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ABOUT THIS RESOURCE
This resource is designed for secondary school students in Years 9-12. Activities can be used in the classroom
alongside or separate to Victorian Opera’s double bill, Echo & Narcissus / Cassandra.
The activities for Years 9 and 10 suggested in this resource align with the Australian Curriculum Learning Areas
in The Arts, specifically:
• Music
• Drama
• Visual Arts
The table below outlines how the activities designed around each Learning Area align to the Australian
Curriculum General Capabilities.
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Numeracy
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Activities devised for Years 11-12 have been done so in accordance with the Victorian Certificate of Education
Study Design for:
Performing Arts
• Drama
• Music Performance
• Theatre Studies
Visual Arts
• Art
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ABOUT THE WORK: CASSANDRA
SYNOPSIS
It’s late. Cassandra and Apollo are at Apollo’s place and, having polished off her glass of wine, Cassandra goes
to put on her shoes to leave. In a bid to get her to stay the night, Apollo picks up his Magic 8-ball to consult the
Gods and it declares she can’t leave just yet.
As Apollo approaches her and makes his intentions clear, she distracts him, asking for a tour of his apartment.
He tries to impress her with his godliness and in his second attempt to seduce her, he encourages her to give in
to fate. In response, Cassandra denies fate’s control over her life, instead declaring that she will live free from
destiny and give in to chance: ‘what will be, will be’.
Inviting her to dance, Apollo attempts to seduce her once more and just as he’s about to kiss her she stops
him, telling him he’s read the situation wrong. She attempts to leave but he grabs her arm and she slaps him.
Angered by her actions, he blocks her exit and threatens her with the powers he possesses.
Apollo puts his hand over her mouth and she freezes in place. He tells her what will soon unfold, how the war
will be over and about the parting gift from the enemy, a horse they will open. He unfreezes her and places his
curse: ‘You will never be believed’.
All of a sudden, Cassandra is dancing with her father, Priam. She sees Apollo wheel out a cake with a horse
icing pattern. Priam takes a slice, begins to eat it then starts to choke, drops his glass and collapses dead on the
floor. Apollo looks at Cassandra knowingly and says with sarcasm, ‘Who could have predicted this?’.
Priam enters, celebrating the victory Troy has achieved after ten years of war. Just like in her vision, Priam
dances with Cassandra in triumph but she tries to resist it. Priam invites Cassandra to say a few words to mark
the occasion and before she can say too much, Apollo wheels out a cake in the shape of a horse. Cassandra
goes into a trance and repeats the prophecy Apollo shared with her earlier on. Embarrassed by her words,
Priam tries to brush it off with claims that she doesn’t know what she’s saying or doing. Apollo tells her that it’s
out of her hands and there’s nothing she can do.
Priam smashes his glass in rage, then taking a moment to compose himself, laughs and comments on
Cassandra’s free spirit and powerful imagination. He turns his attention to the cake and places some in his
mouth. He starts to choke and falls to the ground.
Apollo turns to Cassandra who stands in shock and dismay and asks her if it really matters whether she tells the
truth or not. In response, Cassandra predicts the fall of Troy, as well as her own demise and that of Apollo’s,
before speaking of a new beginning that will follow.
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CREATIVE TEAM

SIMON BRUCKARD
Composer

CONSTANTINE COSTI
Librettist

SAM STRONG
Director

ANNA CORDINGLEY
Set and Costume
Designer

PAUL JACKSON
Lighting Designer

SAMUEL SAKKER
Apollo
Tenor

SIMON MEADOWS
Priam
Bass-baritone

CHARACTERS AND CAST

SHAKIRA DUGAN
Cassandra
Mezzo-soprano
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ABOUT THE WORK: ECHO AND NARCISSUS
SYNOPSIS
In a forest before sunrise a chorus of nymphs emerge and spot Narcissus. Echo, a young nymph, sees him and
instantly falls in love with him. Unable to speak of her own accord, she echoes the words of the chorus who
sing of his beauty and youthfulness.
Yearning to speak to him and to share her love, the nymphs tell of how Echo’s voice was stolen by the queen of
gods as punishment, leaving her with a fate to echo endlessly.
The nymphs describe his effect on her and how she yearns and longs for his touch. She echoes their words and
soon enough Narcissus hears her although he cannot see her. She echoes his words and after a while, comes
out of her hiding place and stretches out her hand to touch his face.
Disgusted by her, he recoils from her touch and rejects her love, saying he could never love her. She tries to
speak but slowly starts to change, turning into a rock that weeps and seeps with pain.
The chorus turn to Narcissus and, angered by Echo’s transformation, curse him so that he will echo her
hopeless love and drown in grief. Although he cannot hear their words, he feels a foreboding and chill in the air
and is overcome with a thirst to drink deeply and satisfy his desire.
Narcissus leans over the pool and sees a handsome young man looking back at him, unaware that he is looking
at his own reflection. He is stunned into silence. He tries to summon the boy out of the pool, but the reflection
is shattered when his hands break the surface of the pond.
The chorus tell of the prophecy that haunts him. His mother who longed to know whether he would live a long
life and find love asked a prophet to look to his future. The prophet warned that Narcissus can never know
himself or else fade away and die before he can experience love and grow.
Narcissus continues to plead with the boy and again tries to reach out to him. He begs to touch and kiss him.
Lost in love, he calls out to him: ‘Why won’t you speak to me?’ but only silence answers.
Narcissus suddenly realises he’s fallen in love with a reflection and the love he has can never be returned. He
tries to turn away but cannot move. Slowly, his beauty fades. Echo reappears and repeats his final words as he
starts to transform into the flower that bears his name.
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CREATIVE TEAM

KEVIN MARCH
Composer

JANE MONTGOMERYGRIFFITHS
Librettist

SAM STRONG
Director

ANNA CORDINGLEY
Set and Costume
Designer

PAUL JACKSON
Lighting Designer

CHARACTERS AND CAST

KATHRYN RADCLIFFE
Echo
Soprano

NATHAN LAY
Narcissus
Tenor

Chorus
Elizabeth Barrow, Soprano
Jane Magao, Soprano
Louise Keast, Mezzo-soprano
Ursula Paez, Mezzo-soprano
Emily Barber-Briggs, Alto
Heather Fletcher, Alto
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GREEK MYTHOLOGY
A VERY BRIEF HISTORY
In Ancient Greece, stories about gods and goddesses, heroes, heroines and monsters were an important
element of everyday life and gave meaning to the world in which people lived.
Many of the mythical stories that modern-day society is familiar with originated in the Bronze Age and were
passed on from generation to generation through oral tradition. It wasn’t until the Archaic and Classical
periods that many of these myths were written down. Later Greek writers, such as Aeschylus, Sophocles and
Euripides, expanded on these myths to create their own versions.
There were many types of myths in Greek culture, each of which told stories on a particular theme. For
example, myths of origins recounted the creation and views of the universe, while myths of the gods
chronicled their births, victories, love affairs, powers or any rituals associated with them. Other types of myths
include those of heroes, seasonal renewal, animal transformation and interaction with humans.
At the centre of Greek mythology are the pantheon of deities who lived on Mount Olympus, the highest
mountain in Greece. These gods and goddesses controlled every aspect of human life. They are described as
looking like men and women but could transform themselves into animals or flowers. While they possessed
supernatural powers, they were susceptible to weaknesses and passions shared by their human counterparts.
The twelve main Olympian gods and goddesses were:

•

Zeus (Jupiter, in Roman mythology): the king of all the gods (and father to many) and god of weather, law
and fate

•

Hera (Juno): the queen of the gods and goddess of women and marriage

•

Aphrodite (Venus): goddess of beauty and love

•

Apollo (Apollo): god of prophesy, music, poetry and knowledge

•

Ares (Mars): god of war

•

Artemis (Diana): goddess of hunting, animals and childbirth

•

Athena (Minerva): goddess of wisdom and defence

•

Demeter (Ceres): goddess of agriculture and grain

•

Dionysus (Bacchus): god of wine, pleasure and festivity

•

Hephaestus (Vulcan): god of fire, metalworking and sculpture

•

Hermes (Mercury): god of travel, hospitality and trade, and Zeus’s personal messenger

•

Poseidon (Neptune): god of the sea

There were many other gods and goddesses as well as demi-gods who were half-human, half god.
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THE MYTH OF CASSANDRA
In Greek mythology, Cassandra was the most beautiful daughter of Priam and Hecuba, the king and queen of
Troy. While she had many siblings, the most notable are Hector, Paris and her twin brother Helenus.
In some versions of the myth, Cassandra was born with the ability to see the future, while in others, it was
bestowed upon her by Apollo, son of Zeus. In all versions, regardless of how she obtained her prophetic gifts, a
curse is placed upon her by Apollo after she denies his advances, and from that point on, her prophecies are no
longer believed by anyone.
Some of her predictions that were ignored include: the fall of Troy after her brother Paris returns home with
Helen, the wife of Menelaus; the Trojan War and the Trojan horse that was led into the city; and her own death
after she was taken as a wife by Agamemnon and murdered by his wife, Clytemnestra.
Victorian Opera’s production of Cassandra focuses on two of the key moments that feature in the myths that
concern her: the moment in which Apollo places a curse on her and the fall of Troy after her predictions go
ignored.

