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These websites have examples of operatic voices: 
http://www.theopera101.com/operaabc/voices/ 
(No Contralto voice on here) 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf/shows/operatunity/m
ultimedia  
 

What is Opera? 
 

Opera is a type of theatre which combines drama, music, elements of dance or movement with exciting 
costumes and innovative set design. 
 

However, in opera, the actors are trained singers who sing their lines instead of speaking them.  
 

A librettist writes the libretto - the words that are to be sung, like a script. Often, the plots of the operas 
are taken from stories in books or plays.  A composer writes the music for the singers and orchestra.  
 

An orchestra accompanies the singers. A conductor coordinates both the singers on stage and the 
musicians. 
 

An easy way to think of opera is a story told with music. In a lot of operas, the people on stage sing all the 
way through. Imagine having all your conversations by singing them! 
 

Opera Singers 
 

It takes a lot of training to become an opera singer. A lot of aspiring opera singers will take this route: Sing 
in choirs, volunteer for solos, take singing lessons, study singing and music at university, then audition for 
parts in operas. 
 
Opera singers hardly ever use a microphone, which means that they train their voices to be heard by 
audiences even over the top of orchestras. Singing opera can be very physical and tiring because of the 
effort that goes into making this very special sound. 

 

Operatic Voices 
 

Here are the names of some of types of voices we hear in opera: 

 

Soprano:   The highest category of female voice 
 
Mezzo – Soprano:  The middle category of female voice (mezzo means ‘middle’ in Italian) 
 
Contralto:   The lowest category of female voice 
 
Tenor:    The highest category of natural male voice 
 
Baritone:   The middle category of natural male voice 
 
Bass:    The lowest category of natural male voice 

  

http://www.theopera101.com/operaabc/voices/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf/shows/operatunity/multimedia
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf/shows/operatunity/multimedia
http://www.google.co.nz/imgres?rlz=1T4WZPA_enNZ364NZ364&biw=966&bih=478&tbm=isch&tbnid=tHAHAM74gBP8mM:&imgrefurl=http://sinfinimusic.com/uk/features/guides/instrument-guides/voice-types&docid=H2brcKBafP8psM&imgurl=http://cdn.sinfinimusic.com/assets/200274/media/3278642/singing_final_898x443.jpg&w=898&h=443&ei=Jd8PU5fSAoeikwWo44HgDw&zoom=1&iact=rc&dur=2532&page=6&start=59&ndsp=12&ved=0CJgCEK0DMEE
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The Cast  
 

 
Count Almaviva                           John Moore    baritone 

Countess Almaviva               Emma Pearson  soprano 

Figaro     Richard Ollarsaba  bass-baritone 

Susanna    Joanna Foote   soprano 

Dr. Bartolo    Andrew Collis    bass 

Basilio/ Don Curzio   Andrew Grenon   tenor    

Cherubino    Bianca Andrew   mezzo  

Marcellina    Kristin Darragh   mezzo 

Antonio    Joel Amosa    bass 

Barbarina    Imogen Thirlwall   soprano 

 
 

 
Supported by the Freemasons New Zealand Opera Chorus 

 
Chorus Director: Catrin Johnsson (Auckland); Michael Vinten (Wellington); Ravil Atlas (Christchurch) 

 
Accompanied by Auckland Philharmonia Orchestra, Orchestra Wellington  

and Christchurch Symphony Orchestra 
 
 

Creative Team 
 

Conductor    Zoe Zeniodi    

Director    Lindy Hume      

Assistant Director   Eleanor Bishop    

Production Designer   Tracy Grant Lord    

Lighting Designer   Matthew Marshall  

 
Principal Répétiteur – David Kelly; Chorus Répétiteur – Fiona McCabe (W), Alison Holden (C); 

 Stage Manager – Lucie Camp; Deputy Stage Manager – Youra Hwang;  
HOD Lighting – Abby Clearwater; HOD MECH – Danny Howells; HOD Wardrobe – Sophie Ham; 

Prod. HOD Wigs/Makeup – Karina Jonassen 
Language Coach – Luca Manghi 
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Synopsis        Warning: Contains spoilers!  
 
