular classroom subject, have students re-write lyrics for music they’ve learned from 
The Three Little Pigs.  Use the new song to study for a test and then discuss how the music helped them to 
memorize information.  (K-4: MU 1a, 1c)  

 

Suggested Activities:  Taking the Stage (Theatre Games)   
  
This lesson is intended for a drama class for elementary children, but language arts teachers might 
also find it useful. The lesson is a small group activity based on simple fairy tales. Students tell stories 
through a series of sustained tableaus without using their voices. To introduce the lesson, students 
play a statue game. Keywords:  Fairytales, myths, folktales, tableau, drama, acting 
   

Using the Body 
 
Before class starts, select four to five simple fairytales that are familiar to your students (or you could 
use stories that you have read in class).  Suggestions include: “Hansel and Gretel,” “Sleeping Beauty,” 
“Three Little Pigs,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” and “The Three Billy Goats Gruff.”   
   
As an introductory activity for this lesson, ask students to play a statue game.  Have students find 
their own space in the room and stay within their own space. At the sound of an instrument (drum 
or triangle), each student should strike a pose as a piece of sculpture and hold that position.  When 
they hear the instrument, they should change into another statue and freeze.  Encourage them to use 
unusual movements and to freeze immediately at the sound of the instrument.   
   
For the main part of the lesson, divide the class into four to five groups and assign a fairy tale to each 
group.  Ask the students to decide on four to five statements that tell the plot (older students can 
write these down).  Next, they need to decide what pictures are needed to tell the story, and then 
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they are to create these pictures with their bodies and without using words.  They will need to “cast” 
their stories, but tell students that they can also be props and settings.  For example, a student can 
play a door or a tree.   
   
Give students 15 minutes to practice their series of tableaus.  Students can then present their stories 
to the other members of the class.  You can be the accompanist and play the instrument to signal the 
transition to the next tableau, or you can give this job to a responsible student in each group.   
 

Look at the importance of setting 

 
Look at the importance of the setting.  Sometimes a director may take artistic license and decide 
he/she wants the production of an opera to be set in a nontraditional time and place.  Since the 
setting of The Three Little Pigs is not specified, the options are endless.  Pick an unlikely time and place 
for the story like the Colonial Times or the year 2100 underwater.  How would a time/location 
change affect the way the actors would portray their characters?  Think about their speech patterns, 
the way they walk and carry themselves, their costumes, and their interactions with one another.  
Stage a scene with both traditional and non-traditional settings.  Discuss the similarities and 
differences. (K-4: TH 2, 3, 4, 5, 6c, 7a, 7b, 7d, 8a)  
  
Divide students into small groups and read a fairytale or use one of the students’ fairytales, then act it 
out for the class.  

Have students design a simple set, costumes, make-up etc.  

 

Suggested Activities:  Let’s See It!  (Visual Art) 

Visual elements in opera.  

Opera isn’t just music.  It incorporates all the arts, 
especially visual art.  Have students list all the visual 
elements of an opera or play (e.g. set, costumes, 
props, makeup).  Discuss how these things can be 
considered “art.”  (K-4:VA 2a, 2c, 6a; K-4:TH 6a)   

Read the synopsis for The Three Lit t l e  Pigs .   
Have students draw what they think each of the 
characters might look like. (K-4:VA 1c, 1d, 2a; K-

4:TH 2a, 3a)  
 
Design a backdrop or scenery for a production of The Three Little Pigs.  Draw pictures, build 
miniature models, or design a bulletin board.  (K-4:VA 1c, 1d, 2a, 2c, 3a, 3b, 6a; K-4:TH 3a, 6a)  

  



7	  
	  

Make storyboards:  Before building the scenery for an opera, the production designer draws out 
plans for the look of each major scene in the show.  Have students pick out the most important 
moments in The Three Little Pigs and draw what they think each scene might look like.  (K-4:VA 1c, 
1d, 2a, 2c, 3a, 3b, 6a; K-4:TH 2a, 3a, 6a)  
  
Imagine and draw what the set could look like.  Have students draw pictures of what they think 
the Pigs’ houses and the Library might look like.  What color are they? Where are they located? Is 
there any outdoor scene? What is the weather like? (K-4:VA 1c, 1d, 2c; K-4:TH 2a, 3a)  
 
Have the students draw pictures of what they think a typical opera singer looks like.  Are 
they short/tall? thin/overweight? Do they all wear the horns on their heads? Go to a few of the 
singer websites listed on pg. 26-27 and look at their photographs.  Compare the students’ drawings 
with the real photos and get their reactions to what opera stars really look like.  (K-4:VA 1c, 1d; K-
4:MU9d)   
 
  

Suggested Activities:  Get Moving!     
  
How do you create believable characters?   
Creating a believable character takes more than just putting on a costume and walking on stage.  Talk 
with students about how each character in The Three Little Pigs might move.  What parts of the body 
should be altered to match each character?  How would Wolfgang Bigbad move?  Would it be 
different than the pigs?  Have students practice changing their bodies to become different characters. 
(K-4:MU 6e; K-4:TH 2b, 6c, 7a; K-4:DA 1)  
  
Incorporating dance into an opera.   
Many operas have dancing incorporated into the action of the plot.  For example, in Hansel and Gretel, 
the children make up a dance while they're doing their chores.  Where might dance fit into the plot 
of The Three Little Pigs?  Would the pigs dance as they built their houses? Or does it not fit into the 
opera at all? (K-4:DA 2b, 5a, 7a)   
  
Examine how movement helps tell the story.   
Performers must be able to react to one another during a performance, even if it’s not their turn to 
sing.  Pair up students and instruct one to mirror the other’s movements slowly, without speaking or 
giggling.  Upon your signal, have the students switch roles from leader to follower.  (K-4:DA 2e, 2f)  
  
See how movement makes a scene more convincing.   
Good actors use their entire bodies to portray a character.  Have students read the scene below, 
standing completely still and with no facial expression at all.  Experiment with physical ways to make 
the acting more realistic.  Remember, when you’re on a big stage, all gestures must be exaggerated 
for the audience to see them from far away.  While one group of students acts out the scene, allow 
the other students in the “audience” to critique their performance, offering suggestions on gestures 
and appropriate movements.  (K-4:DA 1d, 1g; K-4:TH 2b, 2c 4, 6c, 7a, 7c)  
  
Play a game of 4 Corners.   
The teacher must designate 4 “corners” within the classroom. One student is “it” and will close their 
eyes and count to ten. Once the “it” person has finished counting, they must choose one of the 4 
corners without opening their eyes.  All students standing in that corner are out and must return to 
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their seats.  Continue playing until all but one student is out. Explain to students that they have to 
move around the room quietly so that the “it” person does not hear where they are headed.  The “it” 
person must use their good listening skills to determine where the students are to get them out.  (K-
4:MU 6e; K-4:TH 2b, 6c, 7a; K-4:DA 1)  
  
Play Hide and Seek with your Classmates at Recess!  
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Cast and Act Out a Scene 

 
 
“The Statue of Wolfgang BigBad”    
Scene II of The Three Little Pigs 
 
Setting – Outside the Library,  
Cherubino Pig and Giovanni Pig see Wolfgang Bigbad who is pretending to be a statue. 
 
Cherubino Pig: {after seeing Wolfgang on his pedastal}:  Giovanni, come over here. Do you know 
who this is? It’s a statue of Wolfgang Bigbad, the Big Bad Wolf, himself. 
Giovanni Pig: How come there’s a statue of him outside the library? 
Cherubino Pig:  Because, there are stories that are written about Wolfgang Bigbad that 
people can read in the library.  You know…Little Red Riding Hood… Peter and the Wolf…  
The Three Little Hogs… 
Giovanni Pig: Well I’m sure glad he’s just a statue, ‘cause he gives me the creeps! 
Cherubino Pig: Are you scared?  
{Seeing that Giovanni is in a state of high anxiety} 
                           You are scared, aren’t you? 
Giovanni Pig: {With unconvincing bravado} Me scared of him?  Never! 
Cherubino Pig: Yeah? Then go up and touch him. 
Giovanni Pig:  No! 
Cherubino Pig:  I dare you. 
Giovanni Pig:  {Shakes his head as if to say, “No way!”} 
Cherubino Pig: I double dare you. 
Giovanni Pig: Nuh, Uh! {Shaking his head twice} 
Cherubino Pig: I triple dare you. 
Giovanni Pig: Nuh, Uh, Uh! {Shaking his head three times} 
Cherubino Pig: I infinitesimupally dare you! 
Giovanni Pig: Oh no! Not infinitesimupally? {Cherubino quickly touches Wolfgang and 
backs away} 
Cherubino Pig:  Now say something to him. 
Giovanni Pig: Like What?  What should I say to him? 
Cherubino Pig:  He always wants to have us for dinner, so tonight we’ll have him for dinner. 
Giovanni Pig:  Huh? 
Cherubino Pig:  Invite him to eat with us tonight.  
Giovanni Pig:  Are you crazy? 
Cherubino Pig:  {Threatening Giovanni with his wooden sword} Ask him! 
Giovanni Pig:  No! 
Cherubino Pig: Are you a scared little chicken, or ARE YOU A PIG??? 
 
END SCENE 
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Working Together: Opera as a Collaboration 

There are four groups of people that are necessary for the successful production of an opera.  
Without any one of these groups, the opera can’t exist.  Here’s who they are and what they do 
in the opera world.  More in-depth definitions of these terms are included in the Musical 
Terms List on pg. 29-32.  

Group 1:  Creators  

 
Tasks  Opera Lingo  
Writing the words (also called the libretto) ..................................  Librettist  
Writing the music (also called the score) ......................................  Composer  
  
Group 2:  Producers 
   
Tasks  Opera Lingo  
Designing scenery (also called the set) .......................................... Set Designer  
Designing/making costumes  ......................................................... Costume Designer  
Choosing the performers ................................................................ Audition  
Directing the show  .......................................................................... Stage Director  
Making the singers look like their characters ............................... Wig and Make-up Artists  
Creating lighting effects ................................................................... Lighting Designer, Electricians  
Building the set  ................................................................................ Carpenters  
Creating props .................................................................................. Props Master  
Changing scenery / Arranging props ............................................ Stagehands  
Making sure everything runs smoothly  ........................................ Stage Manager  

 

Group 3:  Performers  
  

Tasks  Opera Lingo  
Performing lead roles ....................................................................... Principals  
Performing secondary roles ............................................................ Comprimario  
Singing in a big group to support the action ................................ Chorus  
Performing non-speaking roles in crowd scenes ......................... Supernumeraries (Supers)  
Preparing and playing the instrumental music ............................. Conductor, Orchestra, Pianist    
Practicing the singing and action ................................................... Rehearsal  
 

 Group 4:  Observers  

  
Tasks  Opera Lingo  
Listen, enjoy, appreciate, and learn ................................................  Audience  
Critique, review .................................................................................  Critic  
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Audience Etiquette  

The audience is probably the most important participant in any live production!  One of the most exciting 
aspects of attending a live performance is the interactive relationship between the audience and the performers. 
It’s a good idea to prepare your students for their role in our production of The Three Little Pigs by covering 
these two basic guidelines.  
 
