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The Rake’s Progress

CREATIVE TEAM
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First performance: Teatro La Fenice, Venice, Italy – September 11, 1951

*Opera Omaha debut

Steven White
CONDUCTOR 

Roy Rallo
DIRECTOR  

Pablo Santiago
LIGHTING DESIGNER 

Ronell Oliveri
WIG & MAKEUP DESIGNER 

Liv Redpath*
ANNE TRULOVE   

Craig Colclough*
NICK SHADOW  

Adrian Kramer
TOM RAKEWELL   

Margaret Gawrysiak*
BABA THE TURK 

Donovan Singletary*
FATHER TRULOVE 

Rehanna Thelwell*
MOTHER GOOSE 

Brian Jeffers*
SELLEM 

Jesse Wohlman
KEEPER OF THE MADHOUSE  

David Hockney*
SCENIC & COSTUME 
DESIGNER



IN
SI

D
E 

TH
E 

O
PE

RA

4

TH
E 

RA
KE

’S
 P

RO
G

RE
SS

 S
TU

D
Y 

G
U

ID
E

WHO’S WHO

CHARACTER VOICE TYPE  DESCRIPTION 

Tom Rakewell Tenor A young man from the 
countryside who lives a good 
life but is motivated by wanting 
wealth and fame

Anne Trulove Soprano Tom’s loving fiancée and moral 
compass

Nick Shadow Bass-Baritone A mysterious man who becomes 
Tom’s associate and de facto 
servant 

Baba the Turk Mezzo-Soprano A famous performer and 
notorious “bearded lady”

Father Trulove Bass Anne’s Father who tries to 
secure work for Tom 

Sellem Tenor A fiery auctioneer

Mother Goose Mezzo- Soprano The owner of a brothel in 
London 

Keeper of the Madhouse Baritone The warden at the infamous 
Bedlam Asylum 
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THE STORY OF THE RAKE’S PROGRESS

ACT I 
SCENE 1
Tom Rakewell, a young and penniless country gentleman, is 
in love with Anne Trulove, but her father, the squire, doubts 
Tom’s strength of character. His suspicions are confirmed 
when Tom refuses his offer of steady employment in the 
city. Tom is content to put his trust in Fortune. 

A stranger, who announces himself as Nick Shadow, 
suddenly arrives with the news that an unknown uncle of 
Tom’s has died and left him a fortune. Tom must go at once 
to London to wrap up his uncle’s estate, and Nick offers 
himself as Tom’s servant and guide through the intricacies 
of London life. The question of his salary can be decided in 
due course – in one year and a day, Tom shall pay him what 
his services prove to have been worth. Tom takes leave of 
Anne and her father and sets off with Nick to London.

SCENE 2
Nick introduces Tom to some of the bawdier attractions 
of the big city, teaching him a new creed: to be guided by 
instinct rather than the rules, and to seek pleasure above all 
things. Tom is schooled in Nick’s lessons by Mother Goose, 
but when he struggles to banish his memories of Anne, the 
woman decides to take him in hand, and leads him off to 
introduce him to pleasure.

SCENE 3
Months have passed but Anne has heard no news of Tom. 
She senses that Tom needs her, and resolves to go in search 
of him in London.

ACT II 
SCENE 1
Tom has grown disillusioned by his life in London. Nick 
exhorts him to marry Baba the Turk, the new sensation of 
Giles’ Fair – only if he acts freely can he be happy. To be 
free he must defy the tyranny of appetite and conscience 

– the bearded Baba is the antithesis of appetite, and he 
owes her no duty. Therefore, she is the perfect agent for his 
happiness. Tom allows himself to be persuaded by Nick and 
sets off to woo and win her as his bride.

SCENE 2
Anne finds her way to Tom’s house and sees him arrive 
home escorting a closed sedan chair. She greets him, but he 
begs her to return home and forget him. London has no use 
for her virtue. Anne reaffirms her love for Tom but leaves 
him, shamed, when she learns that the impatient occupant 
of the sedan chair is Baba the Turk, now his wife. Tom leads 
the veiled Baba to the house, as the townspeople crowd 
around the door begging for a glimpse of her.

SCENE 3
Baba sits at breakfast with Tom among the presents given 
to her on a series of triumphant European tours by her 
countless admirers. Tom is bored and infuriates her with his 
indifference. She accuses him of retaining his love for Anne 
and rages until Tom silences her. He relapses into sleep – 
the last refuge of the bored. Nick now prepares to complete 
Tom’s downfall by adding financial disaster to his moral and 
domestic ruin. He wheels in a fantastic, bogus machine for 
converting stones to bread. Tom wakes and tells Nick that 
he has been dreaming of just such a machine, believing that 
it will cure poverty, and bring happiness to the wretched. 
Thus, with charitable deeds, he may again be worthy of 
Anne’s love. He leaves to devote all his energies to this 
noble and philanthropic scheme.
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THE STORY OF THE RAKE’S PROGRESS (CONT.)