Act I 
 

Figaro, servant to Count Almaviva, is about to marry Susanna, the Countess’s maid. He measures a room 

for a bed, but Susanna is concerned that the room is too close to the Count’s chamber. She explains to 

Figaro that Almaviva is pursuing her. Figaro vows to thwart the Count’s plans. Once Figaro leaves, Doctor 

Bartolo and Marcellina enter. Marcellina is angry at Susanna for stealing Figaro away from her, while 

Bartolo is angry at Figaro for making a fool of him in the past. Marcellina and Susanna are sarcastically 

polite with one another until Marcellina and Bartolo leave. Cherubino, a young page, enters, seeking 

advice from Susanna. Count Almaviva caught him alone with the gardener’s daughter, Barbarina, and he is 

now to be sent away. He is besotted by all women, he explains, and cannot help himself. Before Susanna 

can offer advice, they are interrupted by the arrival of Almaviva himself. Cherubino hides while Almaviva 

attempts to set up a tryst with Susanna. The Count himself is forced to hide when yet another voice is 

heard at the door. It’s Don Basilio, the music teacher, who references Cherubino’s supposed crush on the 

Countess. In a rage, the Count reveals himself to an amused Basilio. He states that he is sending Cherubino 

away, and relates the scene in the gardener’s daughter’s chambers. As he does, Almaviva discovers a 

hiding Cherubino. Almaviva is fuming, as Cherubino has overheard him propositioning Susanna. He vows to 

get rid of the lad by giving him a military commission. Figaro returns, accompanied by festive townspeople. 

He asks the Count to join him and Susanna in marriage. Almaviva stalls him. 

 

Act II 
 

In Countess Rosina’s chambers, the Countess grieves for the loss of her husband’s love and attention, and 

she and Susanna discuss Count Almaviva’s roving eye. The Countess believes her husband no longer loves 

her, while Susanna wants him to leave her alone. Susanna tells the Countess that she and Figaro have a 

plan: Almaviva will receive a letter from Basilio informing him that his wife has taken up a lover. At the 

same time, Susanna will set up a rendezvous with Almaviva, but will send a disguised Cherubino in her 

place. Cherubino enters with a song of love for the Countess and a commission letter that the Count forgot 

to seal, and is taken aback when the women begin to undress him. Having locked the door, they have time 

to hide Cherubino and Susanna when Almaviva unexpectedly arrives to speak with his wife about the letter 

from Basilio, written and planted by Figaro. Noticing the Countess’s agitation, Almaviva is instantly 

suspicious. He jealously demands entry into the locked inner room where Cherubino is hiding, but the 

Countess refuses to open it, claiming Susanna is inside trying on her wedding dress. Almaviva, taking the 

Countess with him, leaves the room to get a crowbar. After they leave, Susanna locks herself into the room 

and Cherubino exits the Countess’s chamber through the window. Unaware of the switch, the Countess 

confesses everything to her husband upon their return. She is shocked when Susanna exits the locked 

room. Almaviva begs forgiveness for his suspicions. Figaro arrives to gather up the group for the wedding. 

He is followed by Antonio, the gardener, who is upset that someone jumping from the Countess’s balcony 

has crushed his flowers. Upon prompting from the women, Figaro claims it was he who jumped. The 

gardener shows him Cherubino’s dropped commission, which Figaro claims he was holding it to get the 

Count’s seal. Marcellina, Bartolo and Basilio enter, and Almaviva, still suspicious, hears their claim that 

Figaro is obliged to marry Marcellina to pay off an outstanding debt.  
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Act III 

 

Acting on her lady’s insistence, Susanna approaches Count Almaviva. He once again asks her to meet him 

in the garden. She agrees. On her way from the room, the Count overhears Susanna tell Figaro that his 

legal troubles will soon be over. He is furious at the apparent deception. Marcellina and Bartolo, their 

attorney Don Curzio in tow, confront Figaro, who tells them that being of noble birth – though stolen away 

by thieves as an infant – he can only marry with the consent of his family. To prove his tale he shows the 

crowd his birthmark. Immediately, Marcellina and Bartolo recognize the mark as belonging to their son, 

and the three joyfully reunite. Figaro embraces his long-lost mother as Susanna rejoins the crowd, having 

just secured the money to pay off his debt from the Countess. She misunderstands the embrace and rages 

at Figaro. Marcellina explains the situation, and everyone is happy. Everyone that is, except the Count, who 

is sure he’s still being played. As the group leaves, Susanna stays behind to speak to the Countess. The 

Countess dictates a letter from Susanna to the Count. She plans to surprise Almaviva in the garden herself. 