 

 Two basic guidelines:  
  
1. Respect!  Opera is not like TV; the singers on the stage can see and hear you, too.  Be 

respectful of all the hard work that has gone into the performance. Don’t get up, talk to your 
neighbor, or otherwise call attention to yourself by being disruptive.  

2. Respond!  It’s okay to applaud and laugh. Performers love to hear applause! It helps build 
their confidence and it shows that you really like the performance you are seeing.  

  
  

Things you shouldn’t do during a live performance 

 
• Get up from your seat or get up on your knees.  This makes it hard for folks behind you to see!   
• Walk around  
• Talk or whisper to your neighbor  
• Eat food or drink  
• Play with your cell phones/no texting!  
 

Things that you should do during a live performance 

 
• Laugh if something is funny  
• Applaud at the end of a song, after a 

scene, or at the very end of the 
opera.   

• Shout “Bravo, Brava or Bravi!” when 
the performers take their bows.     
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Plot Synopsis: 

The Three Little Pigs  

 
Despina sits at home, reading a good book.  Her brothers Cherubino and Don Giovanni try to play a 
trick on her by telling her that the Big Bad Wolf is coming to their house.  An angry Despina reminds 
them that their mother has decided that the three little pigs are old enough to leave their parents’ home.  
They must each build their own house to live in, as grown-ups do.  The siblings argue as to what is the 
best way to build a house.  Despina decides to find some books about house construction at the library.  
The two brothers think books are silly and that they can build snug little houses without any help.  
Despina ignores them and heads off to the library.  

In front of the library, Wolfgang Bigbad paces back and forth.  He is in a bad mood because he hasn’t 
had anything to eat all day.  He sees the three little pigs approaching, and pretends to be a statue in 
hopes of catching them and turning them into a snack.  Despina goes into the library while Cherubino 
and Don Giovanni stay outside and pretend to sword-fight.  When first notice the “statue”, they are 
frightened.  They dare each other to touch it, and then invite it to dinner.  To their surprise and terror, 
the “statue” nods that it will join them.  

Later, the pigs have each built a house.  Wolfgang Bigbad sneaks out of the woods to Don Giovanni’s 
house of straw.  The wolf blows down the straw house and chases Giovanni to Cherubino’s house of 
sticks.  He blows down the stick house as well.  The brothers run to Despina’s brick house, only to find 
that she has taken her books back to the library.  When Wolfgang’s effort to blow down the house of 
bricks is unsuccessful, he reminds them that he has come to dinner, as they asked him to – only now 
they will be the main course!  As he tries to get inside, Despina comes in and manages to trap the wolf!  
A reformed Wolfgang admits that even big bullies can be shrunken down to size and joins Despina, 
Cherubino, and Giovanni in the moral of the story:  “When you fear a thing that’s scary, take your 
questions to the library!” 

The music from this productions comes from four of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s operas: Cosí fan tutte, 
The Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni and The Magic Flute.  The character of Despina comes from Cosí fan 
tutte; Giovanni is the title character in Don Giovanni; and Cherubino is from The Marriage of Figaro.   There 
is a scene in which a statue comes to life in the opera Don Giovanni- also an important plot point in The 
Three Little Pigs! 
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More about the story… 
The Three Little Pigs is a traditional English fairytale, though the original author remains uncertain.  
Printed versions of the popular children’s story date back to the 1840s but the tale itself is thought to be 
much older.  The best known form of The Three Little Pigs appeared in English Fairy Tales by Joseph 
Jacobs, published in 1890. 

The central characters are anthropomorphic meaning they are animals that take on the qualities of humans.  
They talk, wear clothes, build houses, etc.  These kinds of characters are found in many of our favorite 
stories! 

The Three Little Pigs incorporates a very famous equation: “the rule of threes.”  It is thought that ideas, 
phrases, and jokes are funnier and more satisfying if they come in a sequence of three.  The rule of three 
is used quite a bit here: there are three little pigs, three kinds of houses, and it takes the wolf three tries 
before he is defeated. 

The Three Little Pigs remains a favorite children’s story and has been adapted by Disney, Warner Brothers 
and all four of DreamWorks Animation’s Shrek films. 

 

 

Meet the Composer 

John Davies (1946-Present)  
John Davies is the creative mind behind The Three Little Pigs. By combining 
children’s stories with pre-existing operatic literature, he is introducing the 
world of opera to youngsters across the country.  With his knowledge of 
the repertoire, he skillfully selects operatic operas and ensembles to tell new 
tales with the genius of his lyrics.  Being performed regularly by regional 
opera companies and education programs, his works are becoming staples 
of children’s opera repertory.  John Davies was born in 1946 and began his 
journey in music at age 16. That summer he worked as a waiter at a 
restaurant in Lennox, MA during the famous music festival, Tanglewood.  
At 19, he saw his first opera, Falstaff, by Giuseppe Verdi, and began 
studying voice formally at the Boston University School of Fine and Applied Arts.  He performed his 
first opera role, The Speaker in The Magic Flute, during this time.  He graduated with a degree in Vocal 
Performance and began early training as an apprentice at Santa Fe Opera and with Western Opera 
Theater, a part of San Francisco Opera.  He went on to appear with companies across the country, 
establishing a reputation of characterizations of the basso-buffo roles of Rossini, Donizetti, and Mozart.  
In 1997 he transferred to the other side of the footlights by founding Empire Opera Theatre.  He then 
made his mainstream directing debut in 2003.  He has gone and continued to direct, appearing with such 
companies as Indianapolis Opera, Mercury Opera, Opera Theatre at Wildwood and Knoxville Opera.  
Mr. Davies takes an active interest in the performing arts for young people, spending part of each year 
writing, narrating and hosting educational programs for opera companies, symphony orchestras and 
children’s museums across the United States.  More than 60 North American opera companies have 
presented his operas for young audiences.  Currently Mr. Davies resides in Dewitt, New York.  He is the 
father of six children and loves to walk, read and write for fun. 



14	  
	  

 
 

Nashville	  Opera’s	  touring	  production	  of	  
Goldie	  B.	  Locks	  &	  the	  Three	  Singing	  Bears	  by	  John	  Davies	  

This	  photo	  features	  the	  2015/16	  Mary	  Ragland	  Young	  Artists,	  	  
Anna	  Young,	  Director	  of	  Education	  and	  John	  Davies	  himself!	  
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart  

(1756-1791) 
 
Mozart was born in Salzburg, Austria to an illustrious, musical family.  
Both his father, Leopold, and older sister, Nannerl, proved to be 
accomplished musician.  At the age of three, Mozart learned to play the 
clavier; an instrument similar to the modern-day piano.  By the time he 
was four years old, he had composed his first clavier concerto; writing 
music before he was able to write words.  
 
So adept at music, he taught himself to play the violin by the age of 
five.  Recognizing the genius of both children, father Leopold along 
with sister Nannerl, embarked on a professional tour of Europe, 
revealing to the world his two young prodigies.  The Mozart family played hugely successful concerts 
before royalty and aristocracy all of over the continent; Marie Antoinette being one of the many famous 

dignitaries for which the 
children played.  Mozart 
composed his first 
symphony during this time 
and by the age of 12, he had 
written his first opera.  

 
 The success of the concert 

tour provided Mozart and 
his family with many gifts 
for their performances, but 
little money.  Due to 
primitive travel conditions 
and the difficulty of their 
schedules, all three suffered 
near fatal illnesses.  Often 

the family had to wait for reimbursements from benefactors and invitations from nobility.  
Unfortunately, poor money handling skills would plaque Mozart his entire life.  
 
In 1769, Mozart and his father traveled to Italy and were immersed in Italian opera, culture, and style.  
While in Rome, the young Mozart attended two performances of Gregorio Allegri’s Miserere, at the 
famed Sistine Chapel.  Soon after, he produced the first unauthorized copy of this, the Vatican’s closely 
guarded property, by transcribing it from memory.  
 
Three trips to Italy and many commissions unfortunately did not award the young Mozart a position in 
the Italian court orchestra, as hoped.  However, during the final trip to Italy, Mozart composed the 
Exultate jubilate, one of his most beloved and performed pieces today. 
 
Father and son moved to Salzburg where Mozart secured a position as a court musician under the rule 
of Prince-Archbishop Hieronymus Colloredo.  The oppressive nature of a court musician caused 
Mozart to become unhappy and look for opportunity elsewhere.  He left the court in 1777. 

Nashville	  Opera’s	  tour	  of	  The	  Magic	  Flute	  by	  Mozart 

Mozart 
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It is fascinating to acknowledge the trouble Mozart experienced finding steady work.  Augsburg, 
Mannheim, Paris and Munich all proved to contain little opportunity for steady employment, and the 
family fell into great debt, even pawning valuables to keep solvent.  At much disapproval from his 
father, Mozart refused to return to Salzburg and work again for the Prince Colloredo’s court.  Due to his 
genius and voracious appetite for composition, the young composer began to write music at will and 
without the ramifications of belonging to a court.  
 
Mozart began his new life in Vienna and studied the works of Johann Sebastian Bach and George 
Frederick Handel.  He befriended Joseph Haydn, the inspiration of his six string quartets, and to whom 
all were dedicated. Mutual admiration was obvious, as Haydn once wrote to Mozart’s father, “I tell you 
before God, and as an honest man, your son is the greatest composer known to me by person and 
repute, he has taste and what is more the greatest skill in composition.” 
 
Also in Vienna, Mozart fell in love with and later married opera singer Constanze Weber.  The couple 
had a total of six children, but only two survived infancy; Karl and Franz. 
 
In 1785, Mozart began to focus on operatic writing and collaboration began with librettist Lorenzo da 
Ponte.  The operas Don Giovanni, Così fan tutte, and Le nozze di Figaro were fully realized.  
 
Unfortunately, Mozart squandered the money that he earned, forcing him to work day and night, writing 
as much as he could.  At the age of 35, Mozart fell ill and sadly, died a pauper.  In his short life, he 
composed more than 700 works including symphonies, concerti, sonatas, masses, art song and 23 
operas.  His last and arguably most popular is The Magic Flute.  
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Nashville	  Opera	  production	  of	  Don	  Giovanni	  in	  2008.	  	  You	  can	  see	  it	  again	  in	  October	  2016! 
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Meet the Cast 
The cast is made up of Nashville Opera’s Mary Ragland Young Artists.  These performers come 
from all over the country and stay in Nashville for three to four months to take part in our training 
program.  They are part of The Three Little Pigs and our mainstage production of Bizet’s Carmen.  We 
asked our singer some questions so that you can get to know them.  

Courtney Ruckman, soprano 
Despina Pig 
From Olney, Maryland 
Has sung with Central City Opera and Seattle Opera Guild 
What is your favorite holiday?  Christmas! 
What is your favorite food?  Macaroni and Cheese 
What do you like to do for fun?  Hike with my dogs, read and go to 
art museums 
What’s a little-known fact about you?  I competed nationally in judo 
as a teenager and used to own several large fish tanks 
Do you have any pets? Two dogs, Baket and Dallas 

 

Melisa Bonetti, mezzo-soprano 
Cherubino Pig 
From Queens, New York 
Has sung with Dayton Opera, Kentucky Opera and Des Moines 
Opera 
Do you have any pets?  A dog named Lealu 
What’s the weirdest job you’ve ever had? I was a butterfly catcher 
What do you like to do for fun?  Cook, garden, hike 
Where’s the farthest place you’ve ever traveled? Beijing, China 
“Opera singers travel a lot and live and work in lots of different places- 
I lived and worked in 5 cities last year alone!” 

