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Have Questions about Mozart or Le nozze di Figaro?  Contact 
our Director of Education and Outreach, Megan Thompson at 

mthompson@clevelandoperatheater.org

We are excited to bring you this opportunity to explore Cleveland Opera 
Theater’s production of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s masterpiece, Le 
Nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro). Cleveland Opera Theater’s 
mission is to produce vibrant, accessible, innovative, and engaging opera 
in Greater Cleveland. When we embarked on this project, the first thing 
we did was explore what resources exist for families to experience, 
explore, and engage in this opera. What we discovered is that most of the 
resources that are easily accessible are designed for young opera novices, 
not adults. We aimed to create something a bit more mature for you to 
use as you watch our production.

Unlike most media, we in the opera world believe “spoilers” actually 
enhance your enjoyment of the opera, so we suggest reviewing the 
synopsis and the characters before watching our production. Knowing 
what is about to happen on stage makes it easier to focus on the beauty 
of the music and exciting visuals rather than trying to follow the plot.

Happy listening,

Megan Thompson
Director of Education and Outreach
Cleveland Opera Theater

Stephane Ruozzo
Education and Outreach Associate
Cleveland Opera Theater
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Follow us on social media!
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about Mozart

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born in 
Augsburg, Austria on January 27, 1756 to a 
violin teacher, though he grew up in the city 
of Salzburg. He began studying the keyboard 
at age 3, giving public concerts at age 5, 
making court appearances at 6, and touring 
Europe as a wunderkind (“wonder kid”) at 
7. The young boy was able to get so much 
practice because of highly skilled family; 
his sister Nannerl was as much of a piano 
prodigy as Wolfgang, so they constantly 
practiced and performed together. Mozart’s 
first published piece of music was a violin 
sonata (a piece of chamber music for solo 
violin accompanied by piano) from 1764. As a 
child, Mozart studied for a brief period of time 
with Johann Christian Bach, the son of famed 
composer Johann Sebastian Bach. Back in 
Vienna by 1768, Mozart wrote his first opera, 
La Finta Semplice (The Pretend Idiot).

Shortly after taking this important step 
as a composer, Mozart was appointed 
Konzertmeister (a combination of conductor 
and composer) at the Bishop’s court in 
Salzburg. During his years at this post, 
Mozart spent time studying extensively 
in Italy and honing his skills as an opera 
craftsman. He learned to write the “recitative” 
(conversational portions) first and to keep 
his arias (the solo songs) private as long 
as possible so that no other composers or 
performers could steal them. He also began 
studying the libretti (or lyrics) of Metastasio, 
the renowned Italian poet whose verses 
served as the ideal model for all opera 
composers to set to music. Unfortunately, 
a new archbishop named Colloredo came 
to preside over the court in Salzburg, and 
he did not get along well with Mozart. The 
composer began to travel and seek other 
posts more frequently.

By 1781, Mozart had matured as a composer 
and Idomeneo, widely regarded as his first 
serious opera, premiered. Tired of feuding 
with Colloredo, he moved to Vienna, the 
capital of Austria, where he made a living 
as a freelance performer, composer, and 
music teacher. No matter how successful 
Mozart was as a professional, he could not 
obtain a position as official court composer 
for the Emperor of Austria. He did receive 
frequent commissions though, including the 
one for Le Nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of 
Figaro), which premiered at the Burgtheater 
in 1786. He collaborated with the same 
librettist (lyricist), Lorenzo da Ponte, for two 
more comic operas: Don Giovanni and 
CosÌ fan tutte. Despite his artistic success, 
Mozart was not a good money manager, and 
was frequently in debt as an independent 
musician. He died at the sadly young age 
of 35, still at the height of his compositional 
ability.

a timeline of Mozart’s life
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summary of the opera

ACT I
ACT II

ACT III
ACT IV

Figaro and Susanna are preparing for 
their wedding when they discover 

that Count Almaviva is going to 
try and stop them. While Susanna 
is trying to think of a solution, the 

Count comes to her room and has 
a fight with Cherubino. Because the 
Count is mad at Cherubino, he signs 

the servant up to be a soldier.