Figaro returns to gather everyone for the wedding. During the dancing, Susanna slips the Count her letter.  

 

Act IV 

 

In the garden, Figaro meets the gardener’s daughter Barbarina, who Almaviva has entrusted to return the 

brooch Susanna pinned to the letter. Figaro assumes Susanna is cheating on him, and invites Bartolo and 

Don Basilio to join him for her public humiliation. As they leave, the Countess and Susanna appear, each 

dressed as the other. Cherubino is also in the garden meeting with Barbarina. He spies the Countess and, 

thinking she is Susanna, leans in to kiss her. Instead he kisses Almaviva, who swats Figaro. The Count 

declares his love for Susanna, who is really the Countess, while Figaro tells the Countess, who is really 

Susanna, about the tryst. Susanna forgets to disguise her voice, and Figaro figures out it is she under the 

Countess’s cloak. Their embrace is noticed by the Count, who is about to expose them when his wife takes 

off her own disguise. Almaviva is shamed and apologizes to his wife for both his jealousy and his infidelity. 

They all return to the celebration. 

 
Synopsis by Opera Philadelphia:  
https://www.operaphila.org/whats-on/on-stage-2016-2017/figaro/full-synopsis/ 
  

https://www.operaphila.org/whats-on/on-stage-2016-2017/figaro/full-synopsis/
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The Marriage of Figaro highlights in pictures  

 

  

Figaro discovers the Count’s plans to 
seduce his wife, Susanna, and vows to 
take revenge. 

Cherubino overhears the Count trying 
to seduce Susanna by hiding in a chair.  

The Countess, Cherubino, and Susanna 
hatch a plan to trick the Count. 
 

The Count interrupts their planning 
session, and there is general confusion 
as more and more characters turn up! 

The Countess forgives the Count and 
everyone lives happily ever after. 

The Countess disguises herself as Susanna and 
tricks the Count into wooing her in the garden. 

Figaro finds out that he is actually 
Marcellina and Bartolo’s son! 

The Count discovers Cherubino and 
sends him off to the army. 
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The Composer 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 

 
Composer – the person who makes up and 
notates the melodies, makes the librettist’s 

words fit to the music, and creates and writes 
down what the orchestra needs to play. 

 

 
 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756 - 1791) is 
one of the most famous composers of all time. 
Working mostly in the thriving city of Vienna, 
he wrote hundreds of concertos, symphonies, 
string quartets, piano sonatas, and (most 
importantly!) operas.  
 
Mozart was a child prodigy. He began to 
compose at the age of three and was a 
talented pianist and violinist, touring the 
country with his overbearing father, playing for 
the most important nobles of the day.   
 
Mozart’s operas earned him considerable fame 
in Vienna, ingratiating him with both the public 
and the Emperor Joseph II. Indeed, the 
Emperor was so delighted with The Marriage of 
Figaro that he requested a performance at 
court soon after the opera premiered at the 
public theatre.  

The Librettist 
Lorenzo Da Ponte 

 
Librettist – the person who writes the words 
and lyrics which go with the melodies and 
therefore tell the story of the opera.  
 

 
 
Lorenzo Da Ponte (1749 - 1838) led a wild 
and varied life. Born in Venice, Da Ponte 
initially studied to be a priest and 
supplemented his income teaching literature 
at local universities. However, even as a 
priest Da Ponte loved the party lifestyle – he 
took a mistress, had two illegitimate 
children, and spent his days in brothels when 
he was not in church. 
 
He was eventually convicted of sexual 
misdemeanours and banished from Venice. 
Da Ponte made his way to Vienna, where he 
eventually landed a post as the court 
librettist to Emperor Joseph II. It was here 
that he provided the words to three of 
Mozart’s most popular operas, earning him 
fame and success.  
 
However, this success was short-lived. After 
the death of Joseph II, a series of court 
scandals forced Da Ponte to flee to London, 
where he struggled to make a living as a 
writer so he became a greengrocer. Utterly 
destitute and riddled with debt, he fled to 
the United States, where he gained a 
position teaching Italian as he lived out his 
twilight years.  
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Interesting facts    
 

• The Marriage of Figaro was not only a hit in Mozart’s time, it remains incredibly popular today: it 
was the 10th most performed opera in the world last year, with 110 different productions 
worldwide!  