 
Zachary Devin, Tenor 
Don Giovanni Pig 
From Olney, Illinois 
Has sung with Dayton Opera, Gulf Shores Opera, Janiec Opera 
Company 
What’s your favorite book? Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince 
What do you like to do other than sing? Cook and play video games 
What’s a little-known fact about you? I wanted to be a marine 
biologist when I was growing up! 
Do you play any instruments? I played the trumpet for 8 years. 
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Makoto Winkler, baritone 
Wolfgang BigBad 
From Forest Hills, NY 
Has performed with Glimmerglass, Central City Opera, Janiec Opera  
Favorite Food?  Sushi 
What do you do for fun?  Sailing, traveling, flying   
Do you have any pets? Yes! Two cats and two dogs 
Interesting fact about yourself?  I been to Nairobi and have visited 4 
of the seven continents! 

 

Stephen Variames, pianist 
Tour Music Director and Manager/Pianist 
Has performed with Cincinnati Opera, Opera in the Ozarks 
What do you do for fun?  I practice Yoga, write and read 
What is the farthest place you’ve visited? Jamaica  
Favorite Holiday? Halloween- I like anything spooky! 
Favorite food?  Chicken nuggets 

 

 

Anna Young, Director of Education and Outreach 
Stage Director 
From Lives in Nashville, Tennessee, but is from Greenville, South 
Carolina 

        Pets? black cat named “Pants” 
Favorite movies?  The Little Mermaid, Goonies, Oklahoma! 
Favorite food? CHOCOLATE 
What do you do for fun? read, watercolor, cook, and play classical 
guitar 
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Operatic Voices  
 

Characteristics of a “Trained” Voice   

Singing in Europe and America is now generally divided into two categories: classical and popular.   
What most people think of as operatic or classical singing developed in Europe hundreds of years 
ago.  This style flourished during the seventeenth century as opera became a popular form of 
entertainment and operatic music increased in complexity.  The most recognizable characteristics 
of a classically trained voice are:   
• an extensive range (the ability to sing both high and low)  
• varying degrees of volume (loud and soft)   
• resonance in the chest and sinus cavities (produces a “hooty,” “full” or “round” sound)  
• an ability to project or fill a large space without amplification   
 

Training  

Very few people are born with the capability to sing operatically.  Classical singers take voice 
lessons about once a week and practice every day for many years in order to develop a beautiful 
operatic sound.  In fact, most trained voices are not “mature” enough to perform leading roles 
on a big stage until they’re at least 28 years old.  Compare that with the most popular singers on 
the radio today…Taylor Swift was just 16 years old when she released her first album! 

Two Tiny Muscles                                                   
Science tells us that all sounds are made by two 
things vibrating together.  The same concept applies 
when we talk or sing.  The sounds we make are really 
just the vibration of two little muscles called the 
vocal chords.  The vocal chords are held in the 
larynx, which is sometimes called the voice box.  
These two little folds of tissue vary in length but are 
typically between 12 and 17mm in adults—only about ½ and inch long! 
 
When you want to say something, your brain tells your vocal chords to pull together until they’re 
touching lightly.  Then, air pushes through them, and the vocal chords begin to vibrate, opening and 
closing very quickly.  This vibration creates a sound.  The pitches you sing are dependent on the speed 
at which the chords vibrate.  A faster vibration creates a higher pitch.  The length of the chords also 
affects the pitch of the voice.  Longer chords equal a lower voice.  
 

The rest of the body 

The vocal chords are only a small component of a larger 
machine which creates a beautiful singing voice.  That machine 
is the entire body, from the tip of the toes to the top of the 
head.  In order to sing with ease, every muscle needs to be 
relaxed (but not lazy!).  If even one muscle is tense, it can 
throw off the entire machine, which is immediately obvious in 
a singer’s vocal quality.  Carmen	  dancing	  in	  Nashville	  Opera’s	  2005	  

production. 
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Breathing/Support 

In order to sing long phrases with a lot of volume 
and a good tone, singers must breathe in a specific 
manner, making use of the whole torso area (lungs, 
ribs, diaphragm and viscera).  As they breathe in, 
each part of this network does its job: the lungs fill 
up, which forces the ribs to expand and the 
diaphragm (a flat muscle below the lungs) to move 
down.  As the diaphragm descends, the diaphragm descends, the viscera (stomach intestines and other 
organs) are forced down and out.  Singers describe this feeling as “fatness in the low stomach” or 
“filling an inner-tube” around their waist. 

Expelling the air, or singing, is essentially a slow and controlled movement of those muscles.  If all of 
the air escapes from the lungs quickly, the tone of the voice will sound breathy and will lack intensity.  
Successful opera singers must be able to isolate the diaphragm and ribs, controlling the rate at which 
they return to their original positions.  This allows for a consistent stream of air that travels from the 
lungs, through the larynx and out of the mouth. 

How’s your breathing?  Lying flat on your back or sitting up straight, place your hands on your 
waist so that your fingers point in towards your belly button.  Inhale slowly and try to fill up your 
stomach from the bottom to the top; enough to notice your stomach pushing out and your waist 
and chest expanding.  Exhale slowly and audibly, as if you are blowing out a candle.   
  
Repeat this exercise, but inhale for a count of eight.  Hold your breath for a count of twelve and then 
exhale.  How long can you exhale your breath?  A count of twelve?  Sixteen?  More?  
 

Resonance 

One of the most obvious characteristics of an 
operatic voice is a full, resonant tone.  Singers 
achieve this by lifting their “soft palate.”  This is a 
part of the mouth that most people don’t ever think 
about and it can be difficult to isolate.  Here are 
some simple exercises to feel where it is and hear the 
resonance in your voice when you lift it: 

• Start to yawn.  Feel that lifting sensation in the back of your mouth?  That’s the soft palate 
going up.  

• With a relaxed mouth, slide your tongue along the roof of your mouth, from your teeth back 
toward your throat. The boney or hard area is referred to as the hard palate.  The soft, fleshy 
area at the very back of your throat is the soft palate.  

• Say the word “who” as you would say it in normal conversation.  Now, say “hoooo” like a hoot 
owl.  Can you hear the difference?    

• Say the sentence “How do you do?” as if you were an old British woman.   



21	  
	  

 
Lifting the soft palate is the foundation for the resonance in a singer’s voice.  With a lot of practice, 
a singer can lift his or her palate as soon as they begin to sing, without even thinking about it.  
  

Vibrato    

Proper breathing and full resonance are essential for producing a clear vocal tone with an even 
“vibrato” (the Italian word meaning “to vibrate”).  Vibrato can be described as a “wiggle” in the voice 
or, technically, a consistent variation in the pitch of a tone.  While many pop singers try to remove 
this element of singing for the sake of style, vibrato in an opera singer’s voice is a must – it increases 
the warmth and resonance of the tone and also allows for accurate tuning.    

    

Registers of the Voice  
  

Head Voice    
Without getting too technical, the head voice is the higher register, which is achieved by tapping into 
the resonance in the sinus cavities.  It’s called the head voice because you literally feel like your voice 
is coming out of your head rather than your throat or chest.  
 

Chest Voice    
This is where the natural speaking voice falls.  If you put your hand on your chest and yell “Hey!” you 
can feel that this register resonates in the chest rather than the head.  Broadway and pop singers use it 
frequently.  Female opera singers tend to use it when they’re singing low notes.  Men sing mostly in 
this voice.  
  

Falsetto    
This register applies to male voices only.  Falsetto happens when the vocal chords do not vibrate fully, 
which creates a high, feminine sound.  It is frequently used by male characters when they are imitating 
females.    
  

A Comparison:  Classical Training vs. Commercial Training  

Since we’ve already covered the characteristics of a classically trained voice, it may be interesting to 
see how they differ from those of a commercial voice.  (It’s always important to be able to compare 
the differences between two things without implying that one is superior to the other)  Singers of pop 
music, rock and roll, R&B, folk and country are often referred to as “commercial”.  While their styles 
vary considerably, the way they use their voices seems to be relatively consistent.    
  

Training   
First of all, commercial singers don’t historically train like classical singers do.  While there are schools 
like Belmont University that offer degrees in Commercial Voice, many of the most successful non-
classical singers of today are known more for their unique style, natural talent and personality than for 
their technical mastery of the voice.  
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Breathing/Support    
Unlike classical singers, commercial singers usually breathe just as they would when they’re speaking 
normally.  A long phrase might warrant a big breath, but studying the placement and movement of 
one’s internal organs is not usually done by pop singers.    
  

Resonance    
Most commercial singers are not concerned with creating a resonant tone.  In fact, a pop song sung 
with a lot of resonance would probably sound pretty silly to most people.    
 

Projection/Volume 
Essentially all commercial singers depend upon microphones to be heard in a large performance space.  
This enables the singers to deliver their message in either a loud, dramatic style, or in an intimate, 
conversational style, with little physical effort.  Opera singers, however, depend on the acoustics of the 
performance space and their ability to project their voices naturally to be heard.  Microphones are 
rarely used in operatic performances. 
 
 

A comparison: Classical training vs. Musical Theatre training   
  
Many people ask about the difference between an opera and a musical like Les Miserables or The 
Phantom of the Opera.  Both classical (operatic) and musical theatre styles of singing require a good 
deal of training on the part of their singers. Though both styles stress many similar points, as 
good breath support, intonation, enunciation, acting ability, and projection, there are areas where 
the two styles diverge. For example:  
  
Musical theatre voice stresses the use of belt voice (straight chest voice) and mix voice 
(combination of head and chest voice).  Classical voice usually has a warmer, rounder sound 
while musical theatre voice, though just as full as classical, usually has a broader, harder, even 
sharper sound. You generally hear a greater use of vibrato in classical voice 
than in musical theatre voice.  
  
Also, singers in musicals wear microphones hidden in their costumes or wigs 
to amplify their voices.  As we stated above, microphones are rarely used in 
operatic performances.  

Voice Types  
All classical singers fall into one of the categories listed below.  A singer 
cannot choose his/her voice type…it is something they are born with.  
Composers usually assign a voice type to a character based on his/her 
personality or age.  Read these descriptions for specific examples.    

 

  

Cio-‐cio-‐san	  in	  Nashville	  
Opera’s	  Madame	  Butterfly,	  

2007 



23	  
	  

Female Voices 
 
Soprano:  This is the highest female voice and has a range similar to a violin.  In opera, the soprano 
most often plays the young girl or the heroine (sometimes called the Prima Donna), since a high 
bright voice traditionally suggests femininity, virtue, and innocence.  The normal range of a soprano is 
from middle C through two octaves above middle C, sometimes with extra top notes.  Most women 
are sopranos. Goldie B. Locks is a soprano! 
 