ACT III 
SCENE 1
Tom’s financial bubble has burst, bringing ruin to himself and 
countless foolish investors. A crowd of inquisitive townsfolk 
flocks to attend the auction of his belongings. Anne arrives 
to ask news of Tom, but no one can tell her where to find 
him. The auctioneer, Sellem, begins to auction the contents 
of the house. In due course he offers a mysterious object. 
It is Baba, who springs to the defense of her belongings, 
unconscious of the intervening time since Tom silenced her. 
Tom and Nick are heard singing from the street, mocking 
Baba. Anne returns at the sound of the voices. Baba tells 
her that Tom still loves her and that her love may still save 
him. Anne rushes out to look for Tom, and Baba decides to 
go back to her true profession, the stage.

SCENE 2
A year and a day have passed since Nick entered Tom’s 
service. It is time to claim his wages, Tom’s soul. An open 
grave is waiting. He first offers Tom a choice of death by 
poison, steel, rope, or gun, and then proposes that they 
play cards to decide his fate. Nick attempts to cheat, but 
memories of Anne inspire Tom to win the game. Nick is 
enraged at being outwitted, but though cheated of Tom’s 
soul, he takes revenge by striking him with insanity.

SCENE 3
Tom is confined to Bedlam. He thinks himself to be Adonis, 
and when Anne comes to visit him, believes that she 
is Venus, whom he has long been seeking. He asks her 
forgiveness for so long disdaining her love. She comforts 
him, and sings him to sleep with a lullaby. Her love is 
unaltered, but realizing that she can no longer help him, she 
sadly agrees to return home with her father. Tom wakes to 
find that Venus has gone, and his heart breaks.

EPILOGUE
The moral of the fable: The Devil finds work for idle hands, 
and that includes us all.
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CONDUCTOR’S NOTE

The readily apparent 
aptness of the music for 
the text (and vice versa) in 
Igor Stravinsky and W. H. 
Auden’s The Rake’s Progress 
is one of the great wonders 
of 20th-century operatic 
accomplishment. It is a 
creative collaboration that 
should be honored with 

the reverential tones with which we celebrate Mozart and 
Da Ponte, Verdi and Boito, Strauss and Hofmannsthal. Not 
only did they create the story together, but they united their 
respective languages of word and music in an uncommonly 
common purpose. 

Auden’s craft and rhetorical demeanor is not far distant 
from that of the Enlightenment poet Alexander Pope—
always clear, always beautifully stylized, and rife with 
proverbial wisdom. Which is exactly what must be said of 
Stravinsky’s music. It isn’t derivative merely as a trick. His 
use of 18th-century style is the exactly appropriate musical 
vessel in which to infuse dramatic immediacy and symbolic 
efficacy to realize the details of the drama.

Composed in Los Angeles just five years or so after 
the end of World War II, The Rake’s Progress is the 
culmination of Stravinsky’s nearly thirty-year “neo-classical” 
experimentation, breathing life into widely discarded musical 
forms that had been deemed by many to have long since 
served their purpose. 

“Neo-classical” implies an obvious duality—a conscious 
embrace of both the past and the present. Stravinsky very 
purposefully and openly appropriates the style of Mozart 
(Così fan tutte and Don Giovanni, most particularly), Händel, 
even Bach, and Monteverdi. But this warm luminescence 
of diatonic comfort is very often refracted through modern 
sonorities and angular melodic contours. The effect is both 
marvelous and disturbing. As Tom says at the top of Act II, 
“I walk an endless hall of chandeliers, in light that blinds, in 
light that seers, reflected in a million smiles...”

Stravinsky’s opera is a “numbers” opera, as he himself 
described it, incorporating the formal procedures of 18th-
century operatic construction with set pieces—arias, duets, 
larger ensembles and choruses—mortared together by 
“secco recitativo” (recitative accompanied by harpsichord) 

and recitativo accompagnato (recitative accompanied 
by orchestra). The interplay of old and new style is on 
display from the opening notes of the prelude, a toccata 
for trumpets and horns that hearkens back in spirit to the 
introductory bars of Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo of 1607, the first 
great opera in history. 

Complete musical analysis of the opera is a nearly endless 
expedition into a mine of wonders great and small. The 
specificity of each note, the contour of every phrase, 
the color of every harmonic inuendo—everything has 
significance and purpose, even while the music seems to 
unfold with effortless rightness. 

Tom Rakewell is one of the most wonderfully delicious 
roles available to any tenor. The sheer beauty with which 
Stravinsky and Auden clothe his utterances is luxurious 
in the extreme. His first recitative and aria, “Here I stand,” 
begins with the same half-step as Anne’s first words, 
unfolding at first with true classically maestoso string 
writing that undergirds his confidence. Yet when he starts 
the aria proper, he is accompanied only by two bassoons 
somewhat mockingly pointing out the folly of his text, 
“Since it is not by merit we rise or we fall, but the favour of 
Fortune that governs us all, why should I labour for what in 
the end she will give me for nothing if she be my friend?” 
And here we see the beginning of Tom’s demise.