• The dramatic action of The Marriage of Figaro all takes place over the course of a single day, 
described in the original play as a “day of madness”. 

• The role of Cherubino is sung by a woman even though the character is a teenage boy. This kind 
of gender-swapped role is known as a “pants role”, where a male role is played by a mezzo-
soprano to show that the character is young, and still has a high voice.  

• There is a prequel to The Marriage of Figaro, called The Barber of Seville, by Gioachino Rossini, 
which tells the story of Figaro helping the young count to woo the young countess, who was once 
the ward of Dr Bartolo. There is also a sequel to The Marriage of Figaro, called The Guilty Mother, 
which had been turned into an opera a number of times, none of which are particularly famous. 

• Mozart was only 30 years old when he wrote The Marriage Figaro. He died just a few years later 
having composed over 600 different works.   

• For a long time, many people believed that Mozart was poisoned by a rival composer, Antonio 
Salieri; however, these days, most historians believe that Mozart died of a common infection. 

 
Videos 

 
Please note: IT IS ADVISED THAT TEACHERS AND PARENTS WATCH THESE THROUGH FIRST TO MAKE SURE 
THEY ARE AGE-APPROPRIATE FOR YOUR CHILDREN OR STUDENTS. 
  
Highlights 
 
“Non più andrai” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_sJL115dgbk 
   
“Non so più cosa son cosa faccio” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fe4Vpm8DpH0                                                               
 
Entire Opera 
 
Teatro alla Scala                https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OYtlGpApc0  
 
Extras 
 
Technopop remix of “Non so più”   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zD3swlmflHI  
The Marriage of Figaro flash mob             https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OgtwRBgb5Bg  
The Marriage of Figaro in 5 mins*  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3DkBZ8pkio  

*note – language warning. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_sJL115dgbk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fe4Vpm8DpH0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OYtlGpApc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zD3swlmflHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OgtwRBgb5Bg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3DkBZ8pkio
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Opera Buffa on the Eve of Revolution 
 
The Marriage of Figaro is a good example of an opera buffa. 

Opera buffa was a form of comic opera that developed in 

the middle of the eighteenth century and became one of the 

most popular opera genres across Europe.  

Before the birth of opera buffa, the prevailing opera 

genre across Europe was opera seria, a more earnest genre 

of opera portraying gods, heroes and kings in mythic 

settings. Opera seria, with its grandiloquent language and 

extravagant depictions of nobility, was mostly associated with the aristocracy and tended to be funded through the 

royal courts. However, a large social, intellectual and artistic movement in the mid eighteenth century known as the 

Enlightenment, began to reject the power of absolute monarchy in favour of individual liberty, tolerance, 

democracy, justice and reason. These Enlightenment ideals reached fever pitch with the French Revolution, where 

the French royal family were dethroned and decapitated by republican forces dissatisfied with their rule. The 

Enlightenment led to the privatisation of many opera houses and, thus, the need for a genre of opera with mass 

appeal beyond the courts. Opera buffa, with its everyday characters, simpler language and contemporary setting 

became the perfect antidote to opera seria’s Enlightenment decline.  

The Marriage of Figaro was written at the height of the Enlightenment, just a few years before the French 

Revolution. It was based off a play by the French playwright Beaumarchais, widely considered to have foreshadowed 

the Revolution. Indeed, Beaumarchais’s play was so controversial in its time that it was banned by Louis XVI, who 

was shocked by its political content; even when Mozart was writing his operatic setting, the play was banned in 

Vienna, and special permissions from the censors had to be acquired in order to adapt it. The play is a scathing 

critique of a legal and economic system known as privilège, in which nobles were not subject to the same laws and 

taxes as the common people. In the play, the servants plot against a dim-witted Count, who attempts to use this 

aristocratic privilège to make Susanna fall in love with him. The play’s message is summed up in an incisive 

monologue which Figaro delivers to the Count’s face: 

Just because you are a great nobleman, you think you are a great genius—Nobility, fortune, rank, position! 
How proud they make a man feel! What have you done to deserve such advantages? Put yourself to the 
trouble of being born—nothing more.  

New Zealand Opera’s new production of Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro, by award-winning director Lindy Hume, 

explores how the opera’s themes might relate to the politics of today, presenting a scintillating examination of 

privileges, old and new.  
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How does Mozart show social status? 

