
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The mission of San Francisco Opera Guild is to provide cultural 
nourishment to the Northern California community through education, 

outreach programs, special events and financial support to the 
 

San Francisco Opera Association. 
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An opera, like a play, is a dramatic form of theatre that includes scenery, props, and 
costumes.  However, in opera, the actors are trained singers who sing their lines instead 
of speaking them.  An orchestra accompanies the singers.  A conductor coordinates both 
the singers on stage and the musicians in the pit. 
 
Opera consists of many dimensions that are combined to make it a unique whole:  the 
human voice, orchestral music, the visual arts (scenery, costumes, and special effects), 
drama (tragedy or comedy), and occasionally dance.  The melding of these elements can 
make you cry tears of joy or sadness, produce laughter or anger, but most importantly 
transport you to a magical land of music and song. 
 
Opera originated in Florence, Italy, in the late 1500’s, with a small group of men who 
were members of a Camerata (Italian for society).  They called them selves the Camerati 
Baldi or Camerati Fiorentini.  The intellectuals, poets, and musicians of the Camerata 
decided they wanted words to be a featured aspect of music to coordinate thought with 
emotion.  They used ancient Greek drama as their inspiration, including the use of a 
chorus to comment on the action.  The Camerata laid down three principles for their new 
art form: 
 
1.  The text must be understood; the accompaniment must be very simple and should not 
distract from the words. 
2.  The words must be sung with correct and natural declamation, as if they were spoken 
and not rhyme like songs. 
3.  The melody must interpret the feeling of the text. 
 
The first significant composer to fully develop the ideas of the Camerata was Jacapo Peri 
(1561-1633), whose opera Dafne was performed in 1594 and was regarded as the first 
opera.  Some purists regard the later L’Orfeo, written in 1607 by Claudio Monteverdi as 
the first real contribution to the art form.   
 
Operas are divided into scenes and acts that contain different types of vocal pieces for 
one or many singers.  An aria is a vocal solo that focuses on a character’s emotions rather 
than actions.  A recitative is sung dialogue or speech that occurs between arias and 
ensembles. 
Composers write the score or the music for the opera.  Sometimes the composer will also 
write the text for the opera, but most often they work with a librettist.  The story of the 
opera is written as a libretto, a text that is easily set to music.  In the past, the libretto was 
also bound and sold to the audience.  Today, the audience can easily follow the plot with 
the use of supertitles.  Supertitles are the English translation of the libretto, which are 
projected on the screen above the stage.     



 
Many question the difference between an opera and a musical like Les Miserables or 
Phantom of the Opera.   There are many differences.  One, most operas are through-
composed, meaning there is no spoken dialogue while musicals tend to alternate between 
spoken scenes and songs, using the music to comment upon and augment the dialogue.  
There are of course exceptions.  Many present day musicals are indeed through-
composed and are often referred to as rock operas.  Examples include Rent and Jesus 
Christ Superstar.  There are musical differences between the two as well.  Operas require 
classically trained singers who must be able to sing in a distinct style while there is more 
variety in the voice of a musical theatre performer. 
 
 
 

 
A poster for the Italian premiere 
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bÑxÜt ZÄÉáátÜç 
 

Accompaniment - An instrumental or vocal part designed to support or complement a 
principal voice, instrument, or group of voices or instruments.  In an aria, the voice is the 
primary focus and the orchestra is the accompaniment. 
 
Acoustics - The science of sound. The qualities of sound in an enclosed space. 
 
Aria - An extended musical passage performed by one singer.  It is used to express 
feelings or comment on the action and is accompanied by the orchestra.  The action 
usually stops while an aria is sung. 
 
Ballet - A form of dance that tells a story. 
 
Banda - A small group of instrumentalists who play either on the stage or backstage, not 
in the pit. 
 
Bel Canto - Literally “beautiful singing,” bel canto passages are lyrical, and often very 
florid. 
 
Bravo - Literally “brave, courageous.”  A form of applause when shouted by members of 
the audience at the end of an especially pleasing performance.  Strictly speaking, bravo is 
for a single man, brava for a woman, and bravi for more than one performer. 
 