THE MYTH OF ECHO AND NARCISSUS
The version of Victorian Opera’s production of Echo and Narcissus is based on that written by Ovid in his
Metamorphoses.
Publius Ovidius Naso, or Ovid as he was more commonly known, is considered to be one of the most influential
poets in Western literary tradition, influencing writers such as Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400), John Milton
(1608-1674), Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), William Shakespeare (1564-1616) and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
(1749-1832).
Born in Italy in 43 BCE, he followed the natural succession of most upper-middle-class families, undertaking
studies in oration and rhetoric in Rome before traveling to the Greek islands for a year to further his education.
After one year, he abandoned his career in the public life, much to the dismay of his parents, and followed his
true passion of writing. He gained success as a writer very quickly and it wasn’t long before he was the most
well-known poet in Rome.
Most of his poetry and written work provided advice to young lovers. While his writings were very successful
with the public, they were not so with Emperor Augustus. The Emperor believed that part of the declining state
of the Empire was due to the lack of morals within society and his aim was to return to a stricter observation
of Rome’s older traditions, specifically around religion and the marriage bed. Ovid did not agree with the
Emperor’s beliefs and expressed his opinions in his poetry. It is believed that this is part of the reason why
Emperor Augustus banished Ovid to Tomi in 8 CE.
Ovid’s most famous work was his Metamorphoses, a collection of fifteen books written in a dactylic hexameter.
The collection is a chronology from the creation of the world until the death of Caesar. It includes many tales
from classical and Near Eastern myths and legends, explores the human race’s interaction with the gods and
the trials and tribulations of heroes and heroines such as Perseus, Theseus, Hector and Achilles.
Echo and Narcissus is featured in Book III, from line 339-510. To read the myth, visit:
https://ovid.lib.virginia.edu/trans/Metamorph3.htm#476975712.
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THE ARTS – MUSIC
WHAT IS OPERA?
Opera as a European art form has been in existence since the 1600s and became especially popular in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Today there are many styles of opera performance, but they all have one
thing in common – an opera is a play that is sung.
The predominant languages of opera are Italian, French, German and English.
The main difference between opera and musical theatre is amplification: musical theatre is usually amplified
while opera is not. In addition, musical theatre usually includes spoken dialogue as well as music and dance.
Opera, on the other hand, uses recitative; a singing style designed to imitate natural speech.

WHERE DID OPERA COME FROM?
The origin of opera can be traced back to the Ancient Greeks who lived over 2,000 years ago. The advances
in society that this sophisticated civilisation developed included the invention of a city-state (polis) resulting in
a golden age of culture, music, art, poetry and drama, including beautiful sculpture, remarkable architecture
and the creation of classical poetry, such as the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer. Ancient Greece had a profound
influence on the discovery and advancement of science, physics, maths, astronomy and geometry, producing
the influential philosophers Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and Cicero They approached the big questions of life
often in a genuine scientific way, daring to question and challenge traditional conventions and prejudices of
their age. The Ancient Greeks also loved the theatre, with playwrights including Sophocles, Aeschylus and
Euripides writing enduring works that informed the future dramatic structures of playwriting.
In the following thousand years, much of the knowledge and skills Ancient Greece had established was lost,
particularly in the sciences and arts. For example, the art in what we refer to as the Middle Ages had lost some
of the scientific application that had made Greek art and sculpture so lifelike. From about the 1300s, Italian
scholars set out to rediscover many of the Ancient Greeks’ innovations. This period was called the Renaissance,
which translates literally as ‘rebirth’. Founded in Florence, it marked a period of enlightenment and the
rediscovery and study of culture, philosophy, art, architecture and science. Highly influential artists such as
Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Botticelli, Raphael and Donatello; philosophers; writers; and mathematicians
including Galileo, Shakespeare, Erasmus and Copernicus contributed a wealth of knowledge during this era.
One art form the Renaissance scholars were particularly interested in was Greek theatre. The texts had
survived time, but the performance practice indications had been lost. Scholars knew from writings by
philosophers such as Aristotle and Plato that the plays were accompanied by music and this helped raise the
emotional impact of the works. But how? What did the music do? How were the lines sung?
A group of thinkers and musicians from Florence called the Florentine Camerata, met regularly to determine
how the musical accompaniment might have sounded and supported the text. They invented a new art form in
which the dialogue in a play would be sung. They decided to call the new art form ‘Opera’, which simply meant
‘work’. The first truly successful opera was called L’Orfeo. It was composed by Claudio Monteverdi and is still
performed today.
Following the great success of this work, opera became popular all over Europe and then the world. The style
of opera and the way it was performed developed over the centuries to reflect the culture of the time. At its
height in the 1800s, opera was performed regularly in theatres in every major city.
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VOICE TYPES AND SINGING STYLES
There are seven voice types in opera, each of which is defined by the range of notes they can sing and their
vocal quality.
There are three female operatic voice types, although most operas only have soprano and mezzo-soprano
roles.

•

Soprano – the highest sounding female voice with a vocal range from middle C up to the C two octaves
above.

•

Mezzo-Soprano – slightly lower than the soprano with a vocal range from the G below middle C to the A
two octaves above.

•

Contralto – the lowest sounding female voice and rarely used in opera today. The vocal range for this voice
type is from the F below middle C to a high F one octave above.

There are four male voice types, although the countertenor voice is most often used in operas from the
Baroque period (1600-1750).

•

Countertenor – the highest sounding male voice with almost the same vocal range as a mezzo-soprano; the
G below middle C to a high F one octave above.

•

Tenor – a high sounding male voice that usually takes the leading male role. The vocal range for this type is
roughly from the C below middle C to the C above.

•

Baritone – the middle sounding male voice with a vocal range from the second G below middle C up to the
G above.

•

Bass – the lowest sounding male voice which has a vocal range from the E above middle C to the E two
octaves below, however some bass singers can go even lower.

Below is a diagram that illustrates where each voice type sits on a music stave.

Soprano

Mezzosoprano

Contralto

Countertenor

Tenor

Baritone

Bass

There are further categories of voice defining the kind of quality and the type of music they can sing. The
composer will consider voice types to highlight the different characters – for example, to differentiate
between a King and a Servant or a Princess and a Witch.
A few of these are:

•

Coloratura – a very high range with the ability to sing complicated parts with agility.

•

Dramatic – a heavy sounding, powerful voice.

•

Lyric – an average sized voice with the ability to sing long, beautiful phrases.

•

Heldentenor –The ‘heroic tenor’, a very big role that requires a powerful sound.