Countess Almaviva is sad because 
she feels like the Count doesn’t 
love her anymore. Susanna and 
Cherubino try to cheer her up, 
but the Count arrives and they 

have to hide. Cherubino escapes, 
Susanna eventually reveals herself, 
and Figaro helps to cover up the 
misunderstanding until an angry 

Marcellina comes to demand that he 
marry her instead of Susanna.

Figaro argues with Marcellina about 
the wedding, and they soon realize 
that Figaro is actually Marcellina’s 

son. Figaro and Susanna can proceed 
with the wedding, along with 

Marcellina and her new groom, the 
music teacher, Don Basilio.

The Count is still mad, but wants 
to talk to Susanna in the garden. 
She and the Countess try to trick 

the Count by wearing each other’s 
clothes, and when the Count meets 

his wife he sees the truth of how 
badly he has treated everyone and 

asks for their forgiveness.
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opera voice typescharacter list

Count Almaviva
Baritone

Susanna
the countess’s maid
Soprano

Cherubino
the Count’s page
Mezzo-Soprano
(Pants role)

Bartolo
doctor from Seville, 
also a practicing lawyer
Bass

Don Curzio
judge
Tenor

Antonio
the Count’s gardener, 
Susanna’s uncle
Bass

Countess Rosina 
Almaviva
Soprano

Figaro
personal valet to 

the count
Bass

Marcellina
Dr. Bartolo’s housekeeper 

Soprano

Basilio
music teacher 

Tenor

Barbarina
Antonio’s daughter 

Soprano

Chorus of peasants, 
villagers, and servants

the lowest voice type of the adult 
male range

the male vocal range pitched 
between tenor and bass

the highest voice type of the 
ordinary adult male range

the lowest female singing voice

a female singer with a voice 
pitched between soprano and alto

the highest of the four standard 
operatic voice ranges

Operatic voices can be classified by a variety of means. 
Here, we take a look at the voice types Mozart utilized 
in Le Nozze di Figaro:



things to look for

Throughout the opera we see a lot of 
Mozart’s commentary on social class 
differences. One of Figaro’s earliest arias, 
“Se vuol ballare,” is actually a mix of two 
different dance types: a minuet and a 
contredanse (country dance). Minuets 
were dances for rich aristocrats at court, 
and contredanses were for humbler 
commoners or even peasants. 

Which part of “Se vuol ballare” goes with each 
dance? What do you think the way Mozart puts them 

together says about class conflict?

It’s funny that Cherubino, a teenage boy, 
is played by an adult woman. 

Why do you think that is? How would his character 
sound different if it were played by a man, and 
what effect would that have on the character?

about the production
Continuing the legacy of “Opera For All”

Our heritage and motto is “Opera For All.” Cleveland Opera Theater continues to 
honor and celebrate the vision and mission of Opera Per Tutti (Italian for Opera For All) 
founder, Andrea Anelli by bringing opera to audiences throughout Northeast Ohio’s 
diverse communities through a diverse annual season of programing as we build a 
sustainable professional opera company or Cleveland and Northeast Ohio.
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Nicole Futoran

Gillian Hollis
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Lauren Wright

Amanda Krohne

Janessa Janke

Kara Ross

Baritones / Bass Baritones
Timothy Bates

Michael Borden

Cody Russell Gould

Ryan Honomichl

Chorus



English Italian

Cast
CONTE DI ALMAVIVA (baritone)

LA CONTESSA DI ALMAVIVA 
(soprano)

SUSANNA (soprano)

FIGARO (bass)

CHERUBINO 
(soprano or mezzo-soprano)

MARCELLINA (mezzo-soprano)

BARTOLO (bass)

BASILIO (tenor)

DON CURZIO (tenor)

BARBARINA (soprano)

ANTONIO (bass)

CHORUS
peasants and the count's tenants

Overture

ACT ONE
Count Almaviva's Castle near Seville
(A half-furnished room with a large arm-
chair in the centre. Figaro is measuring 
the floor. Susanna is
trying on a hat in front of a mirror.)