Mezzo-Soprano:  Also called a mezzo, this is the middle female voice and has a range similar to an 
oboe.  A mezzo’s sound is often darker and warmer than a soprano’s.  In opera, composers generally 
use a mezzo to portray older women, villainesses, seductive heroines, and sometimes even young boys 
(like Hansel in Hansel and Gretel).  This is a special operatic convention called a “trouser role,” or a 
“pants role.”  The mezzo’s normal range is from the A below middle C to the A two octaves above it.  
Momma Bear is a mezzo-soprano!  
 
Contralto: This is the lowest female voice and has a range similar to a clarinet.  Contraltos usually sing 
the roles of older females or special character parts such as witches and old gypsies.  The range is two 
octaves from F below middle C to the top line of the treble clef.  A true contralto is very rare – some 
believe they don’t exist at all!    

 

Male Voices  
 
Countertenor:  This is the highest male voice, which was mainly used in very early 
opera and oratorio (a genre of classical vocal music similar to opera but generally 
based on a religious topic and accompanied by a choir).  The voice of a 
countertenor sounds very much like a mezzo-soprano’s voice and they often sing 
the same repertoire.  Like the contralto, true countertenors are very rare.  
  
Tenor: This is usually the highest male voice in an opera.  It is similar to a trumpet 
in range, tone, color, and acoustical ring.  The tenor typically plays the hero or the 

love interest in an opera.  His voice ranges from the C below middle C to the C 
above. The role of Peek Bear is sung by a tenor!  
                                                                                                                        

Baritone:  
This is the middle male voice and is close to a French horn in range and tone 
color.  In opera buffa (comedic opera), the baritone is often the ring-leader of 
the comedy, but in opera seria (serious or tragic opera), he is usually the 
villain.  The range is from the G that is an octave and a half below middle C, 
to G above. Papa Bear is sung by a baritone!  
  
Bass:  
This is the lowest male voice and is similar to a trombone or bassoon in range 
and color.  Low voices usually suggest age and wisdom in serious opera.  In 
comic opera they are generally used for old characters that are foolish or 
laughable. The range spans from roughly the F above middle C down to the F 
an octave and a fourth below.     

Romeo	  from	  Nashville	  
Opera’s	  Romeo	  and	  Juliet	  

by	  Gounod,	  2007 

Don	  Giovanni,	  Nashville	  Opera,	  
2008 
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What’s your voice type?  
  
Discovering your voice-type is not as simple as having green eyes or blue.  Singers often float 
between these categories, and some never really know where they fit.  Sometimes, a female 
singer starts out her training as a soprano and ends up singing mezzo roles a few years into her 
studies.  Baritones with good high notes are often mistaken for tenors.  Singing the wrong 
repertoire can lead to all sorts of vocal problems and can even shorten or end a singer’s career.  
That’s why it’s very important to have a good teacher whom you trust and to be selective in the 
jobs you choose.     

Voice Types Based on Size and Quality  
 
Voices are also categorized according to size and quality.  There are small, medium, medium-large 
and large voices in opera.  The quality of a voice can be defined using the following terms:  

 

Soubrette 
A soprano of very light vocal weight, comparatively small range, and has the looks of a young girl.   
Soubrette roles are often flirtatious and witty, and outsmart the rich 
and powerful by the end of the opera.  Many soubrette roles have 
names that end in -ina: Despina (Mozart’s Cosí fan tutte), Adina 
(Donizetti’s The Elixir of Love), and Zerlina (Mozart’s Don Giovanni) are 
soubrettes.  
 
Character    
Singers with an exceedingly unique and not always beautiful sound 
can make a fine living singing character roles.  While they don’t get 
the biggest paycheck, they do tend to get all the laughs.  This 
classification is reserved for the lower voices (mezzo, tenor, 
baritone, and bass).  Examples are Franz, the dancing butler 
(Offenbach’s The Tales of Hoffmann), the stuttering lawyer (Mozart’s 
Le Nozze di Figaro) Dr. Blind (Strauss’s Die Fledermaus), and the 
Witch in Hansel and Gretel.  
  
Coloratura    
Female singers described as coloraturas have great vocal agility, 
stunning high notes, and the ability to sing complicated vocal 
ornamentation. The Queen of the Night (Mozart’s The Magic Flute) 
is a coloratura soprano  
  
Lyric Soprano  
The word lyric generally describes a singer who specializes in long phrases and a beautiful tone.  
They can be broken down further into light-lyric, full-lyric and just plain old lyric. These titles 

Nashville	  Opera’s	  The	  Student	  Prince,	  
2008 
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can precede the general voice type of soprano, tenor and so on.   While there are no hard and 
fast rules, there are a few widely accepted distinctions, which are outlined below.  
  
• A light-lyric soprano, like Pamina (Mozart’s The Magic Flute,) should have a bigger voice than a 
soubrette but still possess a youthful quality. A full-lyric soprano (Mimi in Puccini’s La Bohème) 
has a more mature sound and can be heard over a bigger orchestra. Full-lyric sopranos are 
typically the highest paid of all the voice-types.    

• A light-lyric mezzo is the equivalent of the soubrette and generally plays young boys like Hansel 
(Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel).   The long phrases mentioned above are traded for agility and 
charm.  A lyric mezzo (no “full” distinction here) is usually an old woman or a temptress (Bizet’s 
Carmen is the quintessential lyric mezzo).    

• Most tenors fall into the lyric category and don’t call themselves light or full.  However, operatic 
roles for tenors are separated further. Tamino (Mozart’s The Magic Flute) must be sung by a 
youthful tenor with a light voice, thus earning the distinction of a light-lyric tenor role.  Puccini’s 
Cavaradossi (Tosca) is decidedly heavier than Tamino but is still considered lyric by most people.  

• There are light baritones, but they fall into the lyric pot with the rest.  Baritones are baritones, 
unless they’re really loud.      

Dramatic   
This describes the heaviest voices in any category except for bass.  Dramatic singers are capable of 
sustained declamation and a great deal of power, even over the largest operatic orchestra of about 80 
instruments.  The title character in Puccini’s Turandot (right) is sung by a dramatic soprano.  Most of 
Verdi’s lead characters require a dramatic voice (e.g., Otello).    
                                                                                                             
Helden 
A German prefix meaning heroic, applied to a large voice capable of performing the most demanding 
roles, usually used in reference to roles written by Richard Wagner. Brünnhilde (the character most 
often associated with braids and a horned helmet) is a helden-soprano role. Other roles which are 
helden sopranos include Isolde in Wagner’sTristan und Isolde, Kundry in Wagner’s’ Parsifal and Elektra in 
Strauss’ Elektra 

  

Turandot,	  Nashville	  Opera 

Deborah	  Voigt	  at	  The	  Met 
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Famous Opera Singers  
 

Listed with each singer is an example of one album in case you would like to build your library.  Some 
of their websites are included too.  

Sopranos 

 
Renée Fleming American full-lyric.  Won a Grammy award for The Beautiful Voice – Decca label.  
www.renee-fleming.com  
Deborah Voigt- American dramatic.  Obsessions: Wagner and Strauss Arias and Scenes – EMI Classics 
label.  www.deborahvoigt.com  

Anna Netrebko- Russian Lyric.  Souvenirs – Deutsche Grammophon label. www.annanetrebko.com  

Maria Callas- Greek opera singer, impossible to categorize.  Sang both soprano and mezzo roles.   
Maria Callas: The Voice of the Century – EMI Classics label.  www.callas.it  

Other sopranos to consider:  Renata Scotto, Diana Soviero, Natalie Dessay, Mirella Freni, Birgit 
Nilsson, Angela Gheorghiu, Joan Sutherland, Kiri TeKanawa.  

 

Mezzo-Sopranos  

 
Susan Graham American light-lyric.  Il tenero momento: Mozart and Gluck Arias – Erato label.  
www.susangraham.com  

Joyce DiDonato American mezzo Diva, Divo – Virgin classics label.  www.joycedidonato.com  

Marilyn Horne American singer also difficult to categorize.  Rossini Heroes and Heroines – Decca label.  
www.marilynhornefdn.org  

Other mezzo-sopranos to consider: Frederica von Stade, Denyce Graves, Olga Borodina, Ewa   
Podles, Cecila Bartoli and Elina Garanca.  

 

Contraltos 

 
Marian Anderson American contralto. Made history in 1955 as the first African-American female to 
sing at the Met.  Also sang on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1939 for an integrated audience of 
75,000.  Marian Anderson – RCA Victor label.  www.mariananderson.org   
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Countertenors  

 
David Daniels American.  Handel Operatic Arias – Veritas label.  www.danielssings.com  

Andreas Scholl English Andreas Scholl: Heroes – Decca label.  www.andreasschollsociety.org  

Phillippe Jaroussky French Opium – Virgin Classics.  http://www.jarousskyopium.com/  
Other counter-tenors to consider:  Brian Asawa, David Walker, Bejun Mehta  
  
 

Tenors  

 
Luciano Pavarotti  Italian.  The Pavarotti Edition: Volumes 1-10 – Decca label.   
www.lucianopavarotti.com  

Jonas Kauffmann German. Verismo Arias – Decca label.  www.jonas-kaufmann.com  

Juan Diego Florez: Argentinean. Great Tenor Arias – Decca label.  
www.deccaclassics.com/artists/florez/  

Other tenors to consider:  Fritz Wunderlich, Enrico Caruso, Placido Domingo, Roberto 
Alagna,Franco Corelli  
  

 

Baritones  

 
Nathan Gunn American Lyric.  American Anthem – EMI Classics.  www.nathangunn.com  

Dmitri Hvorostovsky  [vor oh stáhv skee]  Russian lyric.  Verdi Arias – Delos label.   
www.hvorostovsky.com   

Thomas Hampson American lyric.  The Very Best of Thomas Hampson – EMI Classics label.   
www.hampsong.com  

Other baritones to consider:  Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, Thomas Allen, Simon Kennlyside, Sherrill 
Milnes  
  
 

Basses  

 
Samuel Ramey American.  A Date with the Devil. Naxos label.  www.samuelramey.com  
Rene Papé  German. Gods, Kings and Demons – Deutsche Grammophon label  
http://www.renepape.com/mypape/  
James Morris American.  Opera Arias – Capitol Records label. 
http://www.ffaire.com/wagner/morris.html  
Other basses to consider: Giorgio Tozzi, Kurt Moll and Cesare Siepi   
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A Checklist for Opera Singers 
 

A good opera singer must have: 
 
 
 Volume 
 Opera singers are trained to be heard in large theatres, such as Jackson Hall at the Tennessee  
 Performing Arts Center, without using microphones.  Singers train for years to be able to sing 
 loudly enough to be heard over other soloists, a chorus and a large orchestra of about 70 
Instruments.  How loudly can an opera singer sing?  When a jet takes off, the sound reaches 
110 – 120 decibels, the human threshold level of pain.  A powerful opera singer, singing very 
close to another person’s ear, could reach up to 110 decibels.  
 

 Stamina 
 Opera requires the ability to sing for two-three hours- or even longer.  Opera singers rarely  
 perform on consecutive evenings because they are so physically exhausted by the performances. 
 The Nashville Opera plans its schedule so that the artists can rest for a day or two between  
 performances. 

 
 Range 
 Operatic music, as written, requires singers to have a large range- to be able to sing very low 
notes as well as extremely high notes. 
 