It’s difficult for us to accuse Tom of being completely evil, 
particularly when he so readily expresses his remorse at 
every turn, and with such seeming sincerity. Tom opens the 
second act with one of the greatest English-language tenor 
arias of the 20th, or any, century, “Vary the song, O London, 
change!” Here Stravinsky and Auden are equally profound 
in their treatment of symbolism. Auden writes “disband your 
notes and let them range,” indicating Tom’s weariness of the 
same old futile pursuits that fail to provide him happiness. 
Stravinsky sets the text to music that has plaintive oboe, 
clarinet, and bassoon twining and “ranging” up and down 
the scale with endearing suggestion. In the fast middle 
section of the aria, Tom says, “Up, Nature! The hunt is 
on, the pack is in full cry.” Here Stravinsky employs the 
same unique accompanimental figure that Mozart uses in 
Dorabella’s “Smanie implacabili,” when she says, “Implacable 
desires, which are torturing me, do not leave this soul of 
mine until my anguish makes me die.” Così fan tutte appears 
an obvious point of inspiration for Stravinsky. 



IN
SI

D
E 

TH
E 

O
PE

RA

8

TH
E 

RA
KE

’S
 P

RO
G

RE
SS

 S
TU

D
Y 

G
U

ID
E

In the final scene, once Tom has been rendered insane, 
Stravinsky goes back even further into musical history to 
inform the music with perfect poignancy. As he makes his 
confession to Anne (who he thinks is Venus), Tom (thinking 
himself Adonis) sings, beginning with the same half-step 
interval noted from the beginning of the opera, “In a foolish 
dream, in a gloomy labyrinth I hunted shadows, disdaining 
thy true love; forgive thy servant, who repents his madness, 
forgive Adonis and he shall faithful prove.” Calling upon 
a solo oboe over murmuring strings, Stravinsky gives this 
profound moment the same sense of world-weariness and 
resignation as we find in J. S. Bach’s cantata 82, “Ich habe 
genug”, a poetic setting from the New Testament in which 
Simeon prays, upon seeing the infant Christ, “Lord dismiss 
thy servant, for I have seen thy salvation.” Ancient Simeon 
now awaits his eternal sleep. In like token, Adonis (Tom), 
having at last seen Venus (Anne), is ready for oblivion, and 
asks to sleep on her breast. 

When he awakes, Tom realizes that Anne is gone forever 
and cries out, “My heart breaks. I feel the chill of death’s 
approaching wing. Orpheus, strike from thy lyre a swan-
like music, and weep, ye nymphs and shepherds of these 
Stygian fields, weep for Adonis, the beautiful, the young: 
Weep for Adonis whom Venus loved.” Here Stravinsky pays 
homage to the iconic and profound “Possente spirto” of 
Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo with an outpouring of improvisational-
sounding vocal writing that is both breathtaking and 
heartbreaking. 

Of course, every character, not just Tom, gets the same 
“neo-classical” magical treatment and special care from 
librettist and composer. Anne Trulove, as her name makes 
clear, gets what must be one of the biggest show stopping 
moments in all of 20th-century opera. Her great scena 
that brings act one to a close is a hallmark example of the 
recitative-aria-cabaletta form that opera lovers associate 
with Contessa, Donna Anna, and Fiordiligi of Mozart. “I go, 
I go to him” is as virtuosic and technically difficult a piece of 
stage singing as has ever been written.

Baba the Turk, while among the strangest and not clearly 
understood characters in all of opera, is allowed to express 
herself through a “rage aria,” an angular and outrageous 
outburst of anger and hurt feelings replete with frequent 
prop damage. 

It should be noted that Nick is the element that most brings 
out the “neo” in Stravinsky’s “neo-classical” approach. Take 
for example the introduction to the graveyard scene in Act 
III. Creeping ominously forward along the jagged path of an 
octatonic scale, the prelude, written for solo string quartet, 
is as far from anything that would be associated with 
classical form or harmony, save for the restrained number 
of its instrumental forces. As the scene develops, Stravinsky 
achieves a bizarre and macabre atmosphere with the use of 
harpsichord by itself to accompany the fateful card game 
happening on stage. This “classical” instrument used in a 
very “neo” and brittle way, charges the entire scene with 
profound discomfort and foreboding.

Finally, some mention should be given to the chorus, who, 
whether whores, roaring boys, or sad dwellers of Bedlam, 
are given some of the pithiest and proverb-like things to 
say.

Everywhere and always, Auden and Stravinsky unceasingly 
display their rhetorical and expressive genius. 