Personaggi
Il Conte di Almaviva - baritono

La Contessa di Almaviva -soprano

Susanna - soprano

Figaro - basso-baritono

Cherubino, paggio del Conte - 
mezzosoprano

Marcellina - mezzosoprano

Bartolo, medico di Siviglia - basso

Basilio, maestro di musica - tenore

Don Curzio, giudice - tenore

Barbarina - soprano

Antonio, giardiniere del Conte e zio di 
Susanna - basso

Due Donne
Coro di Contadini, di villanelle e di vari 
ordini di persone

Sinfonia

ATTO PRIMO

Il castello del Conte Almaviva presso a 
Siviglia (Una stanza mezzo 
smobiliata. Si vedono una grande pol-
trona e una sedia. Figaro sta misurando 
l'impiantito. Susanna allo specchio si sta 
mettendo un 
cappellino.)

No. 1: Dilettino

FIGARO
Five...ten...twenty...
thirty...thirty-six...forty-three...

SUSANNA
How happy I am now;
you'd think it had been made for me.

FIGARO
Five...

SUSANNA
Look a moment, dearest Figaro.

FIGARO
ten...

SUSANNA
look a moment, dearest Figaro.

FIGARO
twenty...

SUSANNA
look a moment.

FIGARO
thirty...

SUSANNA
look a moment,
look here at my cap!

FIGARO
thirty-six...

SUSANNA
look here at my cap.

FIGARO
forty-three...

N° 1: Duettino

FIGARO
Cinque...dieci...venti...
trenta...trentasei...quarantatre...

SUSANNA
Ora sì, ch'io son contenta.
Sembra fatto inver per me.

FIGARO
Cinque...

SUSANNA
Guarda un po', mio caro Figaro...

FIGARO
dieci...

SUSANNA
guarda un po', mio caro Figaro.

FIGARO
venti...

SUSANNA
guarda un po'.

FIGARO
trenta...

SUSANNA
guarda un po',
guarda adesso il mio cappello!

FIGARO
trentasei...

SUSANNA
guarda adesso il mio cappello.

FIGARO
quarantatré...

libretto
English Italian



SUSANNA
look a moment, etc.

FIGARO
Yes, dear heart, it's better that way.
You'd think it had been made for you.

SUSANNA
Look a moment, etc.

FIGARO
Yes, dear heart, etc.

SUSANNA
How happy I am now, etc.

FIGARO
Yes, dear heart, etc.

SUSANNA, FIGARO
Ah, with our wedding day so near...

SUSANNA
how pleasing to my gentle husband

FIGARO
how pleasing to your gentle husband

SUSANNA, FIGARO
is this charming little cap
which Susanna made herself, etc.

SUSANNA
What are you measuring,
my dearest Figaro?

FIGARO
I'm seeing if that bed
the Count is giving us
will look well here.

SUSANNA
In this room?

SUSANNA
guarda un po', mio caro Figaro, ecc.

FIGARO
Sì, mio core, or è più bello,
sembra fatto inver per te.

SUSANNA
Guarda un po', ecc.

FIGARO
Sì, mio core, ecc.

SUSANNA
Ora sì ch'io son contenta, ecc.

FIGARO
Sì, mio core, ecc.

SUSANNA, FIGARO
Ah, il mattino alle nozze vicino,

SUSANNA
quant'è dolce al mio tenero sposo,

FIGARO
quant'è dolce al tuo tenero sposo,

SUSANNA, FIGARO
questo bel cappellino vezzoso
che Susanna ella stessa si fe', ecc.

SUSANNA
Cosa stai misurando,
caro il mio Figaretto?

FIGARO
Io guardo se quel letto
che ci destina il Conte
farà buona figura in questo loco.

SUSANNA
In questa stanza?

FIGARO
Certo, a noi la cede
generoso il padrone.

SUSANNA
Io per me te la dono.

FIGARO
E la ragione?

SUSANNA (toccandosi la fronte)
La ragione l'ho qui.

FIGARO (facendo lo stesso)
Perché non puoi
far che passi un po'qui ?

SUSANNA
Perché non voglio.
Sei tu mio servo, o no?