Follow the links below to hear examples of what these voices sound like:
Classical Female Voices – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AIPFAww8X-U
Classical Male Voices – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRL7shs23Wc
To see the voice types used in Cassandra, turn to page 5 of this resource. For those used in Echo and Narcissus,
go to page 7.
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CASSANDRA: ORCHESTRATION
Cassandra’s orchestration is outlined in the table below and will be performed by four musicians. The musicians
will perform in the pit for this production.
Family

Instrument

Keyboards

Grand piano x 2

Woodwinds

Alto Saxophone
Baritone Saxophone

Percussion

Timpani x 3
Xylophone
Vibraphone
Glockenspiel
Hi-hat
Splash cymbal
Suspended cymbal
Low tom
Triangle
Ratchet
Finger cymbals
Woodblock
Tam-tam
Snare drum
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INTERVIEW WITH THE LIBRETTIST CONSTANTINE COSTI AND COMPOSER
SIMON BRUCKARD
In the interview below, Constantine and Simon discuss their collaborative process in writing and composing
Cassandra, the decisions they made at the beginning of the process regarding the work and how they heard it
come together in a series of workshops hosted by Victorian Opera.
Were either of you familiar with the myth of Cassandra before writing this work?
Con: Yes. I was vaguely familiar with it, you know, the one line about a lot of these great gods. In this instance,
the woman who is cursed to know the future, but no one believes her. But that’s as far as it went. It was only in
digging and excavating and inventing stuff surrounding her and her stories that really got truly enriched and
exciting, I think.
Simon: I was quite familiar with it. I’ve been pretty interested in Greek mythology for quite a while, I find
it really interesting. I was familiar with the Trojan war story and a couple of different versions of that, too.
Particularly, there’s the Trojan women play and obviously, the Iliad and all that. But yeah, we just took the idea
rather than the story exactly, I think.
Your retelling of this myth places the action in a contemporary setting. What were your reasons for doing so?
Con: Well, even though these myths are set in the past, the characters themselves are extremely
contemporary and deal with issues that are timeless. I think a toga and a laurel wreath in your hair can be very
dusty and alienating, I think almost a distraction, and also a false idea of what historical renderings of text
mean. I feel there’s something very biting and urgent and punchy about this material that is best served by
putting it in the modern day.
Simon: As Con said, the themes of it are really universal and can fit into any time in history. I think they’re
particularly relevant now. We’ve decided to focus on a particular part of her mythology, which we thought
would be quite relevant to today. But I think the idea of you knowing the truth and not being believed is pretty
relatable at all times. Particularly with a female protagonist, I think. We’ve sort of decided to explore her more
as a character rather than about how she fits into the mythology.
Con: To add to that, I think there’s something about the great gods that make them so right to being put in
a contemporary context. Unlike a perfect Christian God, the Greek gods are flawed and jealous and violent
and funny and have all the conflicting dimensions of a person that you would know in your real life, but with a
mythic edge.
Were either of you given any parameters when approached to compose Cassandra?
Simon: Not really, actually. Richard [Mills, Victorian Opera’s Artistic Director] more or less just said, write
about whatever you want with whoever you want. But this topic was Richard’s suggestion originally, which I
think was a good tie in with Echo and Narcissus as well thematically. But the only parameters really were it had
to be under forty-five minutes, had to have an orchestra of only four people and a very small cast so that it
could be performed with any possible COVID restrictions that might exist when we perform it.
Con, have you written a libretto for opera before?
Con: No, this is my first libretto for an opera. I am a writer, though. I’ve written plenty of short stories, and
I’ve been lucky enough to have them published. I’ve also worked a lot in rooms where new work has been
developed in opera as an assistant or as a workshop director. So, I’ve been circling around new libretto making
for a few years now, but this is the first time that I can put the stamp of librettist against my name.
Can you explain the process behind writing the libretto for this work?
Con: Well, I think Simon and I worked very collaboratively as we didn’t want the text and the music to feel
like they’d been slapped together arbitrarily. So, we spoke a lot about the orchestration, the tone, sharing
references back and forth as to how we felt it could sound, and what the overall feeling could be. That
contributed to a way of writing the text, which I hope served the musical world Simon wanted to create.
Something that’s very, I’d say in a way, energized and grabs you by the lapels. I think there’s a rapidity and a
percussive rhythm to the language which lends itself to creating this world with, which hopefully gets your
heart racing as you’re listening to and experiencing it.
VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA
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Simon, can you describe the composition process for Cassandra?
Simon: Well, just like Con said, it was really collaborative from the start and I think I was writing music as Con
was writing text and we were doing multiple drafts constantly. But I think the first thing was really deciding
what kind of world it would inhabit. I decided pretty early on to go for something rhythmically driving and
noisy and with quite a lot of contemporary reference in it and then going from there. It came out of a few
motifs. So, it started with the opening motif, which is a theme throughout the whole piece and ties it together.
Then working out the harmonic worlds of the piece and how the modes used in the work fit together.
What orchestration will you use for this piece and was it decided from the outset?
Simon: The only parameter was it could only have four players. So, I went for the four instruments that I
thought would make the most noise, which is two grand pianos, a saxophone and percussion. With the piano
and the percussion, I wanted to create a really direct and percussive sound world. In the saxophone, even if you
write for the saxophone in a way that is not at all like jazz the sound of the instrument brings references of that
world into the music. So, I was pretty keen to employ that sort of slightly unusual combination of instruments
for opera, which I haven’t really come across much before.
You’ve just come out of a week of workshops with the work’s director and singers, as well as the writers of
Echo and Narcissus and members of Victorian Opera’s artistic team. Can you explain the purpose of these
workshops and what you got out of them?
Simon: There’s a quite a few things you can get out of a workshop. I mean, firstly, it’s just hearing it actually
sung out loud in real time. Out of that, you can hear whether the way you’ve written the text and set the text
musically actually communicates your intention. No matter how much you know about writing or composing,
it always comes out slightly differently to how you expect and that’s really invaluable. The main thing I think
for me was getting the sense of pacing of the whole piece. It takes so long to put something together and
sometimes you get different sections and you’re not quite sure how they’ll sit next to each other, and then
when you put it all together, the flow of the drama isn’t quite right. So, there were things that we went into the
workshop really wanting to work out. We reordered a few things, cut sections down and took whole characters
out of sections. Now I’m going to go away and work on readjusting some of those things.
Con: The beauty of the workshop is that you have all these marvelous ideas that you come up with in your
bedroom and then it’s just a refreshing, invigorating and slightly terrifying process to see how that transforms
into people who haven’t been privy to the background and they’re reading it cold - they don’t have that
knowledge that we have - and seeing what reads and what doesn’t read. I think it was a fantastic opportunity,
from my point of view, to adjust the way things are phrased or see if a joke lands and you only get to test that
when there’s people in the room embodying the music and the text.
Have you both worked together on a project before?
Simon: Yes. Not writing anything together before, but we’ve worked together at Opera Australia on a couple
shows where I’ve been a repetiteur and Con’s been directing or assistant directing.
You’re both very successful in your lines of work. What path did you each take to get there?
Con: I was a musician all throughout high school but had no interest in opera whatsoever. Then I studied
directing at NIDA (National Institute of Dramatic Arts). I was tutored by Elke Neidhardt, who directed the
1996 Adelaide Ring Cycle and other operas at Opera Australia. She took me under her wing, saw my work
and suggested that I may be interested in opera and then gave me an introduction to Opera Australia where
I started interning and learning the very specific craft. You go from interning to assisting to reviving. I’ve
also been lucky enough to work with some amazing independent practitioners around Sydney, so putting on
my own stuff in dodgy warehouses. I did a version of Il tabarro by Giacomo Puccini in Newtown where I just
begged, borrowed and stole to get a set in there and we had a small orchestra. So, doing things like that. Then
I was lucky enough to do some work overseas as an assistant and revival director. That’s been my pathway, I
suppose in terms of seeing how to do this incredibly specific and niche job.
Simon: I was a musician to start off with, well still am, and I started off playing piano at school, but I did a lot
of theatre as well. I was really into theatre and musicals at school. I went to the Conservatorium in Melbourne,
studied piano, but when I was there, I ended up actually finding that I was working a lot with singers, in
particular, doing a lot of accompanying and playing for singing lessons. I ended up just spending practically
every night working in cabaret bars playing pop songs and music theatre hits, which was pretty fun. I found I
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really liked working with singers. I also studied languages and that really ties in with opera. So, it just felt like
the perfect place to go for a nerd that likes languages and music. Then I was selected to be a young artist
at Victorian Opera and I got a couple of opportunities to conduct some youth productions there and then
gradually got more and more conducting work. I started writing, wrote The Selfish Giant a few years ago. Now
I’m doing more writing and conducting and playing at the moment, actually. A bit of a balance of different
things.
For any young people with an interest in pursuing a similar career to what you each do, what advice would you
give them?
Con: I think it is a combination of finding like-minded creatives and allies. Find your people who are interested
in this mad profession and make as much stuff as possible on whatever scale is possible. Even if it’s doing little
song cycles with a keyboard in someone’s lounge room. As Simon has said, there’s a lot of work that goes on
in terms of your study of language, your study of music, your study of history, your study of art as well, and
immersing it. This is something that opera does so well, it’s a combination of every form, right? So really trying
to find out what makes you tick within that kaleidoscope. Then getting in there and having the experience of
working with singers and with musicians is invaluable and finding that in whatever way you can.
Simon: I’d just say be really open to wherever the career takes you in the arts because I think a lot of people
go into the Conservatorium thinking I want to be a concert pianist, or I want to play first oboe in the Berlin
Philharmonic. But if you’re actually really open to just doing all sorts of things, whether it’s theatre or song
or chamber music or pop music or writing, whatever, you never know where you’re going to end up. I never
thought I’d be writing music when I was twenty, but when the opportunity sort of comes up to get stuff
performed you find that you actually really enjoy going in a slightly different direction. So, I think just say yes to
everything when you’re young. Try out all different areas of the arts and you’ll find what you love.
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ECHO AND NARCISSUS: ORCHESTRATION
Echo and Narcissus’s orchestration is outlined in the table below and will be performed by four musicians. The
musicians will perform in the pit for this production.
Family