In the eighteenth century, musical style was closely tied to social class. Slow, stately music was associated with the 

grand, processional dances of the nobility, while lively, upbeat tunes were associated with the lower classes. In 

Mozart’s time, composers started using these different styles in their operas in order to show the social status of the 

characters they were portraying. In The Marriage of Figaro, Mozart uses a complex musical vocabulary to show the 

relationships between the upper-class characters and the lower-class characters.  

Nowhere is this more evident than in Figaro’s first aria, “Se vuol ballare”. In this aria, Figaro is enraged after 

hearing of the Count’s designs on his fiancé, Susanna. Figaro vows to take revenge against his master, setting in 

motion a day of intrigue and subterfuge. The aria is in ternary form, meaning that it has three sections: the first and 

third sections contain the same music, while the second section contains contrasting material. The first section is 

slower and more dignified tone, with three beats in the bar – it is alluding to a kind of ballroom dance called the 

minuet, often associated with the aristocracy. Composers began to use the minuet in operas to show a character’s 

noble birth – by the time Mozart was writing The Marriage of Figaro, it was widely recognized as a musical symbol of 

high society. In “Se vuol ballare,” the minuet style is used ironically: as the angry Figaro mocks the Count, he takes on 

a musical style associated with the nobility, evoking these courtly dances to create a scathing musical portrait of the 

foolish, bumbling Count. “If you want to dance, Mr. Count, I will play the guitar for you,” sings Figaro in the minuet 

rhythm, using this elite musical style to deride the Count’s upper-class status. 

 

 As he sings, he is accompanied by pompous, bloated horns – representing the Count’s clumsiness – and plucked (or 

pizzicato) strings, which emulate the guitar that Figaro is mockingly pretending to play. 
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As the aria goes on, Figaro’s taunting turns to pure rage. His fake minuet becomes less and less dignified. The stately 

dance begins to falter and Figaro’s vocal line moves into increasingly extreme parts of his vocal range. The beautiful, 

smooth melody which begins the aria devolves into a series of disjointed leaps.  

 

The dynamics too (that is to say, the volume of the music) become more extreme: one moment Figaro is singing 

loudly, and very high in his vocal range, and another moment he is singing low notes very softly. 

 

Figaro’s emotion begins to derail the minuet style, his aria treading a volatile line between satire and genuine 

emotional expression.  

In the second section of the aria, the musical style changes dramatically. The minuet style is gone altogether. 

In its place, Mozart turns to a much less refined musical style, known as patter song. In patter singing, the words are 

sung very quickly, as if the character is very angry, worried, or excited. Patter songs usually have either two or four 

beats in a bar, and are sung at an extremely fast tempo – the faster the better! At this time, patter songs were 

usually associated with lower-class characters, especially lower-class characters who are stepping above their 

station. To eighteenth-century audiences, this fast singing betrayed a lack of decorum associated with the common 

people, who, of course, were not versed in courtly etiquette. This is Figaro’s “natural” musical style, the one which is 

closest to his own social class.  

 

Indeed, as Figaro plots openly against his master, he shows his true colours, rapidly blurting out his words in a wild 

fury. In the third section, Figaro regains his composure, returning to the minuet style to mock the Count once again. 

 
 
 
 

Compiled by: Callum Blackmore 
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Other Operas by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart  

 
 

 
 
  

Cosi fan tutte 
Another opera buffa which Mozart 
wrote with Da Ponte. It tells the 
story of two men who attempt to 
test the fidelity of their girlfriends 
by wooing them in disguise. 
Although it is one of Mozart’s most 
controversial operas, today and in 
his time, it contains some of the 
composer’s most beautiful music. 
Check it out here:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=A2ytcMBLbGE 
 

Don Giovanni 
Another Da Ponte 
collaboration! Based on the 
story of Don Juan, it tells of a 
shameless womanizer who 
eventually gets his 
comeuppance. Check it out 
here:  
https://www.youtube.com/w
atch?v=RABF0XDNnjw 
 

The Magic Flute 
One of Mozart’s last operas. Written 
in German, it was aimed towards a 
more common audience, rather than 
the aristocratic audiences, who 
preferred Italian opera. The opera is a 
magical fairy tale about the 
interminable struggle between the 
forces of dark and light. Check it out 
here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
YuBeBjqKSGQ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2ytcMBLbGE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2ytcMBLbGE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RABF0XDNnjw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RABF0XDNnjw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YuBeBjqKSGQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YuBeBjqKSGQ
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Attending an Opera                 A guide for first-time opera goers 

Before you go: It is a good idea to do at least a little research about the opera that you are to attend. 