FIGARO
Ma non capisco
perché tanto ti spiaccia
la più comoda stanza del palazzo.

SUSANNA
Perché io son la Susanna e tu sei pazzo.

FIGARO
Grazie, non tanti elogi: guarda un poco
se potria meglio stare in altro loco.

FIGARO
Indeed, our generous lord
is giving it to us.

SUSANNA
For my part, you can keep it.

FIGARO
For what reason?

SUSANNA (tapping her forehead)
I have my reasons here.

FIGARO (with a similar gesture)
Why won't you let them
be transferred here too?

SUSANNA
Because I don't want to;
are you my servant or not?

FIGARO
But I don't understand
why you should so dislike
the most convenient room in the castle.

SUSANNA
Because I am Susanna and you are a 
fool.

FIGARO
Thank you, don't be too complimentary! 
Tell me, would we be better off any-
where else?

To continue reading the libretto, click here!



discussion questions activities

1. How did the technical elements support the story? What do the sets and cos-
tumes tell us about the characters, and how do they help to tell the story? Did 
anything in particular stand out?

2. Are there any props that play a role in driving the plot of the story?

3. How did the music reinforce the action on stage? What musical changes did 
you note throughout that marked the change of setting or atmosphere?

4. In what ways do the actors embody the characters to make their personalities 
and desires clearer to the audience? How does Mozart’s music add to your un-
derstanding of the characters? 

5. The authors of Figaro were trying to point out to their audiences that some-
times people in lower positions (like Figaro and Susanna, the servants) are just 
as smart, if not more so, that people in higher positions who may think they 
are better than them. In what ways does the story try to show us this? How do 
the servants of the house try to outsmart their masters? Can you think of other 
characters like Figaro and Susanna in plays, movies, or TV?

6. What happens in the opera that you think could have inspired French audi-
ences to consider revolution or question authority?

7. Why does Marcellina want Figaro to marry her? Does she love him? 

8. Why do you think the Count is so cruel to the Countess? Do you think he has 
stopped loving her? 

9. In the last act of Figaro, there are a lot of moments of mistaken identity. What 
other books, movies, or theater works have examples of people getting confused 
for one another? Do those stories turn out differently than Figaro’s happy end-
ing? Do you think a similar situation/mistaken identities would lead to a happy 
ending in real life? Why or why not?

10. Is there a clear “good guy” or “bad guy” in this opera? What aspects of each 
character could be seen as “good” or “bad”? What do you think the authors are 
trying to tell us about good and evil?

11. Does the Count deserve to be tricked? Why or why not?

Italian

Often in opera, words and lines are repeated throughout 
an aria for poetic effect. For example, when you listen to 
Figaro’s aria “Se vuol ballare, signor Contino,” (13:46 into 
our production), you’ll probably hear certain lines repeated 
throughout the aria. Here, we’re including a snippet of the 
aria’s sheet music:

 https://www.classicalvocalreprints.com/product/orig/1569.jpg

Practice saying the words “Se vuol ballare, signor Contino, 
Il chitarrino le suonero.” Notice, those are the only words 
on this whole page of music! Now, listen to the aria - how 
many other phrases repeat in this aria? Are any of the Italian 
words similar to their English counterparts?

Se vuol ballare, Signor Contino,
Se vuol ballare, Signor Contino,Il chitarrino
 le suonerò.
Il chitarrino le suonerò.
Si, le suonerò, si, le suonerò.

Se vuol venire nella mia scuola,
La capriola insegnerò.
Se vuol venire nella mia scuola,
La capriola insegnerò.
Si, insegnerò. Si, insegnerò. Si, insegnerò
Saprò, saprò, saprò, saprò, saprò…
 
Ma, piano, piano, piano, piano, piano:
meglio ogni arcano,
Dissimulando, scoprir potrò.
L’arte schermendo, l’arte adoprando,
Di qua pugnendo, di là scherzando,

If you want to dance, my little count,
If you want to dance, my little count, I’ll play 
the guitar.
I’ll play the guitar.
Yes, I’ll play it, yes, I’ll play it.