Instrument

Strings

Viola
Harp
Flute
Piccolo
Alto Flute
Waterphone
Vibraphone
Metal wind chimes
Glockenspiel
Wood block
Hi hat cymbals
Suspended cymbal
Triangle
Tubular bells (G, B-flat, B)
Tam-tam
Lion’s roar
Toms x 3

Woodwinds

Percussion

Kevin’s composition also makes use of transcribed bird calls of the Ficedua Narcissina bird, more commonly
known as the Narcissus Flycatcher. To hear recordings of their bird calls, visit https://ebird.org/species/narfly.
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INTERVIEW WITH THE LIBRETTIST JANE MONTGOMERY-GRIFFITHS AND
COMPOSER KEVIN MARCH
In the interview below, Jane and Kevin discuss both their individual and collaborative processes in writing Echo
and Narcissus as well as the role of the chorus and the various tools they employed when considering how the
piece should sound. They also share their life experiences in each of their career paths and advice for those
looking to do the same.
Do you think opera and mythology work well together?
Jane: Well, there’s a bit of a precedent, isn’t there? A couple of years ago I was writing a play about Orpheus
and Eurydice for a NIDA (National Institute of Dramatic Art) and NICA (National Institute of Circus Arts)
co-production, which was fascinating because you got all these circus performers joining in with the NIDA
performers. I tend to do a lot of research before I start writing and then the writing comes quite quickly. So,
you know I was just revelling in Monteverdi and Gluck. I’m originally a classicist and did my PhD research on
Sophocles’ Electra so you have a Strauss and Hoffman style doing their extraordinary stuff.
So yeah, I mean they go together brilliantly because opera allows you orally and affectively, not effectively but
affectively, to immerse yourself in the entire panoply of the myth to feel the myth, as well as intellectually to
understand the myth and to hear the myth. I couldn’t think of a better medium to explore with.
Kevin: Absolutely. There’s only one little thing I would add to that. When I think of what typifies opera, what
makes material good for opera, it’s this combination of the epic and the intimate. Mythology is full of that
stuff and our opera is full of that: the intimacy of an unrequited love and the personal-ness of that heartbreak,
combined with this epic transformation that these characters go through. It’s the same with Simon and Con’s
opera too, Cassandra: this epic event that is foretold and Cassandra has to go through this intimate personal
crushing because she can foresee this, and no one will believe her. So yeah, mythology is just so good at the
epic and the intimate, and that’s one of the things that opera does best.
Jane, you’re an actor and playwright. Have you written a libretto for opera before?
Jane: Only the one that Kevin and I worked on. Did we call it Raising Hypatia in the end, Kevin? I can’t
remember because as a theatrical piece it had to be done for the radio too and it had so many incarnations.
But it was an opera about basically the final philosopher of the classical world before the Christians took over.
An extraordinary woman who ran the Great Library of Alexandria, who was an amazing mathematician. Some
people think that she was the first person to come up with the elliptical heliocentricity of the universe. She
was quite extraordinary and unfortunately was skinned to death by the Christians, so that’s not a nice way to
go. This was fascinating for me because I’ve done it as a one woman show first of all, which Kevin saw, and it
was a curate’s egg of a piece. It wasn’t entirely successful and then Kevin took it on, and when I heard and saw
the parts of the opera that were staged, I thought, ‘that’s why it didn’t work as a theatrical piece’, because it
was actually an opera libretto, but I didn’t realise. So, working with Kevin was an absolute revelation in terms
of what music can do when put together with words. There were scenes which I remember when I acted
them, they just didn’t quite hit. But then when you got an opera singer singing Kevin’s music to those words, I
thought, ‘Oh, that’s it! That’s how it works!’ So yeah, it’s been great collaborating with Kevin in the past.
Does the process of writing a libretto differ to writing a work for theatre?
Jane: It’s shorter. Less words, fewer words. I know that’s obvious, but it actually changes the mentality when
writing. When I write, I tend to write in a rhythm, and though I have written some prose plays when I’ve done
translations of ancient plays, there’s always been a rhythm to them. Not necessarily Ancient Greek rhythms,
but usually tetrameters. With the opera I had different rhythms going on in my head with the libretto, but
the weird thing is I never remember the process of writing. It happens really quickly for me. I spend a lot of
time thinking and doing research. For instance, for this work I did all sorts of research into psychoanalysis
and narcissism. None of it was at all useful. None of it had any bearing at all on the actual finished piece, but
after that I literally have a blank. I cannot remember sitting down and writing any of it. So, I guess there was a
subliminal awareness of the difference.
The fun thing was though, when Kevin got the libretto and he’d let me know about a vowel or consonant
combinations that couldn’t be sung, and I hadn’t even thought of that. One word for example, was the word
‘prism’, which Kevin was saying, ‘How do you sing that? Is that one syllable, or two syllables? And maybe we
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should change it.’ It actually got into the score in the last week and you know it seemed to be singable. But
yeah, Kevin taught me a lot about desirable diphthongs and consonants.
Kevin: You know it’s the old adage, ‘Anything’s possible. Not everything is practical.’
What were some of the parameters you were both given when approached to compose Echo and Narcissus?
Kevin: We were given a lot of free reign. The piece had to be around forty-five minutes. I had talked to Richard
[Mills] about it when he offered the commission and we spoke about doing something that was Ancient Greek
or mythological or classical, a classically themed story or myth. It had to be performable under COVID-safe
theatre protocols. So, that included things like social distancing and so one of the effects of that was that it
limited the number of people that we could have on stage and the number of people that we could safely have
in the pit. It had to be genuinely a chamber piece. I couldn’t use a full orchestra; I couldn’t use twelve leads and
a chorus of thirty and that kind of stuff. Those were really the only parameters that we had. As soon as Richard
and I started talking about something classically themed, I started immediately thinking of Jane because Jane
is just the obvious choice here. A classic scholar, actress, playwright, she is the perfect storm of a collaborator
for a project like this.
It sounds like I just listed a lot of limitations that were put on the piece, but those limitations are actually quite
typical for commissions. You get a commission to do any opera, it’ll have to be a certain length that will not
be larger than a certain kind of performance forces. You usually will decide what it will be about and that’s all
decided ahead of time. But then within those guidelines we were really free to do almost anything we wanted.
As long as it was performable.
Jane: My parameters were from Kevin because that’s a really useful way for me to find the structure. That
suggested that the libretto had to be of two equal parts, one Echo and one Narcissus, and I think that worked
out at fifteen or thirty pages. But basically, exactly half went to Echo and exactly half went to Narcissus in
terms of the stage time, or rather the writing content. That was really useful because it would be very easy with
this story to prioritise one of the protagonists, to prioritise Narcissus. But as it was, keeping that structure half
and half equally was a great discipline to write to.
You’ve included a chorus in this work. Is its role in this opera similar to the traditional role of a chorus in
mythology?
Jane: Well, I was very aware of Ovid as the base for the creation of this retelling and so for me the chorus had
an element of being a meta-narrative. In the way that we get Ovid’s voice, who comments on the story and his
is quite an interesting combination of being very overt and being very subtle at the same time. I wanted the
chorus to fulfill some of that role. So, there is a framing that the chorus involves in, but also, they are in some
ways alter egos to the characters. With Echo you have a challenge as writer because she cannot initiate any
conversation, all she can do is echo. Having the chorus who can be both commenting on her and expressing
some of her thoughts facilitates Echo being able to speak because she gets to echo some of the chorus’s
words. Similarly, with Narcissus, the chorus comments on him, sometimes sympathises with him, sometimes
gives the structure to his story. It’s interesting with Narcissus, of course, because he initiates the speech then
the chorus echoes him, so we’ve got parallel there. The other thing that I wanted to do was to try to have
the chorus not just as a narrative voice with a metatheatrical frame, but also to have them as a mythological
frame so that they can fulfill some of the purposes of the gods in Ovid. They can curse Narcissus; they can
embody and comment on the curse that Juno gave to Echo. I suppose they’re a narrative device, they’re a
metatheatrical frame, they’re an alter ego to the protagonists, and they’re also the voice of the gods and of
fate. They do a lot.
Kevin, can you describe the composition process for this work?
Kevin: That is a big question. There are always two sides to this coin. Whenever I’m working with text, whether
it be a song cycle or, in this case, an opera, it just all depends on the words. I have to have words that really
resonate with me and I have to have words that suggest music, and Jane’s especially good at that. It all starts
with the words. The words suggest the shape of the drama, they suggest the arc of the narrative, they have
musical implications. For example, there’s a scene where Echo and Narcissus have this confrontation where she
is reaching out to him and he is reacting very powerfully and very negatively. What kind of melody suggests
that strong negative kind of response? What kind of harmony suggests that? What kind of rhythm? What kind
of tempo? How fast should that go? How fast should angry, powerful, cutting a response be? So, you begin to
go through this process of sorting out what these musical implications are and what these textures are. Then
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there’s a whole process whereby you just take the lines of text and you start scanning them for patterns of
accented and unaccented syllables with an eye towards making the text when it is sung as much like the text
would be if it were spoken. You try not to impose any artificial rhythms or shapes onto the text.
Fast forward about four or five months of doing that, you then have a working draft and that’s what you take
to the workshop. Then there’s revisions after the workshop and then you produce a performance draft and
that’s what you take into rehearsal. That’s my process. It’s soaking up those words to find out what the musical
implications of the words are.
What orchestration will you use for this piece and was it decided from the outset?
Kevin: When I read the Ovid, and I have to read it in translation because I don’t know Latin. One thing that
the entire story, practically from beginning to end, seems absolutely saturated in is longing, and then this
transformation through unrequited love. When I think of these overarching themes of longing and sadness and
unrequited love, followed by some kind of amazing and profound transformation, I don’t think of percussive