Cabaletta - The final section of an extended aria or duet, generally short and brilliant, to 
display the voice and rouse applause. 
 
Cadenza - An elaborate unaccompanied passage near the end of an aria designed to show 
off the voice.  Originally used to close a number and improvised on the spot. 
 
Choreographer - The person who designs the steps of a dance. 
 
Choreography - A dance or the making of a dance. 
 
Chorus - A group of mixed voices, or the musical passage sung by such a group. 
 
Claque - A group of people hired to sit in the audience and either applaud 
enthusiastically to ensure success or whistle or boo to create a disaster.  In past years, 
leading singers were sometimes blackmailed to pay a claque to insure they would not 
create a disturbance.  Even now, one is sometimes used but rarely acknowledged. 
 
Coloratura - A kind of vocal music that requires the singer to execute a variety of 
technically brilliant and difficult passages.  These may be fast runs (scales), trills (rapid 
alternation of two notes), or other devices that embellish the vocal line. 
 
Composer - The person who writes the music of an opera or other musical work. 
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Comprimario - A secondary role in an opera. 
 
Concertmaster - The “first chair” violinist who plays occasional solos and is responsible 
for coordinating all of the stringed instruments.  The concertmaster decides on the 
bowing so that all of the bows move in unison. 
 
Conductor - The person who leads the orchestra and singers. 
 
Cover - A replacement for a role in case of illness, as with an understudy in theater.  
 
Cue - Signal to a singer or orchestra member to start. 
 
Curtain Call - At the end of a performance all of the members of the cast and the 
conductor take bows.  Sometimes this is done in front of the main curtain, hence the 
name.  Often, however, the bows are taken on the full stage with the curtain open. 
Diva - Literally “goddess,” it refers to an important female opera star.  The masculine 
form is divo. 
 
Dress (a wig) - To prepare a wig for wear. 
 
Dresser - A member of the backstage staff who helps the artists dress in their costumes.  
While each of the principal singers usually has his or her own dresser, supers and chorus 
members share dressers. 
 
Dress Rehearsal - The final rehearsal(s), using all of the costumes, lights, etc.  While 
sometimes it is necessary to stop for corrections, an attempt is made to make it as much 
like a final performance as possible. 
 
Duet - A song for two voices. 
 
Dynamics - The degree of loudness or softness in the music. 
 
Encore - Literally means “again.”  It used to be the custom for a singer to repeat a 
particularly popular aria if the audience called Encore loud enough.  While this is still 
done in countries like Italy, it is rare elsewhere. 
 
Ensemble - Any extended musical passage performed by more than one player.  Very 
often they are all singing different words and different musical lines.  Duets, trios, and 
choruses are all ensembles. 
 
Finale - Literally “the end.”  The ending segment/song of an act or scene.  It usually 
involves many singers and is very dramatic. 
 
Fly, or Fly Tower - Sufficient space above the stage, i.e., if there is a fly tower, pieces of 
the set are often raised up or flown when they are not in use. 
 
Forte - Literally “strong.” A dynamic marking meaning loud. 
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Impresario - The general director of an opera company. 
 
Interlude - An orchestral selection played between scenes in an opera.  It is used to set a 
mood and even advance the story. 
 
Intermission - A break between acts of an opera.  The lights go on and the audience is 
free to move around.  Intermissions usually last up to twenty minutes. 
 
Leitmotiv or motif - A short musical phrase associated with a particular character or 
event. 
 
Libretto - Literally “little book.”  The text of an opera.  The libretto is always shorter 
than a normal play because it takes so much longer to sing a line than to say it.  The 
action is often interrupted for an aria which limits the length of the text even more.   
 
Librettist - The person who writes the libretto, often a poet or playwright. 
 
Maestro - Literally “master.”  Used as a courtesy title for the conductor, whether a man 
or woman. 
 
Mark - To sing very softly or not at full voice.  A full-length opera is very hard on a 
singer’s voice so most mark during rehearsals. 
 
Melody  - The tune of a piece of music. 
 