— Steven White

CONDUCTOR’S NOTE (CONT.)
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DIRECTOR’S NOTE

Having witnessed the overwhelming devastation caused by the 
Second World War, exiled Russian composer Igor Stravinsky, expat 
British poet W.H. Auden, along with the American poet Chester 
Kallmann constructed their 1951 opera The Rake’s Progress as a 
parable of humankind’s misguided struggle with the desire for 
happiness. When the curtain rises, we find Tom Rakewell in a sort 
of Eden with the ruler of his heart, Anne Trulove. Anne’s father, 
however, insists that his daughter cannot be had for free, but must 
be earned with hard work. Rejecting this idea, young Tom sets 
his hope on trusting his will and the grace of fortune to give him 
whatever his ego desires. When Tom speaks out loud the words 
“I wish I had money,” Nick Shadow appears and tells Tom he has 
inherited a fortune, but that to claim it he must enter the big city. In 
his flight from hard work and responsibility, Tom is tempted by the 
entertainments and inventions of the modern world offered to him 
by Shadow, who, having cleverly induced Tom to dig his own grave, 
eventually reveals he is the Devil himself.  

This production is the first in what was to be a significant part of 
David Hockney’s artistic output; his designs for opera. Subsequent 
designs for The Magic Flute, Tristan und Isolde, a Stravinsky Triple 
Bill (The Rite of Spring/Le rossignol/Oedipus Rex) and a French Triple 
Bill (Parade/Les mamelles de Tirésias/L’enfant et les sortilèges) for The 
Met, Die Frau ohne Schatten and Turandot followed, but none have 
been so regularly revived as The Rake’s Progress, now in its 50th 
year of revivals of John Cox’s staging.  

Like Stravinsky himself, who was inspired by a series of Hogarth 
etchings, Hockney returned to these same drawings to create 
this now famous series of visual tableaux of his own, reflecting 
the various states of Tom’s descent from bucolic innocence to his 
end in Bedlam, all made vibrantly alive by John’s Cox’s concise 
and direct staging of the tale. How more apt than the present to 
contemplate the vision of artists like Stravinsky and Auden, who 
in some sense lived the tale of the opera themselves, and to be 
invited to reflect on how these themes continue play out in our 
own lives, and in our collective history. 

— Roy Rallo
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THE INVENTOR OF THE COMIC STRIP (SORT OF)

The Rake’s Progress is an opera inspired by a set of 
engravings A Rake’s Progress by multidisciplinary English 
artist William Hogarth. It was one of many sets that Hogarth 
produced over his long career and while he drew influences 
from other artists both ancient and modern, he is renowned 
for his use of art to make social commentary and his ability 
to tell a complete story through a series of art pieces. 
Although earlier civilizations like the Ancient Egyptians and 
Greeks certainly had examples of illustration as a means of 
storytelling, Hogarth became a key figure in the evolution 
of graphic narratives, laying the groundwork for what would 
become the comic strip.

While Hogarth was fond of many art forms, the one 
he seemed to capture his attention most was his series 
paintings, which used sequential images to tell a story. 
His first series A Harlot’s Progress (1732) functioned as 
visual narratives, much like modern comic strips, only 
without dialogue. This form also allowed him to make moral 
commentary through his art, and expose the hypocritical 
nature of society as he saw it. He did this like any good 
comic would, he showed the rise and fall of characters, but 
in a way that made the stories engaging to a wide audience.

Hogarth’s use of distinct panels, which stood on their 
own as art but when brought together could convey a 
storyline, closely resembled the sequential nature of a story 
board. His art was filled with unique characters, sharp wit, 
and over-the-top expressions that contributed to both 
the humor and critique embedded in his works. Future 
illustrators took inspiration from this combination of short 

story, satire, and wit when developing the comics which 
would later emerge in the 19th century.

While Hogarth’s art was often focused on moral lessons and 
social critique, his vivid characters and dynamic storytelling 
techniques captured the imaginations of viewers. His ability 
to blend narrative with humor, especially directed at the 
upper crust of society, resonated with the emerging middle 
class, and his work became hugely influential in shaping 
how visual art could communicate complex stories in a 
relatable and entertaining manner.

While Hogarth is not necessarily credited as the inventor 
of the comic strip, his influence on the format is very clear. 
His work laid the foundation and was able to strike a happy 
medium between classical fine art and pop culture, proving 
that a story board could entertain while conveying deeper 
societal messages. Hogarth’s work wasn’t the first to be 
adapted into other performance art forms, but he helped 
shape a visual language that would eventually evolve into 
the comic strips, graphic novels, and other sequential art 
forms that are ubiquitous in modern culture.

A Rake’s Progress, Plate 4, William HogarthA Rake’s Progress, Plate 1, William Hogarth
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STRAVINSKY: THE ROCK STAR COMPOSER

Igor Stravinsky partied with Picasso and has a star on the 
Hollywood walk of fame. He is hailed as one of the most 
influential figures in the classical music world. His dynamic 
career was marked by constantly pushing boundaries, 
dramatic controversies, and constant, but keen, pursuit of 
revitalizing how the audience experienced music. Born in 
1882 in St. Petersburg, Russia, Stravinsky initially trained as 
a lawyer but found his true calling in music. His early works, 
especially those written for the Ballets Russes in Paris, 
propelled him into fame. The world premiere of The Firebird 
in 1910 was a watershed moment, but it was the debut of 
The Rite of Spring in 1913 that would make Stravinsky an 
international sensation—and arguably the most talked-about 
composer of the 20th century.