If you want to go to my school,
I’ll teach you how to somersault.
If you want to go to my school,
I’ll teach you how to somersault.
Yes, I can teach you. (repeat)
I’ll find out, I’ll find out... (repeat)

But, gently, gently does it:
better to find things out,
By acting dumb, I’ll find it all out.
I’ll use all the arts of combat,
Striking you just so, just my little joke,
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Tutte le macchine rovescerò, rovescerò.
L’arte schermendo, l’arte adoprando,
Di qua pugnendo, di là scherzando,
Tutte le macchine rovescerò.
Tutte le macchine rovescerò.
Tutte le macchine rovescerò.
Rovescerò, rovescerò.

Se vuol ballare, Signor Contino,
Se vuol ballare, Signor Contino,
Il chitarrino le suonerò.
Il chitarrino le suonerò.
Si, le suonerò.
Si, le suonerò.

 

If you want to dance, my little count,
If you want to dance, my little count,
I'll play the guitar.
All your schemes I’ll discover.
All your schemes I’ll discover.
All your schemes I’ll discover.
I will find out, will find out.

If you want to dance,  my little count,
If you want to dance,  my little count,
I’ll play the guitar.
I’ll play the guitar.
Yes, I’ll play it.
Yes, I’ll play it.

Music

Listen to the duet “Via Resti Servita Madame Brillante” (21:38 in our 
production) in which Susanna and Marcellina exchange all sorts of insults 
(you may want to have the libretto handy while you listen). Now, write your 
own version - but make it a modern day rap battle! 

How might these two characters rap battle it out? We’d love to see/
hear your raps!

Send it to us at mthompson@clevelandoperatheater.org if you’d like 
it shared on our social media!

In opera, the composer often uses “recitative,” a sort of speak-sing to 
express some of the action on-stage, especially the parts that aren’t 
exciting enough to warrant a full aria.

After you’ve listened to the opera and heard some examples, try 
singing about your day in recitative-style. (Need help? Check out 
our Opera 101 video about recitative!)

Social-Emotional Learning

Listen to the Countess’ aria “Porgi Amor” (~44:45 in our production).

What do you think she’s feeling when she sings this aria? 
What happened to make her feel that way? Would you feel 
the same way in her situation? You can try this with other 
arias throughout the opera, too!

We each have our own personalities and ways of expressing who we 
are. In opera, characters sing to express their thoughts and feelings. 

What’s your favorite way to share your voice? Is it through 
poetry? Song? Art? Dance? 

Think about the characters and the conflicts they face. 

Might they be able to solve their problems differently? 
Explain your answer.



Choose a scene from Le nozze di Figaro and rewrite it, changing one 
detail of the story. Then, think about how that small change affected 
the outcome of the story.

Would the ending of the opera have turned out differently 
with this change? How so?

This opera focuses on the relationship between master and servant. 
Compare and contrast the relationship Figaro had with his master, the 
Count, to the relationship Susanna had with the Countess

What do you notice?

Write a story based on Le Nozze di Figaro set in modern times.

How are the characters related in the 21st century? Would 
there still be royalty and servants living together in the same 
household? How does the message of the opera change 
when you change the setting?

ELA

There are a lot of characters in this opera, including some that we 
don’t get to know as well. 

Write a biography for one of the supporting characters using 
details from the opera as well as your imagination.

History
This opera is a political commentary on life in the late 1700s. 
Conduct research on King Louis XVI, then, compare him to the Count 
in Le nozze di Figaro.

Do you think the original playwright, Beaumarchais, based 
his character on King Louis XVI? Compare and contrast King 
Louis XVI with the Count and explain how you think the 
opera made French audiences rethink their own political 
situation. (Hint: the French Revolution started in 1789, just 3 
years after the opera premiered.)

During Mozart’s life, there was a lot going on in 
America. Research American history from 1756 - 1791.

Study marriage customs of up to 3 different cultures.

Choose one event to create a presentation about, 
and teach your family about it.

Compare and contrast how they relate to the customs in your 
family. You may want to interview some of your extended 
family members for this project if possible. 