instruments, but what kind of instruments suggest longing. It was through that process of identifying
what were the dominant sentiments in the piece and then trying to associate them, trying to discern what
instruments would be able to give me that. What would be best for me to create that sense of longing? That
sense of desire? That sense of sadness? That sense of transformation? So, we came to a flute, viola, harp, and
percussion. Flute, viola, harp is a traditional instrumental grouping. There’s a very famous sonata for flute,
viola, harp that Claude Debussy wrote early in the twentieth century. There’s quite a precedent for those
instruments naturally going together very nicely, and then supplementing that with a bit of percussion. Both
viola and flute are very, what I’ll describe as vocal instruments. They both possess a real singing quality, so what
better to go with voices? The harp is such an amazingly versatile instrument. I absolutely love writing for harp,
I’ve written quite a bit for harp. Then percussion to just add one more element of texture and colour to that
mix. That’s how I ended up arriving at that. All that was sorted out from the very start when I discussed it with
Richard I think, maybe even before I contacted Jane about doing the libretto.
You’ve just come out of a week of workshops with the work’s director and singers, as well as the writers of
Cassandra and members of Victorian Opera’s artistic team. Can you explain the purpose of these workshops
and what you got out of them?
Kevin: Well, I think Sam [Strong], the director, and I had a short meeting before the workshops to lay out all
the things that we were hoping to get out of the workshop. For me, there are two main things, one that all
the music works: that the singers can sing it all, that the conductor can conduct it, that if you come across
the passage and you can’t get it and you rehearse it again and you still can’t get it and maybe you finally get
it once, but then you go back to it and you still can’t get it. Nine times out of ten in a situation like that, that’s
my fault. There’s something in there that’s awkward for a singer or awkward for a conductor or performer.
One of my dominant needs for a workshop is to make sure all the music works. Included in that are things
like the overall arc of a scene. For example, Echo’s entire story made up of several scenes and then of the
entire opera from beginning to end. Is there any place in the opera where all of a sudden it feels like we’re in a
different opera? Are the proportions good? Does it feel like we spend too much time on this one thing or not
enough time on that? Is this a soft passage when it feels like it should be a loud dramatic passage? All those
dramaturgical things, all those things having to do with structure and shape in addition to the fine detail of
something just being performable. So those are the things that I look for and I depend on workshops to catch
those types of things and so you can polish them up for the performance.
Jane: Well, for me the workshop was participating and observing Kevin’s different takes. We’ve got option B,
we’ve got option A. The only thing that for me really stuck out and was really helpful was when I would hear
a singer sing something and it just didn’t sound right. So, there was a line where Narcissus is saying, ‘I will die
before I let you touch me’ and Echo echoed that with, ‘I’ll let you touch me’. It’s fine on paper, but every time
I heard it, I thought, oh God, that sounds really pervy. It was a tiny fix, just taking out two words, but hearing
when the language came out and pinged was pretty remarkable because you get no sense of what’s going to
be obviously heard when you’re writing a libretto. Really, for me, I felt like I didn’t earn my keep there because
it wasn’t my role to contribute that much because it was already kind of in place. But it was just so glorious to
be part of, to hear it and to hear it developing.
You’re both very successful in your lines of work. What path did you each take to get there?
Jane: Well, I was a classicist. I studied Greek and Latin at Cambridge. If you want to be an actor in the UK, you
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either go via drama school or if you’re an academic nerd, like I was, you go by Cambridge. I was really lucky. I
was spotted and was picked up by an agent. For ten years I was pretty much not out of work as an actor. I was
always in work. I fell in love with an Australian, had to migrate and then had no idea how to enter the theatrical
world at all. This is how I know Kevin’s husband; I ended up running the Classics Department at Monash
University and not doing any theatre at all. Then, remarkably, in 2008 I was commissioned to write again, a one
woman show about Sappho and I said, ‘No, I’ve never written anything I couldn’t possibly.’ But the producer
twisted my arm and I wrote this one woman show for quite a famous TV actress who dropped out because
she had a TV gig. Then it went to another actress who dropped out because she said it was too difficult to act,
and so we were in a state with advanced bookings and no actress. So, the producer said to me, ‘Well, you used
to be an actress, you do it’, and that was kind of the start of everything because the show was picked up by
Malthouse and was nominated for a couple of Premiers awards. Suddenly I found I had an acting and writing
career when I really had assumed that I would be teaching Latin and Greek for the rest of my life. I was really,
really lucky that I was able to keep my job at Monash, and I ended up being the Professor of Theatre at Monash,
and the same time act and write.
So, the only thing I would say to people in terms of career advice is, there’s no rhyme or reason to it
whatsoever. If I’d stayed in the UK, I would have just been an actress. I was quite successful, but I would have
got to my late thirties and there would be no more parts apart from playing middle aged wives or mothers, that
would have been it and my career would have petered out. As it was, my career stopped when I was thirty, but
resumed when I was forty and is kind of more interesting than I ever could have imagined.
So really, my big word of advice is if you want to be an actor, you’ve got to get trained, especially in this
country, where there’s no pathway from university into paid union employment. So, go to drama school. But
also keep having faith in yourself and be eclectic and do your own thing because it’s all about fate. I used to
tell my students, success as an actor in this country is about luck, look and talent in that order. Luck’s the first
thing and you’ve got to have the talent, but we know plenty of actors who don’t have much talent, but my God,
they’ve got good bosoms. So, it’s constantly hoping and finding a place in yourself where you can initiate new
projects. There’s no easy advice, just go for it and follow your heart.
Kevin: Very similar advice coming from me. I have a bachelor’s degree in Music Education. I thought I was
going to teach middle school and high school and secondary school, instrumental music and maybe some
vocal music. When you do an education degree like that you have to take some interesting subjects. I had to
take woodwind methods and brass methods and percussion methods and string methods, and these method
courses are learning instruments well enough, not well enough that you can play them yourself professionally,
but that you can teach children how to play them. Something like that really gives you a working knowledge of
instruments that you might not have, and it’s been a tremendous help as a composer. Even though I thought,
‘Well gee have I just wasted a whole bachelor’s degree not being a composer?’ That really wasn’t the case at all.
Another big part of my training was aural skills. It’s things like sight singing and rhythmic dictation, so being
able to hear a rhythm and write it down. Harmonic dictation, being able to hear a chord progression and write
that down. Melodic dictation being able to hear a melody and write it down without any help from a piano.
Being able to recognise intervals. Those aural skills are the single most important skill that I ever learnt towards
becoming a composer. The lifeblood of a composer is being able to put down on paper what we imagine, what
we hear, and in that respect, ninety per cent of being a composer is dictation, writing those things down.
You just absolutely have to have those aural skills. I don’t see how you can be a composer without having a
really high level of aural skills. So how do you get those? Well, you know you start in secondary school and
you go to university and you do things like that and you get those skills. After I got my bachelor’s degree
in Music Education, I did a Master in Composition and then a Doctorate in Composition and probably the
most important thing that I got from those postgraduate degrees was experience. Experience in hearing and
studying huge amounts of music and not just listening to it, but with the score, dissecting it and seeing how a
particular sound is created in the orchestra. Or seeing how a dramatic moment is crafted in an opera. So, heaps
and heaps of listening and score study and deconstruction of a score so you can see how it works and what it is
that creates these various effects.
My career as a composer has been a bizarre and haphazard one. The typical path is that you go to University,
you start entering competitions and you start winning lots of prizes and you’re really young and you get a
couple big orchestra pieces by a couple of big orchestras and you become the next wunderkind. All of a sudden,
you’re thirty years old and you’re workshopping your first big opera with the New York Metropolitan Opera.
Probably one in five thousand people will actually have that career path. My career path was really bizarre.
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It’s almost entirely come out of associations. So, I have a piece performed, somebody who was in the string
quartet that played that piece liked it, so I wrote another piece for them. I’ve done the Tasmanian Symphony
Orchestra Composer School three times. That was where I originally met Richard Mills. When I got my first
commission for my first big opera, Richard was one of the first people I called and I said to him, ‘I’ve got this
commission. Tell me what I need to avoid right now and what I need to know right now to avoid big problems
later on?’ He gave me some great advice and we kept in touch as I wrote that opera and continued to keep in
touch after it was done. Now we have an opportunity to work together on this opera for Victorian Opera.
Almost every single piece I’ve written, almost every single opportunity I’ve had has come out of another
opportunity I had. So, it’s networking. Some of it’s just been crazy and some of it takes years and years and
years. For example, when I was doing my postgraduate degree, I walked by the Art House cinema and saw a
Canadian film advertisement for a Canadian film called Lilies and I thought, ‘Well that looks kind of interesting.’
I went to see the film and thought, ‘Oh my God, this is an opera! This isn’t a film; this is an opera.’ I eventually
got in touch with the person who wrote the play that the film was based on and we started talking and working
on scenes for an opera. Fourteen years later, we got the chance to write that opera for Montreal Opera. You
always have to be ready with something and then you have to be incredibly patient. But you always have to
have that skillset there, so you can leap on any opportunity that comes your way. Your opportunities are going
to be a mix of hard work and luck.
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MUSIC – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 9 AND 10
ACTIVITY ONE: THE SECRET TO WRITING AN OPERA
Read the interview with Constantine Costi and Simon Bruckard (the librettist and composer for Cassandra,
respectively) on pages 13-15 of this resource and in your own words, answer the below questions.