Opera - A drama set with music.  Different than a play or musical for the orchestra is an 
equal partner with the singers.  Literally the word opera is the plural of the Latin word 
opus, which means “work.”  Like a play, an opera is acted on a stage, with costumes, 
wigs, scenery, etc.  Almost all of it is sung, in contrast to an operetta or musical, where a 
great deal of the text is spoken. 
 
Opera Buffa - A comic opera first developed in the eighteenth century.  Each act usually 
ends with a large ensemble finale. 
 
Orchestra - The group of musicians who are led by the conductor and accompany the 
singers. 
 
Orchestra Pit – The sunken area in front of the stage where the orchestra plays. 
 
Overture - An orchestral piece several minutes in length played before the beginning of 
an opera.  Usually, but not always, it contains some themes from the music of the opera. 
 
Patter Song - A song or aria in which the character sings as many words as possible in 
the shortest length of time. 
 
Piano - Literally “plane.” A dynamic marking meaning soft. 
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Prelude - Usually short in duration and without an ending, a prelude leads into an act 
without pause, as opposed to an overture which is longer and can be played as a separate 
piece. 
 
Principal - A leading role or character in the opera. 
 
Prima Donna- Literally “first lady.”  The leading woman singer in an opera.  Because of 
the way some of them behaved in the past, it often refers to someone who is acting in a 
superior, demanding and difficult fashion. 
 
Production - The combination of sets, costumes, props, lights, etc. 
 
Prompt - To help a singer who has forgotten a line.  In some opera houses, the prompter 
sits in a box at the very front of the stage.  It is not customary for opera houses in 
America to use a prompter. 
 
Props (properties) - Small items carried or used by singers during a performance, such 
as fans, letters or a rope. 
 
Proscenium - The front opening of the stage which frames the action. 
 
Recitative - Sung dialogue that moves the action along by providing information. A 
recitative (or recit) usually has no recognizable melody and the singing is generally faster 
with a rhythm more like normal speech.  Recitativo secco is accompanied only by a 
keyboard instrument such as a harpsichord, sometimes with added cello or bass. 
 
Roulade or Run - A quick succession of notes sung to one syllable. 
 
Score - The written music for a piece or group of pieces with separate lines for each 
instrument and each singer’s voice. 
 
Set - The decoration on stage that indicates the place and overall world of the opera. 
 
Sitzprobe - Literally “sitting rehearsal.”  It is the first rehearsal of the singers with the 
orchestra, with the former seated, and no acting. 
 
Solo - A piece or portion of music where only one performer has the melody.  
 
Stage Director - The person responsible for directing the movement of the characters 
and creating the story on stage. 
 
Supernumerary or Super - An “extra.”  Someone who is part of a group on stage but 
does not sing. 
 
Supertitles - Translations into English of the original words, projected on a screen above 
the stage. 
 
Synopsis - A short version of the story of the opera, usually one or two pages. 
 



Tempo - Literally “time.”  The speed at which the music is played. 
 
Trill - The rapid alteration of adjacent notes.  A characteristic feature of coloratura 
singing. 
 
Trouser role - A role which depicts a young man or boy, but sung by a woman. Also 
called a Pants Role 
 
Verismo - Describes the realistic style of opera that started in Italy at the end of the 
nineteenth century. 
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Operatic singing developed in Europe during the 17th century.  The vocal demands are far 
greater on an opera singer than on any other singer.  Opera singers rarely use 
microphones and therefore must develop their voices to make a sound that will project 
and be heard above an orchestra in a large theatre. 
 

[Éã wÉ à{xç wÉ |àR 
After years of practice and study, an opera singer learns to use his or her body as an 
amplification device.  By controlling the muscles of the diaphragm (a balloon-like muscle 
beneath the lungs and above the stomach) the singer can regulate the amount of breath 
used.  By tightening the diaphragm the singer can push out the right amount of air to 
make the vocal cords vibrate.  The speed at which the chord vibrates determines the 
pitch.  As the sound passes through the mouth it resonates in the upper chest cavities and 
the sinus  cavities of the face and head.  These cavities act as small echo chambers and 
help amplify the sound.  The shape of the mouth and the placement of the tongue near the 
lips contribute to the tone and sound of the words. 
 