Science

Opera singers don’t use microphones when they sing, yet they can still 
be heard over the orchestra. How?! We tackled this question in one of 
our Opera 101 sessions - check it out.

After you learn about how opera singers are heard over 
the orchestra, explain the science of acoustics to the rest 
of your family.

Mozart was 35 years old when he died. Research what the 
average life expectancy was in 1791 when Mozart died and 
compare it to the average life expectancy in 2020. 

What’s the difference? Explain what factors change life 
expectancy. 

Math

At the very beginning of the opera (5:45 in our production), Figaro is 
measuring his room.

Measure the room you’re in. What is the perimeter of the 
room? How many square feet is it?

length

w
id

th

perimeter

Perimeter =   2 x ( length + width ) 
Area =   length x witdh 

Formulas

Art

This opera was written in the 1700s. 

What would the characters look like in 2020? Reimagine the set and 
characters’ costumes. What would their hairstyles be? What kind of 
makeup would they use? What would they wear? Draw your 2020 
version of Le Nozze di Figaro.

Filmmakers, animators, and game designers all use storyboards to map out the 
storyline of their work

Create a storyboard of the opera. Want to go digital? 
There are lots of online storyboard tools out there - 
try Storyboarder by Wonder Unit  (it’s FREE!).



A
ACT: A portion of an opera designated by the 
composer, which has a dramatic structure of its 
own.

ARIA: A solo piece written for a main character, 
which focuses on the character’s emotion.

ARTIST MANAGER OR ARTIST 
REPRESENTATIVE: An agent who represents 
artists by publicizing their talents, finding roles for 
them, negotiating their contracts and handling 
other business matters for them.

B
BATON: A short stick that the conductor uses to 
lead the orchestra.

BLOCKING: Directions given to actors for on-
stage movements and actions.

BRAVO (BRAH-voh): Literally, 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 a group of 
performers.

C
CARPENTER: The carpenter works on the 
construction of the sets. Production Carpenter 
is the title given to the one in charge of the 
backstage crew, even though working with 
wood may not be involved.

CHOREOGRAPHER: The person who designs 
the motions of a dance.

CHOREOGRAPHY: The act of setting movement 
to create a dance.

CHORUS: A group of singers, singing together, 
who sometimes portray servants, party guests 
or other unnamed characters; also the music 
written for them.

CHORUS MASTER: The one in charge of 
choosing chorus members and rehearsing them 
for performance. If there is a backstage chorus, it 
is usually conducted by the chorus master who 
is in communication with the conductor of the 
orchestra.

COMPOSER: A person who writes music.

CONDUCTOR: The leader of the orchestra, 
sometimes called Maestro. This person leads all 
the musicians (instrumentalists and vocalists) in 
the performance of an opera; an accomplished 
musician with a strong sense of rhythm and an 
in-depth understanding of the voice and each 
orchestral instrument, he or she must also be 
able to communicate nuances of phrasing and 
inspire great performances from all players.

CORD, VOCAL: The wishbone-shaped edges of 
muscles in the lower part of the throat whose 
movements creates variations in pitch as air 
passes between them. Often spelled incorrectly 
as “chord.”

COSTUME DESIGNER: Works with the 
set designer to prepare costumes that are 
appropriate for the rest of the production. Often 
oversees the preparation of the costumes.

COSTUME SHOP: A special area set aside for the 
making of the costumes or for adjusting those 
that are rented.

COVER: The name given to an understudy in 
opera; someone who replaces a singer in case of 
illness or other misfortune.

CRESCENDO (kri-SHEN-doh): A gradual increase 
in volume. Orchestral crescendos were one of 
Rossini’s trademarks.

CUE: In opera, a signal to a singer or orchestra 
member to begin singing or playing.

glossary 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 curtain call. Often, 
however, the bows are taken on the full stage 
with the curtain open.

CUT: To omit some of the original material from 
the score.

D
DESIGNER: A person who creates the lighting, 
costumes and/or sets.

DIAPHRAGM: A muscle beneath the lungs and 
above the stomach which acts as a trampoline 
does, pushing the air from the lungs at a desired 
rate.