1. How important was the week of workshops for both Simon and Constantine?
2. Why have Constantine and Simon placed the action of Cassandra in a contemporary setting?
3. What did the process of writing the libretto and music for Cassandra entail?
4. What pieces of advice do Constantine and Simon give for people interested in pursuing a career similar to
theirs?

Read the interview with Jane Montgomery-Griffiths and Kevin March (the librettist and composer for Echo and
Narcissus, respectively) on pages 17-21 of this resource and in your own words, answer the below questions.

1. What are some of the skills Kevin lists that composers should possess?
2. According to both Jane and Kevin, why do mythology and opera work so well together?
3. In explaining his composition process for writing an opera or song cycle, what does Kevin depend on to
begin his composition?

4. What is the role of the chorus in Echo and Narcissus?
5. When Jane writes texts for plays, what does she write in?
6. How did Kevin choose the instruments that will be used in the orchestra?
ACTIVITY TWO: AN ARRAY OF PERCUSSION
Both operas in this double bill, Echo and Narcissus and Cassandra, feature an array of percussion in their
orchestration.
Refer to the lists of the instruments used on pages 12 and 16 of this resource. Select four different percussion
instruments from each production, then write a paragraph on each point listed below.

•

Find a picture of what the instruments look like and describe it.

•

Find a recording of what the instruments sound like and describe it. For example, what tone does it have? Is
it higher or lower in pitch? Can it be played loud and soft?

•

Describe how the instrument is played by the percussionist.

ACTIVITY THREE: RHYTHMIC AND MELODIC TRANSCRIPTION
As Kevin outlines in the interview on pages 17-21 of this resource, being able to transcribe rhythms and
melodies that you hear in your head onto paper is a very important skill to have as a composer.
Clap out the rhythm in Excerpt 1 and ask your students to complete a rhythmic transcription. Students can
hear the excerpt 3-5 times.
Play the melody in Excerpt 2 and ask your students to complete a melodic transcription. Students can hear the
excerpt 4-6 times.

P. 22 / 52

VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA

EDUCATION RESOURCE

Excerpt 1: From Cassandra

Excerpt 2: From Cassandra

VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA

EDUCATION RESOURCE

P. 23 / 52

FOR YEARS 11 AND 12
ACTIVITY ONE: RHYTHMIC TRANSCRIPTION
Clap out the rhythm in the excerpt below and ask your students to complete a rhythmic transcription.
Students can hear the excerpt 3-5 times. As the excerpt is long, break it up into two sections.
Excerpt: ‘Narcissus is cursed’, from Echo and Narcissus

ACTIVITY TWO: MELODIC TRANSCRIPTION
Play the melody in the excerpt below and ask your students to complete a melodic transcription. Students can
hear the excerpt 4-6 times. As the excerpt is long, break it up into two sections.
Excerpt: ‘Echo’s desire’, from Echo and Narcissus
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ACTIVITY THREE: TRANSPOSING MELODIES
Choose one or both of the melodies below to transpose up or down according to the instructions given below
each excerpt.
Once you have completed the transposition, play the original and newly transposed versions on a keyboard and
take note of any changes you hear in its mood/tone colours. Try singing it with your classmates – which key
suits different voice types?
Melody one: ‘Narcissus’ Desire’, from Echo and Narcissus
Transpose down a perfect fifth

See the next page for melody two.
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Melody two: From Cassandra
Transpose both lines (Apollo and Cassandra) up a minor third