Many singers begin their operatic training in university or before.  Opera students study 
singing, music history, composition, acting, movement, and theory.  In addition to 
performance skills, they study diction and at least one foreign language.  The most 
popular opera languages are Italian, German, and French. After university, singers begin 
to work in the professional world.  Their first roles are usually small parts, but if they 
continue to study and train, they may move on the bigger principal roles. 
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Professional singers develop a number of roles in their repertoire.  Since the principal 
artists are required to have their parts memorized before rehearsals begin, singers must 
prepare well in advance of each contract.  Singers have voice teachers who help them 
refine their singing techniques and many will also have an acting coach.  Even a well-
established singer will have a vocal coach for specific roles. 
 
Each person’s vocal mechanism is constructed differently.  The roles that a singer 
performs are dependent mostly upon their vocal range, but within the vocal ranges there 
are many colors and weights of voice that determine which roles he or she can sing safely 
and artistically.  Vocal color refers to the richness of the sound while vocal weight refers 
to how powerful a voice sounds.  
 
After the role has been studied intensely and the singer is hired to perform, the singer 
arrives at the opera company for the rehearsals.  This time is spent refining the music 
with the conductor and staging the action with the stage director.  Each director has a 
different idea of how the character should be played, and each 
 
conductor has a different idea of how the character should sound, therefore the singer 
must modify his or her techniques to reach the desired result. 
 
Physical health is a major priority to a singer.  Contrary to popular belief, not all opera 
singers are overweight.  Conventional wisdom used to state that excessive weight gave 
added volume and richness to the voice.  However, in recent years, people have 
discovered that physical fitness can give similar benefits to a voice.  
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Soprano:  The highest female voice, similar to a flute or violin in range and tone color.  
Usually plays the heroine in the opera since a high, bright sound can easily suggest youth 
and innocence. 
 
Mezzo-soprano:  The middle-range female voice, similar to an oboe in range and tone 
color.  Called an alto in choral arrangements, can play a wide variety of characters 
including gypsies, mothers, nurses, and even the part of a young man (also called a 
trousers role). 
 
Contralto:  The lowest female voice, similar to an English horn in range and tone color.  
Usually plays unique roles including fortune-tellers, witches, and older women. 
 

`xÇM 
Tenor:  The highest male voice similar to a trumpet in range, tone color and acoustical 
“ring”.  Usually plays the hero or the romantic lead in the opera.  A Countertenor sings 
even higher, usually in his falsetto range. 
 
Baritone:  The middle-range male voice similar to a French horn in tone color.  Often 
plays the leader of mischief in comic opera, or the villain in tragic opera.  Is occasionally 
the hero. 
 
Bass:  The lowest male voice, similar to a trombone or bassoon in tone color.  Usually 
portrays old, wise men, or foolish, comic men. 
 
The vocal parts overlap each other.  The notes that are high for a baritone to sing are low 
for a tenor.  The notes that are low for a baritone maybe be high for a bass.  For this 
reason you may see a high range mezzo-soprano singing a soprano’s role or a low range 
baritone singing a bass’ role. 
Courtesy Opera Columbus 
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g{x fàÉÜç 
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is an opera in three acts by Giacomo Puccini to an Italian libretto by Giuseppe Adami, 
based on a libretto by Alfred Maria Willner and Heinz Reichert. It was first performed at 
the Théâtre de l’Opéra (or the Théâtre du Casino) in Monte Carlo on 27 March 1917. 
 
In October 1913, the directors of Vienna's Carltheater asked Puccini to compose an 
operetta. After confirming that it could take the form of a through-composed comic opera 
"like Rosenkavalier but more amusing and more organic," he agreed. For two years, the 
work proceeded slowly. Because of the outbreak of World War I, the contract was 
revised, the Viennese management released its rights to the opera’s première, and the 
neutral territory of Monte Carlo was selected for the opening. 
 