The Rite of Spring remains one of the most controversial and revolutionary compositions 
in the history of music. Stravinsky dove headfirst into the modernist style. He used jarring 
harmonies, irregular rhythms, and an aggressive sound that shocked the audience at 
its premiere. Riots reportedly erupted in the theater at the premiere due to audience’s 
response to of the music’s raw dissonance and unconventional approach. Stravinsky loved 
challenging the boundaries of what was considered acceptable in concert music. The work’s 
exploration of pagan rituals and its rhythmic intensity divided the audience in attendance 
and beyond as word spread. Stravinsky became a symbol of the avant-garde. 

Much like a rock star challenging musical conventions, Stravinsky didn’t rest on his laurels. 
After his early success, he continued to experiment with new styles and sounds. His neo-
classical period, beginning in the 1920s, saw him move away from the lush orchestration 
of Russian romanticism in favor of a leaner, more restrained style. Works like Pulcinella 
and Symphony of Psalms reflect a return to classical forms, but filtered through a modern 
sensibility. 

Much like modern musicians who constantly evolve in both musicality and lyricism for fear 
of growing out of touch, Stravinsky’s ability to reinvent himself throughout his career kept 
him relevant and perpetually fresh. He had a polarizing personality. While some found him 
charming others despised his arrogance,which only added to his popularity as people could 
never quite figure him out as a person or a composer. This enigmatic quality helped cement 
his celebrity status within the classical music world and beyond. Despite controversies 
over his changing styles and tastes, Stravinsky’s music continues to captivate, from his 
groundbreaking early works to his more experimental late compositions.
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BEFORE YOU GO:
The Rake’s Progress is an opera written based on a set of engravings by English artist William Hogarth. This is known as 
“ekphrastic art”, where an artist takes inspiration from someone else’s work and creates an entirely new piece of art. 

What other examples of ekphrastic art can you think of in any genre?

How close do you think the ekphrastic piece should be to the piece it was inspired by?

What is the difference between plagiarizing a piece and paying homage to it?

This opera is an example of a Faustian Tale, a work that takes inspiration from the German legend based on Johann Faust. 
In these stories, the main character often sacrifices their morals (and sometimes their soul in the deal with the devil) to gain 
wealth, power, knowledge, or love.  Sometimes the character outsmarts the devil and comes away with their prize, and in 
others they succumb to the temptation of the easy way out. These stories highlight the unintended consequences of getting 
the things you wished for and the price you ultimately pay for them in the end. 

Can you think of any modern stories that incorporate Faustian elements? The Little Mermaid, for example, sees Ariel 
make a deal with Ursula without realizing what price she may pay.

Why do you think these kinds of stories have been adapted so many times in music, film, television, and even video 
games? What elements make them interesting?

What type of set design, costumes, or music would you expect from an opera dealing with these themes? 

AFTER THE SHOW:
The Rake’s Progress takes inspiration from Hogarth’s engravings and Faustian lore to give the audience a whimsical and witty 
show while simultaneously imparting a greater moral lesson in the subtext.

What do you think is the lesson to learn from The Rake’s Progress?

Do you think Tom Rakewell is a good person who gave into temptation? Is he a bad person who got what he 
deserved? What made him likeable or unlikeable to you and how did that affect the way you felt about the opera?

The character of Nick Shadow is a thinly veiled portrayal of Mephistopheles, or the Devil. What ploys does he use 
to try and win Tom’s soul? How and why are they effective on Tom? Do you think fate, morality, and temptation are 
accurately represented in their dealings?

Stravinsky was a master at manipulating sound to fit the mood he was looking for in a piece. How do you think the 
music fits the theme?

Iconic artist David Hockney designed the sets and costumes of this production 50 years ago. How do you think the 
visual aspects enhanced or detracted from the piece? If you were to design the show, how and where would you 
set the piece, and what would it look like?

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 	
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WHAT IS A WORKING DRESS REHEARSAL?
Whether an opera is an original Opera Omaha production, a co-production with one or more companies, a rental from 
another company, or a revival or remount of an Opera Omaha production, each production must be adjusted for the 
Orpheum Theater stage. While each department works independently to learn and produce their aspect of the show, it 
takes tremendous coordination and expense to run through the show with everyone involved.

The final working dress rehearsal is the last time all the elements of the production are brought together before the opening 
night performance, and the final opportunity for the staff and cast to make adjustments to the on-stage performances, 
orchestration, sets, costumes, lighting and other technical aspects of the opera. When you attend a dress rehearsal you will 
see some of the artistic, production, and administrative staff stationed behind computers and other equipment in the seats 
in front of the orchestra. Occasionally they may stop the performance to give notes to the singers, coordinate with the 
orchestra conductor, or address a staging or technical concern.

Another characteristic of a working dress rehearsal is that singers sometimes “mark” portions of their vocal parts. This 
means the singer may not sing out completely through the entire rehearsal. This could be because he or she wants to 
preserve his/her voice for opening night. In most cases, however, if the dress rehearsal is open to the public, the singers 
treat the occasion as a performance for the audience present.