ACTIVITY FOUR: COMPARING COMPOSITIONS
Post-show activity
When you’re watching the production, pay particular attention to the style of music composed for Cassandra
and Echo and Narcissus and make note of some of the following characteristics: tempo, dynamics, articulation,
tone colour, phrasing, balance of music lines, blend of instrumental voices, improvisation/embellishment/
ornamentation.
After you watch the performance, write down some of the ways in which the composers employed these
elements in their works.
Then, write 300 words comparing the two operas, Cassandra and Echo and Narcissus, using the notes you
made, and choose which opera you preferred and why.
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THE ARTS – DRAMA
INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR SAM STRONG
The director of both Cassandra and Echo and Narcissus, Sam Strong, discusses his involvement in the
development of these new works and his thought process throughout the week of workshops held at the end
of 2020. He also explains the dramatic devices he intends to use in the staging of each opera. Finally, Sam
shares some critical advice that he received at different points in his diverse career.
Sam, you have worked extensively in theatre as a director. Is this the first time you’ll be directing opera?
Yes, it is the first time I’ll be directing opera. I think it’s in a Peter Brook memoir somewhere where he talks
about lying about it being his first day of rehearsal ever, his first show, or his first Shakespeare or whatever
it was. Because people never want to think of your first time directing something, but I don’t necessarily
subscribe to that view, so I’m happy for people to know that, yeah, it’s my first time directing opera.
That said, I’ve made work to which music is central including plays-with-songs, but no, this is my first mainstage
opera and I’m delighted to be doing it. I should say, it’s wonderful to be with Victorian Opera because as an
arts leader, I’ve really admired the commitment to new work that the company has. So, it’s a very nice coming
together of circumstances for my first opera.
Do you think your approach in directing opera will differ to how you direct theatre?
The answer to that is yes and no. On one level there are, of course a lot of continuities between the two
forms. So, if you zoom right out, my job as a director is to tell the clearest story that has the greatest impact
on people. To do that, I’m marshalling all of the resources that I’m lucky enough to have access to, whether
they’re human resources in the form of great performers or designers, or whether they’re technical resources
in the form of set designs or lighting designs. I’m essentially taking all those resources and trying to tell the
clearest, most affecting story I can. That’s as true of a straight play as it is of a musical or of an opera. So, no,
they aren’t different on the one hand. But on the other hand, they are very different and what I mean by that is
in the hierarchy of resources. Of course, in an operatic form music wins, as it should, and music is much more
important than it is in a straight dramatic form. That’s a great gift because music gives you this way to short
circuit an effect that you might have to use a lot of other things to generate. That capacity of music to affect
people unconsciously, it’s so great that you get that gift in an opera.
So, on the one hand it’s the same in that I’m doing what I’ve always done, but on the other hand, I’ve got an
amazing extra resource that I haven’t historically had that I get to draw on. I think I should also say that opera
is a form that I’ve always loved. Actually, it was only schedules in the past that had defeated me in terms of
getting to direct an opera. I’m lucky to have been too busy doing other sorts of plays, so now I’m fortunate to
have a chance to do it [work on opera].
At the end of last year, you were involved in a week-long series of workshops with the librettist, composers,
and singers for both operas in the double bill. Can you explain the purpose of these workshops for you as the
director and what you got out of them?
I think the starting point there is that, in a sense, the workshops were first and foremost for the composers
and it was important to me to get a really strong understanding of what the composers wanted out of the
workshops. That’s the composer side of it and then there’s my side of it as a director. So, for the composers
I think it was very much about a chance to look at the whole story, how the whole story hangs together.
Whether there are moments where it drags, whether there are moments where it’s unclear and how we
address those. There’s also technical questions of sing-ability and, ‘does that line work?’, or ‘do we need to
change that word there?’ So, that’s the macro and micro side for the composer, which they can of course talk
about.
I’m also looking at both of those questions with my directorial hat on, but on top of that, I was using it as an
opportunity to test the evolving design for the show as well. So, we didn’t present the design (the creative
team and myself) until after the workshop, but we had a good sense of where we were going. I’ve often found,
in other work that I’ve made, it’s incredibly valuable to be able to see and test work in three dimensions. These
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days you can do a lot of work with renders or visualisations of things, beyond your kind of more traditional
model boxes. But there is still no substitute for, at least in my imagination, the three dimensionality of real
people in a room singing it. We weren’t moving at all, it was really just a static focus, but in my head, I’m
using that exercise to feel where the music in the story takes me in terms of the staging of it. So, it’s like a
secret rehearsal for me where, as well as doing all that dramaturgical work that I’m doing in conjunction with
composers, I get to immerse myself in the work in a way that you only can when you’re looking at it in three
dimensions and so, it provides me with great ideas for the staging of it. I’m the sort of director who will be very
responsive to what’s in front of me, so creative developments become very important as you’re locking down a
design because it’s a chance to test some of your ideas.
Also, there’s an exercise for me of getting inside both of those pieces of music. My experience of them up to
that point were with the scores and MIDI renders of them, so actually getting to hear them with the piano and
the singers was wonderful. I spent a lot of the workshop just marvelling at how amazing the singers were and
how beautiful the music is. It’s such a gift to be working on two opposite pieces which, while very different, are
both unified by their musical strength.
The myths of Echo and Narcissus and Cassandra are centuries old. In your opinion, what relevance, if any, do
they have to modern day audiences?
It’s interesting with classics, working within whatever medium you’re working in, it’s become a bit of a cliché
that the work becomes a classic because it somehow reaches across time to access something universal or
archetypal. But like most clichés, they are clichés because they’re true. I think works like this do speak to
something that is timeless, in a way that is timely. I think about, say, Cassandra as an example. Cassandra is the
sort of UR-story, or the original story, of what it means to speak truth to power. So, in the original story you
have poor Cassandra predicting all these things that are going to go wrong at all these points like, ‘don’t let
Paris and Helen back in because that’s going to go badly’. Well, I think originally she’s like, ‘don’t let Paris come
back to Troy. Don’t bring the horse inside. It’s going to end badly’. Then due to that curse of Apollo’s, of course,
no one believes her. So, in a contemporary post-truth universe in which concepts of accountability or truth
have been so stretched and become so fluid, that’s what gives this work its timeliness. This is someone who is
attempting to convince a sceptical world of the truth, and that’s what gives it its tragic power.
If you flip to Echo and Narcissus, on one level, the obvious discussion around Echo and Narcissus is that it speaks
to a contemporary sort of Kardashian-like obsession with self-image or Instagram-age obsession with how we
appear, or even deeper, that theme that privileges surface over substance. I think what’s particularly surprising
about Echo and Narcissus, if you go back to the original work, and I think both Jane Montgomery-Griffiths
as librettist and Kevin March as a composer have tapped into this, is the psychology of the Narcissus myth
whereby it’s actually about self-knowledge. Rather than being about surface it’s about substance. It’s about
someone learning to know themselves and that key moment, the key tragedy of Narcissus, is him realising that
it’s his own reflection and the prophecy has come true.
I think on the timeless quality, what’s interesting about Echo and Narcissus is that it’s a classic unrequited love
story about yearning on both of their parts, and people being unable to have something that they long or yearn
for. I think that applies to Cassandra too. That is a story about, on one level, an abuse of power as well. I think
that’s a story you want to tell very carefully and responsibly, but I think that also has a kind of a currency in our
contemporary society.
There is one thing that unifies both of the works that makes them particularly pertinent to the cultural moment
that we’re in at the moment. Both of these works are about something dark, or something negative, being
transformed into something beautiful. So, they are both, ultimately, hopeful stories of renewal and triumph
over negative or dark circumstances. I think that that’s embedded in the final lines of Cassandra (which is first
in the double bill), which is talking about new beginnings. Then those new beginnings are born out at the end
of Echo and Narcissus, which ends (or doesn’t literally end with this line), but one of the key lines that is about
a new thing being ‘born of grief’s dark ache’, which is a line that prompts a transformation (based on the Ovid,
of course). I think for a city, and a world for that matter, but for a city and a performing arts landscape that has
had such challenging times, it’s lovely to be working on something that carries that message of hope and that
is about something beautiful being born of something hard. So, I think that’s where the experience of these
operas is. The experience these operas will give an audience, in some ways, is the experience they’ve been
through in the last nine months and there’s a close fit between the experience of these operas and the cultural
moment in which they’re landing.
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How are you planning on staging the work?
Well, the short answer is we can’t give too much away which is, on one level, the frustrating answer. But I think
I can talk in terms of the sort of principles of how we’ve approached the design.
What’s challenging about these two works is that, on one level, they have quite different qualities or characters
that require different design solutions. Cassandra is much more dependent on a grounded real-world
naturalism. There’s quite a delicate and dangerous dynamic that goes on between Apollo and Cassandra in the
story and that feels like it wants to be better done in some degree of domestic naturalism to help anchor the
dynamic in that dance, in that game and that pursuit. It has that challenge but at the same time it also dances
between the epic and the intimate really beautifully and it lifts off into this incredibly sort of epic universe. So,
with Cassandra we want to create a playground in which that kind of dance can happen in the first instance.
But then we also want to find ways to tell the story behind the story. Constantine Costi’s libretto and Simon
Bruckard’s composing does this so beautifully. They skate across the top of the existing story in a really clever
way so that you don’t need to know your Iliad, or the other common sources for this story, to really respond to
it. But also, if you know that, it will help as well.
Part of my job in the design is to help fill in some of those parts of the story behind the story. To make it clear
when we go to Troy from Apollo’s, when we get lifted into the supernatural, and also to make what you’re not
seeing clear--specifically what happens to Cassandra after the events that you see in the opera. That’s the