DIRECTOR (STAGE DIRECTOR): One who 
prepares an opera or play for production by 
arranging the details of the stage settings and 
stage effects, and by instructing the performers 
in the interpretation of their roles.

DIVA: Literally “goddess,” it refers to an important 
female opera star. The masculine form is divo.

DOUBLE ARIA: An aria which consists of two 
parts. The first part, or cavatina, is usually slow 
and the second, or cabaletta is faster. There is 
often recitative between the two sections.

DOWNSTAGE: See STAGE AREAS.

DRESSER: A member of the backstage staff who 
helps the artists change their costumes. The 
principal singers usually have their own dresser. 
Supers and chorus members share dressers.

DRESS REHEARSAL: A final rehearsal that uses 
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.

DYNAMIC: The degree of loudness and 
quietness in music. See PIANO and FORTE.

E
ELECTRICIAN: One who is charged with 
executing the lighting design according to the 

specifications of the lighting designer.

ENCORE: Literally means “again.” It used to be 
the custom for a singer to repeat a popular aria 
if the audience called “encore” loudly enough. 
This is still done in the middle of an opera in 
countries such as Italy, but it is rare elsewhere. 
Soloists frequently give encores at the end of a 
concert but not an opera.

ENSEMBLE: Two or more people singing at 
the same time, or the music written for such a 
group.

F
FALSETTO: A method of singing above the 
natural range of the male voice. Often used in 
opera for comic effects such as a man imitating a 
woman.

FINALE: The last musical number of an opera or 
the last number of an act.

FULL PRODUCTION: A performance that 
includes all the elements of live theater: lights, 
costumes, props, makeup, design and audience. 
In opera, this includes music provided by an 
orchestra or piano along with the characters’ 
singing.

G
GENERAL DIRECTOR: The head of an opera 
company. The one ultimately responsible for 
all artistic and financial aspects of everything in 
which the company is involved.

GRAND OPERA: Specifically, a serious opera 
of epic proportions with no spoken dialogue, 
composed in 19th-century France (such as Les 
Huguenots by Meyerbeer); more broadly, an 
opera sung and produced in the “grand manner.”

H
HOUSE MANAGER: For performances, the 
person who is responsible for the audience and 
all that happens from the entry to the theater, 
to the box office, to the seating and audience 
behavior in the hall.



glossary (cont’d)

I
INTERLUDE: A short piece of instrumental music 
played between scenes or acts.

INTERMISSION: A long break, usually about 20 
minutes, between the acts of an opera, during 
which the audience is free to move around.

L
LIBRARIAN: In charge of preparing the music 
for the orchestra. Scores are usually rented and 
have to be annotated to reflect cuts and other 
changes for a given production.

LIBRETTO: The text or words of an opera.

LIGHTING DESIGNER: One who designs and 
coordinates the light changes that help create 
opera’s overall effect. Much of this is now 
computerized.

LYRICS: The sung words or text of a musical 
comedy or operetta song.

M
MAESTRO (mah-EHS-troh): Literally “master;” 
used as a courtesy title for the conductor. The 
masculine ending is used for both men and 
women.

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. During dress 
rehearsals singers try to sing at full voice for at 
least some of the time.

MELODRAMA: In a technique which originated 
with the French; short passages of music 
alternating with spoken words.

O
OPERA: Simply stated, a play that is sung. In 
opera, singing is the way characters express 
feeling; as it often takes longer to say something 
in music than it would in speech, the action 

may seem delayed or even interrupted. Opera 
(the Latin plural for opus, meaning “work”) can 
involve many different art forms (singing, acting, 
orchestral playing, scenic artistry, costume 
design, lighting and dance). Like a play, an 
opera is acted out on a stage with performers in 
costumes, wigs and makeup; virtually all operatic 
characters sing their lines, although there are 
exceptions for a role that is spoken or performed 
in pantomime.

OPERA BUFFA (BOOF-fah): An opera about 
ordinary people, usually, but not always comic, 
which first developed in the 18th century. Don 
Pasquale is an example of opera buffa.