On the day of the dress rehearsal, the staff sits in the theater and monitors the performance. Each department is 
responsible for specific aspects of the production, but there are basic skills that are important for everyone:

TIME MANAGEMENT
Planning well and using time efficiently to accomplish one’s goals

A STRONG WORK ETHIC
The desire to work hard and do well in one’s job

LIFELONG LEARNING 
Continued study in one’s chosen field

CREATIVE THINKING 
The ability to solve problems as they arise 
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WHO ARE THE PEOPLE WORKING BEHIND THE TABLES?

ARTISTIC STAFF
This could be the director of artistic administration, the director of production and the artistic planning staff. They act in a 
supervisory role, in case something goes wrong and a problem needs to be solved.

STAGE DIRECTOR AND ASSISTANT DIRECTOR
The stage director is responsible for the dramatic interpretation of the opera. They will give notes to the assistant director 
about anything that needs to be changed and will refer to the notes in communicating with the performers.

PRODUCTION STAGE MANAGER
The production stage manager communicates all the cues throughout the production including lighting changes, the 
movement of set pieces, and when the performers enter the stage.

TECHNICAL STAFF
The technical director and their staff supervise the physical elements on stage, such as sets, lights, sound, communications, 
and video.

LIGHTING DESIGNER AND ASSISTANT LIGHTING DESIGNER
As with the directors, the lighting designer oversees the lights and gives notes to the assistant lighting designer, who is also 
communicating with the follow spot operators. 

COSTUME STAFF
The costume director and wardrobe assistants are present to make any last-minute costume adjustments.

MUSIC STAFF
Because the conductor is working and cannot tell how the orchestra sounds from outside the orchestra pit, one or more 
music assistants are seated in the theater to monitor the sound and balance from within the house.

EFFECTS AND ANIMATION
If the production has special visual effects, there will be staff to oversee those elements as well.
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BEHIND THE SCENES – JOBS AT THE OPERA HOUSE
Opera is one of the most popular forms of art in the world and is growing in popularity in the United States—particularly 
among young people. The combination of spectacle, music, and drama continues to thrill audiences. Opera is truly an 
international art form. While each company has its own orchestra and chorus, or group of singers, opera companies all over 
the world share opera productions (the sets and costumes of opera), and singers travel all over to sing the roles that made 
them famous. But there is more to opera than famous singers, orchestra, and spectacle. Many people work hard behind 
the scenes to make each opera performance happen. Opera companies employ administrators and production personnel 
who are responsible for the productions you see. If you wish to explore careers in the arts, here are some professions at an 
opera company that might interest you.

CONDUCTOR
Opera companies may have their own resident conductor or may invite guest conductors to conduct specific operas. 
Conductors are accomplished and highly trained musicians, who often play several instruments and must be able to read 
music with the fluency of their native language. Not every conductor wants to conduct opera; conducting for the voice is a 
highly specialized skill. Conductors also specialize in different kinds of music; some conductors are known for early music, 
others specialize in composers, like Mozart or Rossini, while some are skilled in conducting contemporary or new music. The 
conductor may have an assistant who accompanies in rehearsals. A chorus master works with the chorus, conducting them 
in rehearsals and supervises them while they learn the music.

STAGE DIRECTOR
The director is responsible for the overall concept of the production, for the performers’ interpretations of their roles, and 
for moving the action on the stage. Directors choose to set operas in a different time or place or modernize the setting. 
Directors are usually hired for a specific production, and like conductors, they specialize in different styles. Opera directors 
often work internationally. The director often works with an assistant who, among other duties, takes staging notes during 
rehearsals.

SET DESIGNER
The set designer works closely with the director to create the look of the opera. The director determines where and when 
the opera will take place, and the designer will sketch the locations. They might do this after extensive research. A set 
designer must know a great deal about construction and materials, for the set must be created to be lightweight, sturdy, 
and practical. They must also know about light, for the colors for the set must work with the lights illuminating the stage.

COSTUME DESIGNER
The costume designer works closely with both the director and set designer to create the costumes for every character in 
the opera. The costume designer will draw their ideas for each character. Costume constructors build (or sew) the costumes. 
Some characters change their costumes many times—a young girl in Act One may be portrayed as an old woman in Act 
Three—and the designer must develop specific details, down to the kind of fabric to be used, for each costume.

LIGHTING DESIGNER
The lighting designer must be knowledgeable about electricity, color, and theater techniques to create a design that will 
work for the opera. A lighting designer must be a good draftsman, for they will draw the “light plot,” a rendering of every 
light to be used and its placement in the theater. The lighting designer creates mood, atmosphere, and locale through the 
clever use of light and color.

TECHNICAL DIRECTOR
The technical director oversees all the technical aspects of the company’s production. They work with the designers and 
with the stage crew to make sure the sets, props, and lights are effective and work together.
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COSTUME DIRECTOR
The costume director supervises all aspects of costumes working with the costume designer to make sure all requests are 
met. They also supervise construction of costumes or arrange to buy or rent costumes the company doesn’t make, make 
sure all the costumes fit the singers, and supervise the wardrobe staff who ensure the costumes are kept clean and in good 
condition.