 Acting ability 
 Opera singers don’t just stand on stage and sing; they must be able to act, as well.  Just like 
actors in a play, the singers must make the audience believe in their characters.  For example, 
the Witc in Hansel and Gretel would not be as effective if the singer could not act well. 
  
 The right look 
 Just like an actor in a movie, it is important for an opera singer to look the part of the character 
 he or she is portraying.  For example, if a 25 or 30 year-old soprano is portraying a girl of 12,  
 she should look very young so we can believe that she’s a child.  

 
 Familiarity with different languages 
 Since opera was developed in Europe, most operas are written in languages other than English. 
 A singer must be familiar with the pronunciation of foreign languages as well as the meaning of 
each word that they sing.  It is not unusual for an American singer to perform in Italian, 
French, German, or even Russian.  
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Musical Terms 

 
Pronunciations for Italian words are included.  Use the Opera Terms Crossword Puzzle in the Student 
Workbook (WB15) to test students’ knowledge of terms.  

 
          A CAPELLA [ah-kuh-pél-luh] Singing without instrumental accompaniment.  

           ARIA [áh-ree-uh] An extended vocal solo, usually a showpiece for the singer. 

           AUDITION When a singer or actor tries out for a director, hoping to be cast in a show. 
  Usually involves singing 2 or 3 contrasting arias and possibly a MONOLOGUE. 

          BEAT The underlying PULSE of a song.  What you would clap along with at a concert.  

           BLOCKING Where the singers stand and move during a SCENE.  Singers are given their  
  BLOCKING by the DIRECTOR and must memorize it along with their music. 

      BRAVO! An Italian word that opera audiences shout when they like a particular  
  performance.  It means “well done.”  BRAVA may be used if the performer is  
  female, BRAVI for duets and ensembles.  

             CADENCE [káy-dens] A closing statement at the end of a musical phrase.  An OPEN  
  CADENCE sounds like a resting point or a thought that is incomplete.  A  
  CLOSED CADENCE sounds like a stopping point or the end of a song/section. 

 CADENZA [kuh-dén-zuh] A fast, fancy-sounding passage sung by a soloist, usually in an aria. 
  (see p. 34 for an example of this) 

    CHORUS A group of singers who sing and act together; also a piece of music sung by such  
  a group of singers.  A chorus is also called an ENSEMBLE. 

 CHORUSMASTER The leader of the chorus. 

          COMPOSER One who writes music. 

    COMPRIMARIO [kahm-pree-máh-ree-oh] A secondary sole in an opera, usually the maid, servant, 
  messenger or confidante of one of the leading characters.  Often provides comic  
  relief.  

      CONDUCTOR One who stands in front of the orchestra and keeps the players together.  More 
  generally, he/she is one who leads a musical ensemble.  

  COSTUME The outfit worn by each actor to reflect the time and place of an opera, as well 
  as the personality of each character.  

        CRESCENDO A gradual increase in loudness in a musical passage.  

   DECRESCENDO  A gradual decrease in loudness in a musical passage.  

DOWN STAGE The position on a stage nearest to the audience.  Because the type of stage  
  prevalent in the early opera houses was slanted or “raked,” the closer a singer 
  came to the audience, the lower the stage was on the ground.  (see STAGE 
  LEFT/RIGHT for a diagram of stage directions) 

           DUET A musical piece for two voices or two instruments. 
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          ENSEMBLE A group of people who perform together.  In opera, these are specific characters 
  with their own individual ideas and emotions.  Also, a piece written for three or  
  more voices or instruments. 

 

  

 

      
 

 

 

 

 

 

      FINALE [fihn-náh-lee] The ending of a large piece of music such as an opera.  

  GRAND FINALE The most elaborate and formal presentation of opera, signified by grandeur and 
  size of the cast, orchestra and sets.   

 HARMONY Several notes sounding pleasantly together. 

            INTERVAL The distance between two notes.  

 LEGATO [leg-áh-toh] A smooth manner of playing or singing with no perceptible breaks 
  between notes. 

          LEITMOTIV [light-moh-téef] A melodic theme used throughout an opera to identify a  
  character or idea (love, hate, jealousy, etc).  This concept was developed by  
  German opera composer, Richard Wagner in the late 19th century. 

         LIBRETTIST [lib-rét-ist] Author of an opera’s text or LIBRETTO 

            LIBRETTO [lib-rét-oh] The text of an opera (Italian word for little book). 

   MELODY The tune of a song.  Notes sounding one after another, organized by an idea.  
  Usually singable.  It is the foundation for HARMONY.    

      METER The grouping of beats in a piece of music into groups of 2 (duple meter) or 3 
   (triple meter).  Meter is sometimes irregular or mixed between groups of 2 and 3. 

   MONOLOGUE A long speech given by a single actor in the context of a play.  The operatic  
   equivalent is the ARIA.  

       NOTE A sound with a specific pitch.  Eight notes played in a row with a specific pattern 
  of intervals make up a SCALE. 

     OPERA A drama expressed through music in which the text of a drama is sung instead 
  of  spoken.  

Nashville	  Opera’s	  2003	  production	  of	  La	  Bohème,	  Act	  II	  chorus	  
or	  vocal	  ensemble 
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        OPERA BUFFA [opera bú-fah] A funny opera with elements of farce.  

 

 OPERA SERIA [opera séh-ree-ah] A dramatic opera usually dealing with serious or historical  
  subject matter.  

 OPERETTA A work for the stage that is less serious in subject matter and musical complexity. 
  Has spoken dialogue and lots of humor.  

  ORCHESTRA A large varied group of instrumentalists who play large musical works.  In opera, 
  The orchestra plays the music that accompanies the singers. 

         OVERTURE An instrumental introduction to an opera that often makes use of thematic 
  material from the body of work. 

    PATTER A style of singing where the words are sung very quickly. 

             PIT A large space below the stage where the orchestra and conductor are during  
  a performance.  

 PRIMA DONNA The “Leading Lady” in an opera.  

      PROPS Objects, other than costumes or scenery, used as part of a dramatic or operatic 
  production (short for properties).  

      PULSE The underlying BEAT of a song.  What you would clap along with at a concert.  

          QUARTET A group of four performers.  Also a musical piece for four voices or four  
  Instruments. 

      RECITATIVE [réh-chih-tah-téev] A style of singing that imitates natural speech.  Is usually 
  heard before an ARIA. 

    RITARD [rih-tárd] Italian word meaning “slow down.” 

            RHYTHM The pattern of beats created by the notes in a musical line.  Can be found by 
  clapping the melody or the words to a tune. 

 SCENE The time and location where the action takes place; also a section of an act in  
  a dramatic or operatic production.  

     SCORE The written music used by the CONDUCTOR during a performance.  Includes 
  all the vocal and instrumental parts.  

           SET The scenery, built to represent a particular location (short for setting). 

    STAGEHAND A person who helps put together and take apart the set.  Also handles props 
  and scene changes.  

   STAGE LEFT/RIGHT The division of the stage from the singer’s point of view.  For example: a singer 
  moves to his/her left, which is the audience’s right.  
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 SUPER A non-singing, non-speaking actor used in crowd scene.  (short for  

  Supernumerary) 

  TECHNICAL The stage management, lighting, scene-building, and other mechanical aspects 
  of a theatrical production. 

    TEMPO The speed at which a piece of music is performed.  

    THEME A central melody in a piece of music.  In opera, a theme may be associated 
  with a particular character, setting, object, or emotion.  This kind of theme is  
   also called LEITMOTIV. 

   TIMBRE [tám-bur] (rhymes with amber) Tone quality or tone color of a voice or  
  instrument. 

        TRIO A group of three performers.  Also a musical piece for three voices or  
  instruments. 

      TUTTI [tóo-tee] Italian word that means “everyone.” 

 UNISON When two or more people sing the same notes and the same words at the  
  same time.  

  UPSTAGE The position on stage farthest from the audience.  (see DOWNSTAGE for 
  further explanation) 

 VIBRATO [vih-bráh-toh] Italian for vibration.  Slight and rapid fluctuations in pitch.  The 
  quality that produces warmth in the human voice.   
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The Orchestra 
Largely unseen down in the orchestra pit below the stage level, the orchestra is a vital part of the  
operatic experience.  It not only accompanies the singers, but also helps to carry the storyline and 
unify the entire production.  
 
The orchestra consists of four sections: 
 

• The string section includes violins, 
violas,  
Cellos and basses. 

• The woodwind section includes 
piccolos,  
Flutes, oboes, clarinets, and bassoons. 

• The brass section includes trumpets, 
trombones, French horns and tubas. 

• The percussion section includes 
timpani (kettle drums), triangles, cymbals, 
tambourines, and chimes.  The harp, 
harpsichord, and piano are usually listed in this category.                                        

      
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                             

The Conductor  
The conductor directs both the orchestra and the 
singers.  During the performance, the conductor stands 
in the pit in front of the orchestra and the stage.  From 
there, he or she is able to indicate the tempo and 
volume to the orchestra and signal the entrance cues for 
both solo artists and ensembles.  The primary duties of 
the conductor are to unify performers, set the tempo, 
execute clear preparations and beats, and to listen 
critically and shape the sound of the ensemble.  
Orchestras, choirs, concert bands and other musical 
ensembles often have conductors.  

 

  

  

This	  is	  the	  orchestra	  pit. 
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The Conductor’s Score 

 
A score is the written music which shows all vocal and instrumental parts on one very large page.  
This is what a conductor looks at while he’s conducting and opera.  This is an excerpt from the 
conductor’s score of  
Puccini’s Tosca.  

  Flutes 

 Oboes 

 English Horn 

 Clarinets 

 Bass Clarinet 

 Bassoons 

 Contra Bassoons 

 French Horns 

 Trumpets 

 Trombone 

 Bass Trombone 

 Timpani 

 Bass Drum 

 Tosca 

 Scarpia 

 Violins I 

 Violins II 

 Violas 

 Cellos 

 Double Bass 
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A Short History of Opera 

 
Baroque Period (1600-1725) 
In the early 17th century, a group called the Florentine Camerata began meeting to discuss music and the 
arts.  They recognized the emotional power of music which combined with drama and aspired to 
create a new genre, reminiscent of the ancient Greek dramas, which achieved a similar combination.  
By linking existing musical pieces together with sung recitation, they laid the groundwork for what we 
now know as modern opera. 
 

By the 1630s, opera was being performed all over Europe.  Many countries, like 
Germany, were enjoying Italian operas, while other countries, like France, began to 
experiment with their own variations of opera.  By the 18th century, the model of 
opera seria was firmly established:  The plots usually centered upon mythological 
stories, the chorus was saved for the end of the opera where it added to the 
festivities of the inevitable happy ending, and the solo singer became glorified.  
The popularity of the singers was so prominent, that    it was not unusual for them 
to change the music of an opera as they pleased.  Singers would often insert their 
favorite arias into a show, whether it fit into the storyline or not.  