In Italy Puccini tried to sell the rights to his editor Giulio Ricordi but he refused to buy 
them. Ricordi's rival, Sonzogno, did not think twice when he got the chance to finally get 
the rights to an opera by Italy's most famous living composer, but despite the artistic 
value of the score, La rondine was, through the years, one of Puccini's least successful 
operas. 

V{tÜtvàxÜá 
Magda....................................................................................soprano  
Ruggero ................................................................................. tenor  
Lisette, maid to Magda.......................................................... soprano  
Prunier, a poet ...................................................................... tenor  
Rambaldo Fernandez, Magda's lover.................................. baritone  
Yvette, Bianca....................................................................... sopranos 
 Suzy ...................................................................................... mezzo-soprano,  
Majordomo ........................................................................... bass  
Rabonnier ............................................................................. bass  
Gobin ..................................................................................... tenor 
Périchaud, Crébillon............................................................ basses or baritones 
Young Man ........................................................................... tenor  

Chorus of students, grisettes 
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Act I. At a cocktail party in Magda's salon, Prunier declares that love is in the air. He 
begins singing his latest song, which Magda completes. She explains that as the kept 
woman of Rambaldo, she does not know true love; she recalls her youth, her aunt, and 
a young student she met and loved briefly. The young man Ruggero enters with an 
introduction for Rambaldo and asks where the best place to spend a night in Paris is. 
The guests agree it is Bullier's. After the guests leave, Prunier returns in secret to 
escort the maid Lisette to that cabaret. Later, Magda, on a whim, disguises herself and 
also goes. 
 
Act II. At Bullier's, everyone is singing and dancing. Magda meets Ruggero, and they 
dance and fall in love. Lisette recognizes Magda, but Prunier tells her she is mistaken. 
At the table, Lisette confesses to borrowing Magda's clothing and jewelry. Rambaldo 
enters, and Magda quietly has Prunier hide Ruggero. Rambaldo demands an 
explanation, and she explains that this is true love. She wants to stay with Ruggero 
and leave him. After Rambaldo leaves, Ruggero returns, and the couple confesses 
their love. 
 
Act III. Magda and Ruggero are living in a cottage by the sea. He has no idea how 
they will pay their mounting bills. He tells Magda that he has written his parents for 
permission to marry her. Magda is deeply touched, but knows that she can never 
marry him because of her past. Prunier and Lisette arrive. She has had a disastrous 
and brief career as an actress, constantly criticized by Prunier; she begs for her job 
back, and Magda consents. Prunier delivers the message that Rambaldo wants her 
back, and tells her that she cannot maintain a life here. Ruggero returns with the letter 
permitting the marriage, but Magda finally tells all to Ruggero. Like a swallow, she 
flies back to Rambaldo, leaving Ruggero heart-broken. 
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The Puccini family had for several generations 
held musical posts in Lucca.  As a boy, 
Giacomo was enrolled at the Instituto 
Musicale as a pupil of Carlo Angeloni.  His 
musical progress was rapid, and he was soon 
able to fill the post of organist in nearby 
churches.  After writing two ambitious choral 

works, which were enthusiastically received by the townspeople, Puccini 
became something of a local celebrity.  He procured a small subsidy from 
Queen Margherita which, supplemented by additional funds from a great 
uncle, enabled him to go to Milan in 1880 for further study.  

 

 He attended the Milan Conservatory, where his teachers included 
Antonio Bazzini and Amilcare Ponchielli.  Ponchielli aroused Puccini's love 
for the stage and directed him toward writing operas.  He had a friend 
provide Puccini with a suitable libretto, then urged him to set it to music and 
submit it in the Sonzogno contest for one-act operas.  Thus, Puccini 
completed his first opera, Le Villi.  It did not win the prize, but when 
introduced at the Teatro dal Verme in Milan on May 31, 1884, it was so 
successful that La Scala accepted it for their following season, and Ricordi 
published the score.  Ricordi also commissioned a second opera, Edgar, a 
failure when given at La Scala on April 21, 1889.  But with his third opera, 
he suddenly found he was famous.  His La Bohème, in 1896, and Tosca, in 
1900, brought him universal recognition as Verdi's successor.  Puccini based 
his Tosca on the play by the same name, by Victorien Sardou.  Sardou had 
borrowed liberally from several well-known sources, and several 
playwrights even accused him of outright plagiarism.  However, no matter 
what Sardou’s artistic scruples were, the story of Tosca actually comes 
originally from an incident that occurred during the French religious wars of 
the 16th century.  Puccini was able to tap into the truth of the story itself to 
create his first work substantially grounded in verismo- realism in literary 
and dramatic arts.   