PRODUCTION MANAGER
The production manager supervises all other aspects of the production, including the stage management staff (see below), 
wig, make-up, rehearsal schedules, and more.

STAGE MANAGER
Stage managers are responsible for “calling” the show; during the rehearsals and performances, they tell the person who 
controls the lights when to change them; they tell the person who opens and closes the curtains when to do their job; they 
tell the performers when to enter and exit stage. They are the boss of the production during performances. There is a team 
of stage managers for opera productions, and usually a PSM, or production stage manager leads that team with at least one 
ASM, or assistant stage manager.

WIG AND MAKE-UP MASTER
Just like in the movies, opera singers wear make-up on stage. Sometimes the make-up is elaborate (a young singer must be 
made-up to look old, for example) and sometimes it is simple. In order for the singers’ faces to be seen under bright

lights and in a large auditorium, all must wear make-up. Wigs are often used, even when the singers’ own hair will look fine, 
because it is easier for the wig master to set the wig than it is to set the singer’s own hair.

ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF
Opera companies are usually headed by a General Director. There may also be a Chief Operating Officer or Managing 
Director who oversees operations and functions of marketing and fundraising. Other members of the staff include the 
Director of Artistic Administration, who casts singers in their roles and negotiates with their agents, the Marketing Director 
who is in charge of advertising, public relations, and selling tickets, the Development Director who is in charge of raising 
money (operas are very expensive to produce—ticket sales cover less than half of the what it actually costs!), the Finance 
Director who oversees budgets and money, and the Engagement Programs Director who is in charge of programs for 
schools and the community. The number and roles of artist administrative staff vary widely from company to company. 
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THE LANGUAGE OF OPERA

Acoustics The science of sound; the qualities of sound in an enclosed space.

Act Main sections of a play or opera.

Aria A song for solo voice in an opera used to express feelings or comment on the story.

Baritone The middle male voice; often cast as kings, priests, and villains. This voice type is higher 
than a bass but lower than a tenor.

Bass The lowest male voice; often cast as comic roles and older men. 

Bel Canto A genre and style of opera most popular in the early 19th century that has long flowing 
melodies and lots of vocal embellishment.

Bravo Italian meaning “well done”; opera tradition calls for the audience to shout “bravo!” at the 
end of an excellent performance.

Choreography A dance or the making of a dance; some operas include dance sequences.

Chorus A group of singers usually divided into sections of sopranos, altos, tenors, and basses; the 
opera chorus often represents the general community, who comments on the story and 
sometimes voices the thoughts, fears and suspicions of the audience.

Composer The person who writes the music of an opera or other musical compositions.

Conductor As the musical director of the opera, the conductor leads both the orchestra and the 
singers. 

Contralto The lowest female singing voice.

Cover A replacement for a singer in case of illness; an understudy.

Crescendo Meaning “growing,” used as a musical direction to indicate that the music is to get 
gradually louder.

Director The person responsible for the dramatic interpretation of opera.

Duet A song for two voices.

Dynamics The degree of loudness and softness in music.

Ensemble A French word that means “together”; a group performing together.

Finale The ending segment of an act or scene, often very lively.

Forte (f) Italian for “strong” or “loud.” An indication to perform at a loud volume, but not as loudly as 
fortissimo.

Fortissimo (ff) Very loudly. The trombones love this.
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Grand Opera Popular from the 19th century through the present, grand opera combines chorus and 
ballet with other elements of spectacle.

Intermission A break between the acts of an opera. The lights go on and the audience is free to move 
around. 

Leitmotif A recurring musical theme, often a short melody (but also can be a chord progression or 
rhythm), associated with a particular character, place or idea.

Libretto The text of an opera; literally, “a little book.”

Librettist The person who writes the libretto.

Melody A succession of musical tones (i.e., notes not sounded at the same time), often prominent 
and singable.

Mezzo-soprano Middle range female voice.

Musical A staged story told by interweaving songs and music with spoken dialogue.

Opera A play which is sung.

Opera Buffa A comedic style of Italian Opera that dominated the early 18th century.

Opera Seria The noble and “serious” style of Italian opera that rivaled the less-serious Opera Buffa.

Operetta A light opera, whether full-length or not, often using spoken dialogue. The plots are 
romantic and improbable, even farcical, and the music tuneful and undemanding. 

Orchestra The group of musicians and trombonists who, led by the conductor, accompany the 
singers. 

Orchestra Pit The sunken area in front of the stage where the orchestra plays.

Overture An introduction to the opera played by the orchestra.

Play A staged story told through spoken dialogue.

Pianissimo (pp) Very softly. The trombones usually ignore this instruction.

Piano (p) Meaning “flat,” or “low”. Softly, or quietly, but not quite as much as pianissimo.

Pitch The highness/lowness of a sound or tone.

Prima donna The leading woman singer in an operatic cast or company.

Plot The story or main idea.

Production The set, costumes, and other physical elements. 