The standard aria during this time was composed in a strict A-B-A form called da capo, literally 
meaning “from the head.”  The first “A” section is sung in a straightforward manner, exactly as 
written; it is followed by a short “B” section that has a different melody, contrasting tempo and is 
written in a different key.  The aria ends with a restatement of the “A” section (same melody, same 
words), but this time the singer adds ornamentations (additional notes) at appropriate places 
throughout the vocal line.  A famous example of this is “V’adoro pupille” from Giulio Cesare by G.F. 
Handel.  Key operas of the Baroque Era:  Giulio Cesare, by George F. Handel; Dido and Aeneas by 
Henry Purcell.  

 

 

Classical Period (1725-1820) 

By the 18th century, the rigidity of the opera seria model and da capo aria was losing 
popularity since they limited the dramatic capabilities of music.  Increasingly, less 
emphasis was placed on the singer, and the spotlight moved toward the drama.  
The story-lines also became more accessible to the general public.  Comic operas, 
or opera buffa as they were called in Italy, became very popular throughout Europe. 
The most important figure in the Classical Period of opera is Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart.  Mozart wrote many successful operas in both the opera seria and opera buffa style.  His comic 
operas were the true hits of the 18th century, and Mozart was among the first to make a living as a 
freelance composer.  Previous composers were employed as resident artists in a church or in 
someone’s household.  This meant that they were obligated to write whatever music their employer 
demanded.  Although Mozart still had to rely on wealthy patrons to support his lifestyle, he had more 
artistic control over his music than most others had and was often able to write operas that 
commented on whatever topic he chose.  Many of the libretti (the text of an opera, usually written by 
someone other than the composer) he chose reflected the new ideas that were circulating through 

Handel 

Mozart	  
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Europe at that time.  In his opera buffa, Le Nozze di Figaro, two young servants named Susanna and 
Figaro outsmart and humiliate their employer, Count Almaviva.  The original play by French dramatist 
Beaumarchais, was banned in France because of its bold statement regarding social classes.  (It was 
only nine years later when King Louis XVI lost his head at the hands of the middle-class).  Key operas 
of the Classical Period:  Le Nozze di Figaro by W.A. Mozart; Orfeo ed Euridice by Christoph Gluck; Die 
Zauberflöte by W.A. Mozart.  

 

Romantic Period (1820-1900) 
In the nineteenth century’s Romantic Period, opera suddenly fell into categories defined by the 
nationality of the composer.  Every major country in Europe made its own unique contributions to 
the art form. 
 
 

Italian Romantic Opera 
Italian operas in the earliest years of the Romantic Period fell under the label of bel canto.  Bel canto 
literally means beautiful singing, which is illustrated in the glorious melodies and vocal acrobatics 
composed by Italian masters Bellini, Rossini, and Donizetti (known as the “Bel canto composers”).  Bel 

canto operas can be either serious or comic as long as they highlight the voice with 
beautiful melodies and impressive vocal passages.  

 
The bel canto composers paved the way for the most prolific Italian opera 
composer, Giuseppe Verdi.  Verdi broke down the walls between recitative and 
arias and tried to achieve a continuity that added to the drama of the piece.  In the 
end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, there was a strong 
trend toward realism in opera. This was called verismo.  The plot of verismo operas 
generally centered on common people dealing with familiar situations.  These 
operas usually had true-to-life themes of love and loss, making them more realistic 

to the audience.  Key Operas of Italian Romantic Style: The  
 Barber of Seville by Gioachino Rossini; Lucia di Lammermoor by Gaetano Donizetti;  
La Traviata by Giuseppe Verdi; La bohème by Giacomo Puccini; Norma by Vincenzo Bellini. 
 
 

German Romantic Opera 
German Opera during this time can be broken down into two 
categories: German Romantic Opera and Richard Wagner’s Music 
Dramas.  German Romantic Operas were quite similar to Italian 
opera but differed in plot material.  They drew more upon 
supernatural and medieval tales (rather than the verismo topics the 
Italians chose) and also employed more folk tunes.  In the second 
half of the 19th century, Richard Wagner created the concept of 
gesamtkunstwerk [guh-sahmt-koontz-vairk], which means “total art work.”  He believed that opera 
should be a fusion of stagecraft, visual arts, literature, and music.  He did almost everything related to 
production himself; composed the music, wrote the libretto, and designed the costumes and scenery.  
In Wagner’s dramas there were almost no distinctions between arias and recitative. Instead of 
showcasing the voice, he treated it like any other instrument.  He also increased the size of the 

Verdi	  

Wagner	  
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orchestra and even developed a new instrument called the Wagner tuba, which had a rich, mellow 
tone.  Only very large voices can be heard over his expanded orchestra.  Key operas of the German 
Romantic Style: Der Freischütz by Carl Maria Von Weber; The Ring Cycle by Richard Wagner; Hansel und 
Gretel by Engelbert Humperdinck.  
 

French Romantic Opera 

French opera was typically visually spectacular and usually included a ballet 
somewhere in the second or third act.  In the Romantic Period, three types 
of French opera were prominent: 
• opera comique- usually comic with spoken dialogue instead of recitative 
• grand opera- popular in the second part of the nineteenth century when  
 composer Giacomo Meyerbeer came on the scene.  Grand Opera was built    
 around grandiose plots and used a large chorus and elaborate sets.  
• drama lyrique- a combination of opera comique and grand opera. 
 Key operas of French Romantic Style:  The Tales of Hoffman by Jacques  
 Offenbach; Roméo et Juliette by Charles Gounod; Carmen by Georges Bizet 
 

Spanish Romantic Opera 
Spanish opera developed in the shadows of Spanish drama and was highly influenced by Italian, 
German, and French operas.  Inspired by such greats as Wagner and Verdi but still deeply connected 
to their ethnic and dramatic traditions, Spanish composers developed a style of opera that combined 
both spoken and sung dialogue, known as zarzuela, as early as the 17th century.  Also developed 
around this time was the tonadilla, a shorter form of zarzuela that told the humorous, down-to-earth 
stories of the common folk.  Though Italian opera overshadowed the zarzuela in Spain during the the 
18th century, the zarzuela stole the spotlight during the Romantic period. This is thanks in large part to 
composer Barbieri, who sought to incorporate more nationalistic elements into the zarzuela as a 
means of rebellion against the popular Italian style.  For this reason, many of Barbieri’s operas are not 
only reminiscent in melody and rhythm to traditional Spanish songs and dances, but also deal with 
political themes.  Key operas of Spanish Romantic Style: Pan y Toros by Francisco Asenjo Barbieri; 
Marina by Emilio Arrieta; Catalina by Joaquín Gaztambide. 
 

Russian Romantic Opera 
Russian opera, like the Spanish zarzuela, was greatly influenced by the operas 
of Italy, Germany, and France, as well as by its own nationalistic pride.  
Italian opera came to Russia during the 18th century with Giovanni Alberto 
Ristori performed his Calandro before the Empress Anna Ivanovna.   
Russian opera flourished during the Romantic Era.  During this time, many 
composers wrote operas based upon the tales and dramas of Russian poet 
Alexander Pushkin. Glinka’s Ludmilla and Dvořák’s Rusalka are two of these 
Pushkin-inspired operas.  However, it is Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, also 
based on Pushkin that is considered to be Russia’s greatest operatic 
masterpiece.  Glinka, as one of Russia’s most noted Romantic composers, 
introduced tragedy to Russian opera.  Before Glinka, Russian operas avoided tragedy using such 
measures as last-minute rescue or intervention. The concept of changing a tragic ending to a happy 
one is known as “lieto fine.” [lee-éh-toh fee-neh]  Key operas of Russian Romantic Style: Boris Godunov 

Gounod	  

Mussorgsky 
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by Modest Mussorgsky; A Life for the Tsar by Mikhail Glinka; The Maid of Pskov by Nikolai Rimsky 
Korsakov.  
 

20th Century/Opera in America (1900-Present) 
Despite the dominance of Italian, French and German opera with today’s 
popular repertoire, not all opera comes from the other side of the globe.  
American composers have been writing operas based on familiar themes for 
over a century.  In the earliest years of American history, English settlers 
brought with them the Ballad Opera- a short, comic play with musical 
numbers interspersed throughout.  These songs were basically original texts 
set to popular tunes.  During the 18th century, companies were performing 
these Ballad Operas all over the United States.  Standard European operas 
by composers like Mozart and Rossini were also gaining popularity in New 
Orleans, Philadelphia and New York.  These productions were shortened 
versions of the original, however and were almost always performed in 
English. 
 
In 1825, the first opera performed entirely in its original language was 
produced at the Park Theatre in New York.  Over the next 50 years, 
traveling companies took opera all over the country, and in 1833 the 
Metropolitan Opera Company opened its doors.  Today, the Met is 
recognized internationally for its high-quality productions and daring 
artist ventures; several new American operas have been commissioned 
by The Met in the past century, giving composers exposure and 
prominence among the European masters.  American composers have 
made many important contributions to opera. Aaron Copland, also 
known as a great orchestral writer and conductor, strived to give 
America its own classical sound- writing music that mimics the 
expansive landscape of the great American west. Copland wrote music 
distinctly American.  Every piece he wrote portrayed Americans and is 
set in our great country.  George Gershwin was the first to incorporate 
jazz into opera with his Porgy and Bess.  William Grant Still’s 1941 
Troubled Island became the first opera written by an African-American 
composer to be produced by a major opera house.  Composers like 
Gian-Carlo Menotti and Carlisle Floyd have continued to write popular works that have a distinctly 
American sound.  New operas are often based on American history (John Adams’ Nixon in China) or 
American literature (Ricky Ian Gordon’s The Grapes of Wrath), offering familiar plots for new 
audiences.  Key opera of Modern American Style: Amahl and the Night Visitors by Gian-Carlo Menotti; 
The Medium by Gian-Carlo Menotti; Susannah by Carlisle Floyd; Little Women by Mark Adamo; The 
Tender Land by Aaron Copland.  
 

 

 

 

Copland 

Susannah,	  Nashville	  Opera,	  2000 
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Timeline of  

the Great Operas 
 
What are considered great operas  
today have stood the test of time  
for hundreds of years!  (Thousands,  
if you count the ancient Greeks!)   
This is a progression of great opera  
from the 1780’s to the middle of  
the last century.  
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Answer Key 

 

 

Soprano .............. F 

Alto ................. C 

Tenor ................. B 

Bass ................... D 

Conductor ......... G 

Accompanist ....... I 

Aria .................. A 

Duet ................. H 

Trio ................... L 

Quartet .............. E 

Set ...................  K 

Props ................. J 
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Suggested Activities: Social Studies         
  

Once Upon a Time (History)   
   
Find out how England and America fit into the history of the world.  Which country has been 
established the longest? Have either of these two countries ever been involved with any wars together?  
(K-3:SS 1.03, 5.0, 6.0; 4:SS 1.0, 5.0)  
  
Opera stars aren’t just known for their artistry.  A few have made a real difference in the cultural 
and social landscape of America. Visit www.nps.gov/linc/symbol/anderson.htm to read about African 
American contralto, Marian Anderson, and her historical 1939 concert on the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial for an integrated audience of more than 75,000 people.  This landmark performance was 24 
years before Martin Luther King’s March on Washington!  (K-3:SS 1.03, 5.0, 6.0; 4:SS 1.0, 6.0)   
 
Read about the composer Sir Arthur Sullivan, who came from England. Do some research with 
your students and try to determine what important world and US events happened while they lived. 
Discuss which events might have been most influential to both of the composers.  
  