Taking 10 minutes to review the plot or listening to excerpts from the piece, for example on YouTube, will 

make sure you are familiar with what you are about to see and help you to better enjoy all that is 

happening on-stage. 

Find out where the theatre is, where you collect your tickets from, and aim to be there at least twenty 

minutes before the opera starts. Acts in an opera can be quite long and it’s a good idea to use the 

bathroom before it starts. 

What should I wear? There is no obligation to dress up or look fancy, although a trip to the opera can be a 

good opportunity to look smart. If you are attending on an opera’s opening night, you will notice that a lot 

of people are dressed up. But the most important thing is to feel comfortable. 

What do I do during the performance? Enjoy the show and take it all in. Please turn off all cellphones. Be 

aware that any filming, recording and photography is strictly prohibited. Be considerate of all other opera-

goers, so keeping quiet and not tapping or humming along is appreciated! 

How do I understand what is going on?  The Marriage of Figaro was written, and is performed, in Italian. 

However it is always advisable to familiarize yourself with the production before the performance, for 

example by reading the synopsis, so that you’re sure not to miss anything that comes up. However, there 

will be surtitle screens hung above the stage in the theatre which provide an English translation to ensure 

you don’t. 

Putting on an opera 

No opera is staged without the assistance of those ‘behind the scenes’. Check out the links below for more 

of an insight.  

1. Virtual field trips to the opera including interviews and tour behind-the-scenes with LEARNZ 

https://vimeo.com/album/3490357  

2. Behind the scenes at New Zealand Opera (article + video) 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/77739395/NZ-Operas-exports-to-Europe-hit-the-right-note  

3. Stage Manager (Minnesota Opera) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tFH-chHUbxI  

4. Sweeney Todd rehearsals, 2016 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BirC-P4WXPo 

 

  

https://vimeo.com/album/3490357
http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/77739395/NZ-Operas-exports-to-Europe-hit-the-right-note
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tFH-chHUbxI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BirC-P4WXPo
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What next? 

Hopefully the things in this guide have made you interested in the world of opera or some aspect of it.  If 

so, there are plenty of things you can do to keep learning, even when you aren’t at school. Here are some 

suggestions: 

• Attend a live opera when you can  

• Find a Metropolitan Opera Live screening at a movie theatre 

• Watch an opera on YouTube, either a whole one or just the highlights 

• Read books about composers, conductors, opera singers or other topics we have mentioned. 

•  Ask your parents or teachers for advice on where they think you could find more information 
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OPERA GLOSSARY 

The below terms may be helpful in understanding opera better: 

ACT — a major section (like a chapter of a novel) of a dramatic production. Each act may consist of a 
number of scenes. An opera has one or more acts.  

ACCOMPANIMENT — the music that supports or plays a secondary role to the melody. The 
accompaniment can be sung or played.  

ARIA — a solo song.  

COMPOSER – the musician who writes the music of the operatic piece.  

CHORD — more than one note sounded at the same time (simultaneously).  

ENSEMBLE — a group of musicians. In opera an ensemble can refer to any music written for two or more 
voices.  

HARMONY — any combination of notes that are sung or played simultaneously. Usually the word harmony 
refers to a pleasing combination of those sounds (but not always).  

KEY — the presence of tonality.  

LIBRETTO — the text of the opera.  

LYRICIST (LIBRETTIST) — a writer who transforms prose into something suitable for a song setting. This 
writer has the skills of a poet to structure the text into verses.  

MAJOR/MINOR — the modality in harmony. These can be demonstrated by simple triads or coloured by 
extra notes.  

OPERA — A work for the stage that combines music with dramatic and theatrical elements. An opera can 
be of any length, combined with instrumental forces of any size, and can be based on stories of any type. 
An opera in the 16th century can be very different from those created in the 20th century.  

TEXTURE — the layers of sound. Different combination of pitches and of instruments can create interesting 
sound that can be described as heavy or light, thick or thin.  

THEME — a melody belonging to a passage of music or assigned to a dramatic character.  

TIMBRE — the character or quality of a musical sound or voice. 

 