Proscenium The architectural “frame” of the stage space. The areas hidden from the audience’s view, 
behind the proscenium are called the “wings”.
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Recitative A sung speech that moves the action along by providing information.

Score The written music of the opera or other musical compositions.

Set The structures, furniture and decoration on stage.

Solo Music sung by one performer.

Soprano Highest female voice.

Tempo The speed of the music.

Tenor Highest male voice; young men and heroes are often tenors.

Timbre Quality of a tone, also an alternative term for “tone-color.”

Tone-color The characteristic quality of tone of an instrument or voice.

Trio Three people singing together; a song for three people.

Verismo A type of “realism” in Italian opera during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in which 
the plot was on a contemporary, often violent, theme.

Volume A description of how loud or soft a sound is. The trombones do not understand this.

Zarzuela Popular Spanish opera style that mixes dialogue with music, similar to American musical 
theater.
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A GUIDE TO VOICE PARTS & ORCHESTRA FAMILIES

VOICE PARTS

SOPRANO
Sopranos have the highest voices, and usually play the heroines of an opera. This means they often sing many arias and fall 
in love and/or die more often than other treble voice types.

MEZZO-SOPRANO OR MEZZO
This is the middle treble voice, and has a darker, warmer sound than the soprano. Mezzos often play mothers and 
villainesses, although sometimes they are cast as seductive heroines. Mezzos also play young men on occasion, aptly called 
“pants roles” or “trouser roles.”

CONTRALTO OR ALTO
Contralto, or alto, is the lowest treble voice. Contralto is a rare voice type. Altos usually portray older females, or witches.

COUNTERTENOR
This is the highest non-treble voice, and another vocal rarity. Countertenors sing in a similar range as a contralto. 
Countertenor roles are most common in baroque opera, but some contemporary composers also write parts for 
countertenors.

TENOR
If there are no countertenors on stage, then the highest non-treble voice in opera is the tenor. Tenors are usually the heroes 
who win their love’s heart  or die horribly in the attempt.

BARITONE
The middle non-treble voice. In comic opera, the baritone is often a schemer, but in tragic opera, they are more likely to play 
the villain.

BASS
The lowest non-treble voice. Low voices usually suggest age and wisdom in serious opera, and basses usually play kings, 
fathers, and grandfathers. In comic opera, basses often portray old characters that are foolish or laughable.

FAMILIES OF THE ORCHESTRA
STRINGS: violins, violas, cellos, double basses 
WOODWIND: piccolos, flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons 
BRASS: trumpets, trombones, French horns, tubas 
PERCUSSION: bass drum, kettle drums, timpani, xylophones, piano, bells, gongs, cymbals, chimes
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OPERA OMAHA HISTORY
For over 60 years Opera Omaha has brought audiences outstanding production quality, artistry, and 
educational opportunities. Today, a strong blend of traditional and innovative programming continues to 
engage the Omaha community through opera. 

Opera Omaha began in 1958 as the Omaha Civic Opera Society, an all-volunteer community opera 
association. By the early 1970s, the company became fully professional, and its name was changed to 
Opera Omaha. In 1975, Opera Omaha moved performances to the historic Orpheum Theater. 

The company holds a commitment to high production standards. Throughout the years, Opera Omaha 
has commissioned numerous new productions utilizing innovative production techniques and engaging 
visual artists such as Jun Kaneko. These productions have garnered interest from other opera companies 
and have raised Opera Omaha’s artistic profile nationally and internationally. From 2018-2020, Opera 
Omaha produced the ONE Festival. With an emphasis on continual experimentation and new work, the 
ONE festival fostered an environment that encouraged and celebrated bold risks and transformative 
storytelling with familiar stories and new realms of cinema, poetry, costume design and interactive, 
participatory music-making. 

Opera Omaha has also presented educational and engagement programming in schools and communities 
throughout the region for the last three decades. With a vision for the company that includes a balanced 
program of operas annually with an expansion of the company’s civic footprint beyond the doors of 
the Orpheum Theater, the Holland Community Opera Fellowship was created in 2017. The Holland 
Community Opera Fellowship works collaboratively with community partners to co-create programming 
that helps individuals, organizations, and communities reach their goals, serving as a creative and artistic 
resource to the community. Through its extensive programming, Opera Omaha serves individuals from 
eastern Nebraska, western Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, and the southeastern Dakotas, while also drawing 
national visitors.

MISSION STATEMENT

Opera Omaha is a growth-minded, high energy, and innovative company with a demanding mission: 

producing opera performances in multiple formats and styles and co-creating artist-led programs for 

a variety of community service organizations. We believe the power of opera is transformational, and 

as a result supports the creation of an inventive, creative, empathetic, and inclusive community that 

inspires joy, self-discovery, kinder discourse, and opportunity for all.

Since 1958 Opera Omaha has been led by devotion to two elements: Art and Community. Everything 

we’ve done, and continue to do, is guided by the hope that through this work we can ask questions, 

enrich lives and uplift our city.

Learn more about Opera Omaha and educational opportunities at operaomaha.org