What was going on when the story for this opera was written? Goldilocks & the Three Bears was 
written by Robert Southey and first published in 1837. Research what was happening in America that 
year. Who was the president? What kinds of entertainment were popular? Did your school exist in 
1837? What has changed about your town since that time?  

 

Put it in Writing (Creative Writing)  
  

New Endings:  Read the synopsis for the opera Goldie B. Locks and the Three Singing Bears.  Write a new 
ending for the story. (K-4:LA GLE 1.3.1)  
  
Write a version of Goldi locks & the Three Bears that takes place in a familiar but different location.  
What would be different? Who are your characters? Are they the same? (K-4:LA GLE 1.3.1-1.3.3)  
  
Tell the story from one of the character’s point of view.  What would you be thinking throughout 
the story? (K-4:LA GLE 1.3.1; LA GLE 1.3.2)  
  
Assist students in writing a critical review of the performance of The Three Little Pigs. Students in 
grades K-2 can be guided using single words to describe their musical experience. This project will 
facilitate students’ listening, writing, communication, and aesthetic judgment skills.   
  
Uncovering themes: Incorporate Goldie  B. Locks into a “themes” unit in your writing 
curriculum. Have students choose one of the many themes in the production of The Three Little Pigs 
(working together, visiting and learning from the library, friendship, etc.) and use it for a separate 
activity. This activity could be writing a new short story with the same theme, or simply exploring how 
this theme is treated in The Three Little Pigs – what parts of the story provide examples of this theme?  
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Suggested Activities: Language Arts                           

It’s Story Time (Literature)  
  
 
Discuss the parts of a story.   Identify the beginning, middle and end of Goldie B. Locks.  Read a 
traditional fairy tale version of The Three Little Pigs and the synopsis for John Davies’ opera.  Discuss the 
differences between the versions.  (K-4:LA GLE 1.8.3)  
  
Talk about conflict.  Stories generally have some conflict that needs to be resolved.  What are the 
conflicts in this opera?  How are they resolved?  (K-3:LA GLE 1.8.1; LA GLE 1.8.9)  
 
Identify character types in The Three Little Pigs. Is there a “bad guy…”, “a hero…”, “a love 
interest…” etc?  (K-3:LA GLE 1.8.3; LA GLE 1.8.7)  
  
Character discussion:  Which characters are fully developed?  Which are not?  Are there major 
changes that affect the character’s growth in the story?  What are each of the characters’ strengths and 
weaknesses?  How do the characters differ from each other?  (K-4: LA GLE 1.8.4)  
  
The moral of the story is…  Fables were often written to teach a lesson to young children.  Is this 
opera a fable?  Is there a lesson or moral that John Davies is trying to teach?  (K-3:LA GLE 1.9.1; LA 
GLE 1.8.4)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Story Pyramid:  
  
1. Name the main character.   
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2. Two words describing the main character.   
3. Three words describing the setting.   
4. Four words stating the problem.   
5. Five words describing one event.   
6. Six words describing a second event.   
7. Seven words describing a third event.   
8. Eight words stating the solution to line 4.   

                                                                        _______ 

                                                                _______  _______ 

                                                        _______  _______  _______ 

                                                 _______  _______  _______  _______ 

                                         _______  _______  _______  _______  _______ 

                               _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______ 

                     _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______ 

              _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______  _______ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             

Suggested Activities: 
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Math, Science, Technology   
  
 

It All Adds Up! (Math)  
Math and music are very similar.  Simple math connections can be made (e.g., 4 quarters = 1 whole 
dollar…4 quarter notes = 1 whole note.  1 half note + 1 half note = 1 whole note) (K-4:MA GLE 
106.2.3, 106.1.7, 106.1.4; K-4:MU 5a)  

  

Count the cost.   
Teach students about money using word problems based on the show.  (K-4:MA GLE106.1.4,306.1.3)  
  

How much money do you think it would take to run an opera company?   
Consider things like singers’ and musicians’ salaries, costumes, administrative staff, computers, 
rehearsal and performance space… See p. 50 for a list of operatic expenses.  (K-4:MA GLE  106.1.1, 
MA GLE 106.1.7)  
  

Calculate the size of the set.   
As a class, measure the space where the performance of The Three Little Pigs will happen. Calculate the 
correct dimensions of the space and decide how big the set should be. (K-4:MA GLE 106.4.6, MA 
GLE 106.4.5, MA GLE 106.4.1)    
 

You’re the Artistic Administrator!   
The principal singers in a Nashville Opera production might come from anywhere in the world.  While 
they’re here, they need a place to stay and transportation.  Using the internet, have students find the 
cheapest, most convenient plane tickets, rental cars, and hotel reservations for their stay.  After 
collecting all the information, determine how much money it takes to hire one singer.  Now how about 
a cast of 5 singers?  (Think about this - a big opera like Marriage of Figaro has 11 principal singers!)  (K-
4:MA GLE 106.1.1, 106.1.2)  
 

Connecting music to math:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  www.philtulga.com 

www.songsforteaching.com	  

http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/ 

 

 
 
 

Operatic Discoveries!  (Science) 
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Talk about various scientific discoveries that had not been made when opera was invented.  
Did modern conveniences like the telephone, TV, or light bulb exist?  How would opera production 
have been different if these things were available?  (K-4:SS 5.0, 6.0)  
 

Medical Discoveries:  One hundred years ago, there was no vaccine for polio.  What other 
medical advances have been made in this century?  (K-4:SS 5.0, 6.0)  
  

Read the article about Operatic Voices on p. 20-26.  Explore the parts of the body that are 
used for singing.  (K-3:SC GLE 107.1.2)  
  

Good Vibrations.  Sound is made by two objects vibrating against each other.  This can be 
demonstrated easily by pressing the lips together while blowing air out of the mouth.  As the lips flap 
together, they make a buzzing sound.  This is very similar to how the vocal chords work: air rushes 
between them, forcing them to vibrate against each other, which creates sounds when we talk or sing.  
This can also be demonstrated by blowing air between two taut blades of grass.  
  

String Band.  Another way to experience vibrations and see them is by using a rubber band.  Stretch 
the band between your thumb and forefinger on one hand. Pluck it a few times.  You should be able to 
both see and feel the vibrations.  Encourage students to pluck the rubber band harder or softer.  What 
is the difference?  Also encourage them to change the shape of the band by stretching.  Does this affect 
the sound or the vibrations?  
  

Special effects:  Often, smoke machines are used to add a different visual atmosphere to a 
production. If your school wanted to put on an opera that required smoke and you didn’t have a 
smoke machine, how would you create it?  
 

Connecting music to science:  www.exploratorium.edu/music/index.html  
  
www.physics.isu.edu/~shropshi/swdesc.html 
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/ 
www.philtulga.com  
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How Sound Is Heard  
 

Using the diagram below, discuss the three different sections of the ear. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Outer Ear 
This is the part that you can see.  It has two jobs, to protect the rest of the ear and also collect the 
sound.  The ear canal (hole in the ear), is the funnel for sounds waves that enter the ear.  
  

The Middle Ear 
Once the sound waves have been funneled through the outer ear, they enter the middle ear.  It turns 
the sound waves into vibrations and sends them to the inner ear.  The sound then passes through your 
eardrum and three tiny bones: the hammer, anvil and stirrup.  These three bones are known collectively 
as the ossicles.  When these three bones vibrate, sound is passed on to the inner ear.  
 
 

Getting Plugged In (Technology)  
  

Be a friend on Facebook or read our Tweets on Twitter!   
Nashville Opera, like many arts organizations has discovered that Social Media (Facebook & Twitter) 
can be extremely effective in promoting productions and programs.  Take a look at our Facebook Page 
and see what is happening!  
 

        https://www.facebook.com/nashvilleopera  

https://twitter.com/NashvilleOpera  
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A Singer’s Body 

 
http://serendip.brynmawr.edu/sci_edu/waldron/breathinglab.html    

(Adapted from Campbell and Reece, Biology, Sixth Edition, 2002) 
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The Cost of an Opera          
  
Sets and Costumes  
Rental of costumes ........................................................................................................................................ $12,000 
Shipping for costumes ....................................................................................................................................... $300 
Costume mistress fee ...................................................................................................................................... $2,500 
Fee for wig and make-up artists ...................................................................................................................  $3,500  
Rental of wigs and make-up ........................................................................................................................... $3,500 
Shipping of all wigs ............................................................................................................................................. $200  
Rental of scenery ...........................................................................................................................................  $12,000  
Shipping of scenery ........................................................................................................................................  $7,000      
 

Performers  
Airfare for singers, conductor and lighting designer .............................................................  $350 x 8 = $2,800  
Performance fee for one principal singer° ......................................................................... 10,000 x 3 = $30,000  
Performance fee for one secondary singers° ......................................................................  $2,000 x 3 = $6,000  
Rental car for two principal or secondary singers° .................................................................... $200 x 3 = $600  
Costume dresser for principal singers° .......................................................................................  $250 x 3 = $750  
Housing for one principal or secondary singer° ....................................................................  $900 x 6 = $5,400  
Performance fee for one chorus members° ............................................................................ $375X30=$11,250 
Performance fee for one supernumerary° ............................................................................  $100 x 10 = $1,000    
Performance fee for ballet dancers ..............................................................................................................  $2,000  
Rehearsal accompanist fee  ............................................................................................................................ $3,000  
Per-performance fee for conductor .............................................................................................................. $5,000  
Performance fee for orchestra ....................................................................................................................  $50,000   

°There are an average of 3 principals, 3 secondary singers 30 chorus members, and 10 supers in one production        
 

Production Crew  
Director’s fee  ................................................................................................................................................... $5,000  
Choreographer’s fee ..........................................................................................................................................  $500  
Fee for lighting engineer ................................................................................................................................  $1,500  
Prop Master’s fee ............................................................................................................................................  $1,800  
Stage crew  ...................................................................................................................................................... $20,000   

Facility and Technical  
Cost of lighting and special effects ..................................................................................................  $600  
Rental or purchase of props ..........................................................................................................  $1,000  
Translation and operation of supertitles ......................................................................................  $2,000  
Rental of performance space for one day  ................................................................................... $1,000  
Rental of orchestra music ............................................................................................................... $1,000  
Fee for ushers  .................................................................................................................................. $1,800   

 

Total Cost for one Operatic Production .............................................. $195,000 
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Suggested Activities:  Real Life Application 
 

When I grow up… (Careers in Opera)  
  
What industries might be connected to opera?  (e.g., The electric company supplies opera companies 
with energy to run lights and super-titles during a performances; the fabric industry provides companies 
with material to make costumes; the travel industry provides singers, conductors, and musicians with 
transportation to and from the city in which the company is located.)  What do you want to do when you 
grow up, and how would that career support the arts?  What do your parents do?  Could they support the 
arts through their jobs? (K-4:MU 8b)  
 
Opera wouldn’t exist without two very important people:  The composer, who writes the music, and 
the librettist, who writes the words.  Sometimes one person does both jobs.  Most of the time, the words 
to an opera (or the Libretto) are written before the music, but in some cases, the music comes first.  Place 
students in librettist/composer teams.  Try creating a 2–3-minute opera using both the words-then-music 
method and the music-then-words method.  Another option would be to use existing materials for either 
the libretto (nursery rhyme) or the music (popular song) and go from there.  Discuss the difficulties 
encountered in each method.  (K-4:MU 4)  
 
Visual artists have a role, too.  Opera companies must advertise their performances if they want people 
to come. The Art Department has the task of creating printed materials that are interesting enough to catch 
peoples’ attention.  Have students create posters for the upcoming performance of The Three Little Pigs.  
Experiment with different colors and pictures to make the most interesting advertising materials possible.  
(K-4:VA 1,2,3,5,6) 
 
Meet the press:  Often, an opera company’s Stage Director will do interviews with newspapers, magazines, 
and TV news programs. The Director must be prepared to answer many questions about the production.  
Have students role-play; acting as either the interviewer or the director.    
  