 
 



In 1903 Puccini was seriously hurt in an automobile accident, but 
confinement to an invalid's chair for eight months did not keep him from 
writing.  During that time he wrote a new opera, Madama Butterfly, which 
was produced at La Scala on February 17, 1904.  Madama Butterfly was, at 
its premiere, the greatest failure Puccini experienced, but in less than a year 
it turned out to be one of his best-loved and most widely performed works. 

In 1907 Puccini came to America to assist at a Metropolitan Opera 
presentation of Madama Butterfly.  Commissioned to write an opera for the 
Metropolitan Opera, he produced a work with an American setting: La 
Fanciulla del West (The Girl of the Golden West).  It was introduced by the 
Met on December 10, 1910, in one of the most exciting premieres ever held 
by that house, the composer being present to receive an ovation. 

During the next decade Puccini wrote several more operas: a light 
opera, 
La Rondine; a trilogy of one act operas collectively entitled Il Trittico; and 
an opera set in China, Turandot.  He did not live to complete the last work.  
Suffering from  cancer of the throat, Puccini underwent an operation in 
Brussels.  A heart attack following the operation, was fatal. 

Puccini once said of himself that, "the only music I can make is of 
small things."  What he meant was that he was never intended by his talent 
or temperament to produce works in a large design.  However, when it came 
to writing dramatic operas that appealed to the ears, filled with tenderness 
and beauty, he had few equals.  He had a dramatic instinct that never failed 
him, a consummate knowledge of the demands of the stage, and a 
pronounced feeling for theatrical effect.  His writing both for voice and 
orchestra was the last word in elegance, and his highly personal lyricism had 
incomparable sweetness, gentleness, and poignancy.  His harmonic writing 
and instrumental colorations were often daring.  His best operas brought to a 
culmination the naturalistic movement launched by Cavalleria rusticana, 
known as "verismo," in which the problems and conflicts of everyday life 
are treated realistically. 
 
His operas include:  Le Villi (1884); Edgar (1889); Manon Lescaut (1893); 
La Bohème (1896) Tosca (1900); Madama Butterfly (1904); La Fanciulla 
del West (1910); La Rondine (1917); Il Trittico (1918); and Turandot (1924-
completed by Franco Alfano). 
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 What design elements did you notice? 

 
 How did the sets and costumes influence the piece? 

 
 

 If you were to set this piece in another time, which 
time would you pick, and why? 

 
 

 
 

Stained glass window by Louis Comfort Tiffany 
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V|ÇxÅt cÜÉÅÑàá yÉÜ W|ávâáá|ÉÇ 
 

 Have you been to see an Opera live before? 
 

 If so, how does this experience differ from that? 
 

 
 What advantages are there to seeing opera on the big 

screen?  What might you miss from far away? 
 

 What advantages are there to hearing a performance 
live? 

 
 

 What is your reaction to the orchestra?  And how do 
you think it is different to hear it live than in a movie 
theatre? 

 
 What are the differences you find between seeing the  

filming of a live opera and a real movie? 
 

 Does this experience make you want to see a live 
opera?  Or would you rather see another in a 
cinema? 

 
 What would Puccini say? 
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Samson and Delilah 

Don Giovanni 
Madama Butterfly 

 
 

g{tÇ~ çÉâ4 
 
 
 

Credits:  Cover art by  Oblinksi 
Information courtesy of SFOG Study Guides 2003-2006,  Wikepedia, 

Guide prepared by Caroline Altman, Director of Education,  
San Francisco Opera Guild 
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