OPERA SERIA (SEH-ree-ah): A “serious” opera. 
The usual characters are gods, goddesses or 
ancient heroes. Rossini was one of the last to 
write true opera serie, such as his last opera, 
Guillaume Tell.

OPERETTA or MUSICAL COMEDY: A play, 
some of which is spoken but with many musical 
numbers.

ORCHESTRA: The group of instrumentalists 
or musicians who, led by the conductor, 
accompany the singers.

ORCHESTRATION: The art of applying 
orchestral color to written music by assigning 
various instruments different parts of the 
music. This requires a complete knowledge of 
instrumentals and their timbre, range, etc.

OVERTURE: An orchestral introduction to an 
opera. (French: ouverture; German: ouverture; 
Italian: sinfonia).

P
PANTS ROLE or TROUSER ROLE: A role 
depicting a young man or boy but sung by a 
woman (can be a soprano or mezzo). 

PIANO-VOCAL SCORE: Usually a reduction of 
an opera’s orchestral score. See SCORE.

PIT: A sunken area in front of the stage where 
the members of the orchestra play.

PRINCIPAL: A major singing role, or the singer 
who performs such a role.

PRODUCTION: The combination of sets, 
costumes, props, lights, etc.

PRODUCTION MANAGER: The administrator 
responsible for coordinating the sets, costumes, 
rehearsal facilities and all physical aspects of a 
production. Often, the person who negotiates 
with the various unions representing stage 
hands, musicians, etc.

PROPS (PROPERTIES): Small items carried or 
used by performers on stage.

PROPERTY MASTER: One who is responsible for 
purchasing, acquiring and/or manufacturing any 
props needed for a production.

R
RECITATIVE: Words sung in a conversational 
style, usually to advance the plot. Not to be 
confused with aria.

RÉPERTOIRE (REP-er-twahr): Stock pieces that 
a singer or company has ready to present. Often 
refers to a company’s current season.

S
SCORE: The written music of an opera or other 
musical work.

SET, SET DESIGNER: The background and 
furnishings on the stage and the person who 
designs them.

STAGEHAND: One who works behind-the-
scenes setting up lighting, props, rigging, scenery 
and special effects for a production.

STAGE AREAS: The various sections of the stage. 
Left and right are as seen by those on stage, not 
in the audience. Since many stages are raked, 
that is higher in back than in front, upstage is 
at the back and downstage at the front. If an 
actor stays upstage, all the others have to turn 

their backs to the audience when speaking to 
him. This is the origin of the phrase “to upstage 
someone.”

STAGE DIRECTOR: The one responsible for 
deciding the interpretation of each character, 
the movements of the singers on stage, and 
other things affecting the singers. Is in charge at 
rehearsals.

STAGE MANAGER: The person in charge of the 
technical aspects of the entire opera, including 
light changes, sound effects, entrances (even of 
the conductor) and everything else that happens.

SUPERTITLES: Translations of the words being 
sung, or the actual words if the libretto is in the 
native language, that are projected on a screen 
above the stage.

SYNOPSIS: A written description of an opera’s 
plot.

T
TECHNICAL DIRECTOR: Supervisor of those 
who implement the concepts of the designers. 
He or she works with carpenters, painters, 
electricians, sound designers and stagehands 
and oversee the building of sets, props and 
hanging of lights.

V
VIBRATO: A natural wavering of frequency 
(pitch) while singing a note. It is usually 
inadvertent as opposed to a trill.

VOCAL COACH: A member of an opera 
company who coaches singers, helping 
them with the pronunciation, singing and 
interpretation of a role.

VOCAL CORDS: Wishbone-shaped edges of 
muscles in the lower part of the throat whose 
movements creates variations in pitch as air 
passes between them. Often spelled incorrectly 
as “chord.”

*Based on National Opera Teacher and Educator Source 
(NOTES), “Glossary of Terms,” Opera America, Accessed 
April 11, 2020, https://www.operaamerica.org/Applications/
Notes/glossary.aspx.

https://www.operaamerica.org/Applications/Notes/glossary.aspx.
https://www.operaamerica.org/Applications/Notes/glossary.aspx.
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