Public speaking is a skill which is necessary in many careers, including opera.  Several members of the 
Nashville Opera staff give presentations for groups that will attend the opera.  In these talks, they present 
the story, the composer, and the music.  Allow students to give a short talk for the class on some aspect of 
opera or The Three Little Pigs. 
  
How do opera companies pay for their productions?  They have sponsors.  A sponsor can be an 
individual who donates money to the opera or a corporation like a bank or a grocery store.  The 
Development Department writes letters to many people and companies asking for donations.   
Wording a letter like this can be difficult.  Have students try writing such a letter to a local business.  (K-
4:LA 2.01,2.02, 2.03, 2.04, 2.05, 2.08, 2.09, 2.11. 3.0)  
 
What is it like to be an opera singer?  It may sound glamorous to be an opera singer, traveling all around 
the world to perform on big stages.  In reality, however, singing can be quite unreliable as a career. There is 
no monthly salary, no health insurance and zero job security.  Because of this, many singers hold temporary 
day jobs to pay the bills, and sing when they can.  Interview a local opera singer and find out what life is 
really like for him or her.  Have students compare this life with their own- what if their parents had a career 
where they traveled all the time?  Would it be lonely?  What would a typical day be like?  (K-4;MU 9d)  
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It Takes People to Make Opera! 
 

Who’s Backstage? 
 
Stage Director (1) directs the 
action of the show; helps the 
singers interpret characters; 
shows actors how to move 
and gesture; works with 
designers to create sets and 
costumes 
 
Stage Manager (2) supervises 
singers and technical staff 
during rehearsals and 
performances 
 
Lighting Designer (3) plans 
or designs the color, intensity 
and frequency of the light 
onstage 
 
Technical Director (4) 
coordinates the lighting, set, 
costumes, and the crews that 
handle those things 
 
Costume Designer (5) plans 
or designs the costume and 
supervises their construction 
 
Costume Master or  
Mistress (6) assists with the 
costumes; how to take care of 
them and how they are to be 
worn 
 
Wigs and Make-up  
Designer (7) designs and 
oversees hairstyles, wigs, and 
make-up 
 
Properties Manager (8) 
designs and oversees all 
moveable objects that are not 
part of the set or costumes 
(props) 

 
 
Production Manager 
coordinates between the 
artistic and business aspects of 
production; insures that 
everything happens on time 
and within budget 
 
Crew or Stagehands (12&13) 
assist in construction, 
installation, and changes of the 
set, costumes, lights, and 
props 
 
Artistic Director the head of 
the opera company; makes all 
the final decisions 
 
Choreographer invents 
dances and movements and 
teaches them to dancers 
and/or cast members 
 
Dresser helps performers put 
on their costumes properly 
and change during the 
performance 
 
Music Director instructs 
singers on singing and musical 
style; leads music rehearsals 
 
Set Designer plans or designs 
the sets and scenery; 
supervises set construction 
 
 

Who’s on Stage? 
 
Principal (11) a singer who 
performs a large or primary 
role in the opera 
 
Actors performers who have 
dialogue but do not sing 
 
Cast all performers, singers, 
and actors who appear onstage 
 
Chorus a group of singers who 
mostly sing together 
 
Comprimario the small or 
secondary character roles of 
opera, from the Italian, 
meaning “next to the first” 
 
Dancers performers who 
dance instead of singing 
 
Supernumeraries or Supers 
actors who participate in the 
action but do not sing or speak 
 
 
Who’s in the Pit? 
 
Conductor (9) interprets the 
composer’s score and makes 
sure the singers and the 
orchestra are together at all 
times 
 
Orchestra (10) the musicians 
who play the musical 
instruments 
 
Properties Manager (8) 
designs and oversees all 
moveable objects that are used 
in the opera.  
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Happily Ever After the Performance 
 

 

Follow-up Activities 
 

Encourage students to enter our yearly Art and Essay Contest for a chance to win a Barnes & Noble gift card. 
See p.63 for details. 

 

Encourage more personal responses by suggesting they write thank you notes to the singers, draw pictures of 
what they saw, write reviews of the performance, etc.  These can be sent to our office at 3622 Redmon St., 
Nashville, TN 37209. Attn: Stuart Holt 

 

We ask each teacher to complete the EVALUATION FOR TEACHERS in the back pocket of this guide and return 
to Nashville Opera. (Fax 615-297-6337) 

 

If opera is a completely new art form to your students, this first exposure may have been quite different from what 
they expected.  Discuss how their responses differ from their expectations. 
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If some students have previous experience with opera, talk about how they felt returning to the art form and 
how seeing opera for a second (or third) time compared with the first.  

 

Discuss how the main characters in The Three Little Pigs over the course of the action.  What do they learn 
about themselves and each other?  What do they learn about their work?  

 

Offer extra credit for students who undertake an opera-related project (e.g., writing a review of the next opera 
televised on Public Television, collecting magazine or newspaper clippings about a famous opera singer to share 
with the class, etc.). 

 

Pick a well-known opera to study (e.g., Humperdink’s Hansel and Gretel has a fanciful story and many great 
melodies).  Over a period of time, read the story of the opera to your students, one “chapter” (or “scene”) at a time.  
When you have read the whole story, play a recording of excerpts (available at your public library or local record 
store) for students and help them identify the music that goes with different characters and parts of the narrative.  
Have students act out parts of the stories using the recorded music as a soundtrack. 

 

Encourage students to take advantage of future opportunities to see opera live or on television and film.  
Arrange a field trip to a live performance or film. Contact Nashville Opera regarding upcoming performances. 

 

Put on your own play (with or without music) using the students in your school.  Use an existing script or make up 
your own. You could even devise a simple narrative around songs your students already know. Encourage 
participation in a variety of ways: performing, making costumes, painting scenery, ushering (greeting audience 
members), ticket sales, marketing, etc. 

 

Divide the students into groups and have them list at least three things that they learned. Have them list 
questions that they have regarding the performance. 

 

 

Questions to Ask 
 

• When you think of opera, what do you think of first? Why? 

• Is the subject of this opera relevant to your life? How? 

• Is it easy to be an opera singer?  Why or why not? 

• How long has opera been around? 

• How has opera changed? 

• If you could see into the future, what will opera be like in one hundred years? 

• How many people are involved in putting together a production? 

• What sorts of careers are involved with opera production? 
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 Students thank their sponsor following a performance.  

 

Reviewing the Performance 
 

Ask the students to write the story of the opera as the front page story in a local newspaper.  Have them 
include “interviews” of characters from the story to get their perspective on the events that occurred.  Use the 
template on p.WB8 of the student workbook.   

 

Have students write their own review of the performance they saw of TheThree Little Pigs. 

.    

  

 

Thank your sponsor!  
Bringing one performance to your school costs the Nashville Opera approximately $1500!  That sounds like a lot, 
but think about how many people are involved – 5 singers, 5 understudies, 1 pianist,1 technical director, 1 stage 
director, 1 set designer, several set builders…not to mention the rental of 2 vehicles and the price of gas! Because 
regional businesses think the arts are important, they sponsor our tour by giving us money. Your school’s sponsor 
is listed on your invoice.  Have your students write thank you notes and send them to our office: 

Sponsor Thanks 

Nashville Opera 

3622 Redmon St. 

Nashville, TN 37209 

 

We’ll make sure your students thank you notes get to the right 
people! 
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Evidence of Learning 
 

 

We believe that introducing students to opera is a perfect 
opportunity to foster an appreciation for the arts.  Teachers 
frequently recognize improvement in a student’s attitude or growth 
in perspective, but unfortunately these things are difficult to test for 
quantitative documentation.   

 

 

Methods of Documenting Learning 
 

A simple method of tracking and documenting a student’s progress is to have them complete a simple written 
survey before and after their opera unit.  Here are some suggested questions to include on your survey: 

  

Before the unit begins: 
 

• List some adjectives you think of when you think 
of opera? 

• What do you think an opera might be? 
• What might you see in an opera? 
• Do you think you would enjoy watching an 

opera? 
 

After completing the opera unit: 
 

• List some adjectives you think of when you think of opera? 
• What is opera? 
• Did you enjoy learning about opera? 
• Would you like to see an opera again? 
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ART AND ESSAY CONTEST  
Attention, young artists and writers!  
If you win one of these fun contests, you could be published on the Nashville Opera website!  Winners will also be 
awarded gift cards from Barnes and Noble! 

 

Essay Contest 
Write about “Why I Love Opera” 

Those interested are encouraged to submit a 50-word essay on the topic “Why I Love Opera.”  Please print your 
essay legibly on the following page.   

 

Art Contest  
Draw your favorite scene from the opera. 

Those interested are encouraged to submit an original drawing of a favorite scene from Nashville Opera’s 
performance of The Three Little Pigs.  Please do not send artwork 
larger than 10”x13”. 

 

*Important Note:  
Teachers please check to 
be sure the following 
information is on the back 
of the essay or illustration:  
Student’s name, Grade, 
Teacher, Age and School.  

 

 

 

 

 

All entries will be accepted and reviewed at this address: 

Art and Essay Contest 

Noah Liff Opera Center 

3622 Redmon Street 

Nashville, TN  37209    

Entry Deadline:  April 17, 2017  
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Why I Love Opera 
 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

  

Name: Grade: School:  
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The Pig’s  Search! 

F ind 10 words tha t  a re assoc ia ted wi th The Three Li t t le  P igs .  

MOZART LIBRARY BRICKS STICKS 
CHERUBINO WOLFGANG DESPINA BIGBAD 
 BOOKS  STRAW 
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OPERA COMPOSER WORD SEARCH! 

 

HUMPERDINCK DONIZETTI ROSSINI  
MOZART VERDI STRAUSS  
OFFENBACH WAGNER PUCCINI 
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OPERA TERMS CROSSWORD PUZZLE 

DOWN 

1  the text of an opera 

2  the lowest male voice 

4  the “Leading Lady” in an opera 

9  a group of singers that sing and act together 

      ACROSS 

      3  the end of an opera 

      5  a non-speaking or singing role in crowd scenes 

      6  a vocal solo in an opera 

      7  the Italian word for “everyone” 

      8  the person who stands in front of the orchestra 

      10  objects used on stage; not costume or scenery 
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ANSWER KEY: 

COMPOSER WORD SEARCH     P IGS WORD SEARCH 

 