challenge of Cassandra and the dominant thing, as I mentioned there, being that it’s quite a closed, focused
universe for the most part.
Echo and Narcissus is, in some ways, the opposite, in that it’s an almost pastoral landscape. It’s a very open
lyrical landscape, and so we want to find a way to put that on stage as well. Then an overarching consideration
in the design is to find a way to visually unify the double bill. They’re very much thematically unified, but we
see our job as a design team to create a visual journey that goes across both works so that it makes sense of
them as one night of theatre. So, the two bear a visual relationship that coheres them and actually puts them
into one arch across the whole evening. I think that’s something that’s been really important to embed in the
design.
What does it look like? I think it’s tricky to do, I think it would be challenging to try and do the Narcissus story
without reflections, of course. Reflections and states of reflections are a very, very vital part of the design
and what we also wanted to do was what I described as kind of ‘liberating the design from the tyranny of the
horizontal’. By that, I mean the traditional iconography of the Narcissus myth is a person staring into water
on the floor. That’s great iconography if you’re Caravaggio. It’s not so great in the Playhouse Theatre of Arts
Centre Melbourne. So, we wanted to find a way to take those reflections up and out essentially so that we’re
not just dealing with the floor. That was an important consideration of the Echo and Narcissus design as well.
Now one last thing on both numbers. Both works dance and flip between the intimate and the epic and I think
we wanted to find a design that could do both that. It could zoom us right into moments between people, or
moments of dawning realisation on someone’s face, but also have a sense of scale and beauty and very much
non-fixed real-world naturalism.
Do you see these works as one, or as two separate pieces?
You know, I think on one level we need to make sure we’re doing absolute justice to the idiosyncrasy of
each individual work. We’re approaching them as if they were by themselves because otherwise, you’re
compromising. But I think you can actually do that at the same time as trying to cohere the whole evening
visually. So, I think we’re trying to do both, I think it’s possible to do both.
How will you experiment with and incorporate certain dramatic devices, such as mood and atmosphere,
space and time, movement and dramatic action with this work? And how will the music score influence or
manipulate these devices?
In terms of how we’re reflecting mood and atmosphere, the music is a very strong guide and is an outstanding
starting point, as is story. What’s been interesting for me is, with my dramaturgical hat on, being involved in
the evolution of these works. With both of the librettist and composing teams there’s been a dialogue going on
as the works have evolved between the two of them and a bit later myself into that process as well. Those two
things aren’t necessarily linear, like it’s not necessarily the librettist writes X and then the composer responds
to that and writes Y. There’s been a bit of dialogue with one another, and equally then the design elements
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come along, and they are in dialogue with what the librettist and the composer are doing, but with the music
kind of driving, I suppose is a way of describing it.
Often, I will see my role in the staging of the work as augmenting what the music and the story are doing. So,
my job is to add theatrical value to that (slightly corporate terminology). It will do its thing in an entirely static
staging, but if I’m doing my job well, then I’m finding particular staging moments through the combination of
performance and design that amplify the effect of those musical moments. I’m looking for the key, and what’s
interesting about this is that both of these operas have very, very clear key or core moments that I want to
be working with. For example, at one point I was having a conversation with Kevin about a moment that he
was working towards in the composition of Echo and Narcissus. In that moment was one thing he described
as ‘radical silence’ and then I come along with my staging hat on and my response to that is to match that
moment of radical silence with a potential moment of radical stillness in the centre. Something might have
been in some degree of motion before, but I will stop it and arrest it and that allow moment to synchronise and
coincide with the silence. So, I’m responding to what the music is doing, but I’m also grabbing it and pushing
it further and ultimately, hopefully, that then creates something that’s even greater than the sum of its parts.
I think that’s the alchemy of when you’re marshalling all of those elements, even with music as the dominant
element, you’re attempting to do that in a way that transcends the sum of its parts and creates something kind
of magical.
Another example is with Cassandra. There’s a balance in Cassandra between inside and outside of Cassandra’s
head and there are moments when you are going inside of Cassandra’s head in that opera that we want to find
the design corollary to make clear what’s happening, but also to amplify that experience for an audience as
well. So that’s probably primarily a lighting vocabulary there, where you’re using lighting to help audience both
understand what’s going on, but also to affect them even more. My work on the production is always doing
those two things. It’s asking, ‘Are you understanding it perfectly?’, and also, ‘Is it affecting people? Is it clear,
and is it affecting?’
What should students watching this opera look out for during the performance?
I think that an interesting focus would be how the design elements, specifically set, costume and lighting, work
at the key moments in the story of the libretto and the music and whether they are doing the same thing or
whether they’re doing something different. That’s the other thing that’s in my arsenal: of the various tracks
that you might have in a production, you sometimes don’t want everything going in the same direction. You
want something to offset something else, that creates a kind of dynamism or interest as well. A great example
of that for me is thinking rhythmically about a work, and of course, so much of the rhythm is dictated by the
music. But also, I want to find ways to work with the rhythm, but occasionally I might want to find a way to
offset it or work in a contrapuntal way or work against it in what we’re doing in the design as well.
I think another thing to look out for would be how we build, and this is particularly a kind of set and costume
thing, but how the designer builds a coherent world. Both of these operas could essentially exist in any world,
they’re in a mythic universe, and so our job as a design team is to create a coherent universe. We’re not
necessarily approaching that in a, what I would call, a ‘high concept’ way where it’s like, ‘this is our Third Reich,
Germany version’ or ‘this was our 1930s English Manor version’. It’s more going, ‘what are the key parts of this
world that these librettos and compositions create and how do we create the visual equivalent of that? What
kind of universe makes sense of it?’
You’ve forged yourself a strong career path as a theatre director, an Artistic Director and CEO. How did you
get there?
Well, I think like most things, it’s a combination of very hard work, some degree of talent and probably a huge
amount of luck. It’s like most people’s career trajectories. But I think there are a couple of things that were
important in my specific career trajectory. I think I knew very early on that company leadership was something
I was interested in and wanted to do. I knew that I was never necessarily going to be satisfied by just being
a freelance director, as amazing as that is. So, I articulated that ambition to the world relatively early in my
career, and I think that helped, and I think that’s a really concrete piece of advice that I would offer people
if they do know what they want, and it’s very legitimate to not know precisely where one is going as well.
But if you know, if you are fortunate enough to have a very clear idea of where you want to go, then don’t
be apologetic about articulating that ambition, because then it gives people a way of understanding you and
helping you as well. So, if you want something, then articulate that you want that, and I think that certainly was
something that helped my career. I think also as an artist knowing what sort of work I was most passionate
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about, and in my case that was new plays and new play writing. While I directed across the spectrum of all sorts
of work that theatre directors would do, that was always one of the things that I loved doing, or the thing I love
doing most and I made no secret of that as well.
A great bit of advice that I was given way back in the earlier parts of my career that was incredibly helpful for
me and that I would share is the best way to know how to direct plays is to direct plays. Which sounds kind of
spectacularly obvious, but what it actually speaks to is the importance of work and practice and application,
and I think that’s true of any artistic discipline. Is that you just have to get out there and do it. I think that’s
true of company work as well, and you know the great thing about starting your own independent company is
that in some ways you are doing in microcosms what larger companies do in macrocosms. So, whether you’re
a one-person team doing all of your own marketing and designing and everything else, essentially, you’re
honing skills that you will potentially use later on. So, that’s the importance of work, and just doing it. Getting
together with a bunch of peers and making work, there is no substitute for doing that.
The second piece of advice that I was lucky enough to get was create a job for yourself. The Arts is still a
relatively fluid environment and sometimes you need to literally do that. In my case where I did end up doing
that was at Red Stitch, a long time ago now, but I was interested in new playwriting, I was interested in working
with playwrights as a dramaturg and then directing the work. Essentially, I pitched that concept to Red Stitch,
who were only doing new international plays at the time. I said, ‘I’ll come on and do this for you’, and luckily
they were thinking of doing the same thing at the same time and so that was a really important moment in my
career. But it came about as a result of me saying this is what I want to do. So much of the arts is about finding
a landing place for your passion. You’ve got to find a context that you can apply your energy and your skills to
and that’s part of the challenge. So, creating a job for yourself is a good way of doing that.
Lastly, a third bit of advice is to look at other peoples’ career paths as well. I’ve been lucky enough to have
good mentors. Get in touch with people. The Arts is a small universe and it’s a universe in which, hopefully,
most people are very generous with their time and with the support of the next generation of practitioners. If
you see someone’s career path that you would like to emulate get in touch with them and talk to them about it
and see if they can offer you some advice. Point to a role model and, even better, seek them out and ask them
for help.
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DRAMA – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 9 AND 10
ACTIVITY ONE: STAGING A SCENE
Use the excerpt from Echo and Narcissus in Appendix A on page 44 of this resource and in groups of four,
block and stage the dramatic action.
The cast in this excerpt is made up of the following:

•

Echo – Young nymph, tender but somewhat sad, suffering under a curse.

•

Narcissus – Young, more than a boy, not quite a man. Exquisite in his handsomeness.

•

Chorus – 6 nymphs

Read about the background to the myth of Echo and Narcissus provided on page 9 of this resource to gain
some context.
Together with your group members, discuss the different interpretations of the text you each have. Then
decide on a collective interpretation that you will use to stage the excerpt.
Also, consider how you might use some or all the elements of drama listed below, to convey your ideas in your
performance.

•

role and character

•

focus

•

symbol

•

relationships

•

tension

•

audience

•

situation

•

space

•

mood and atmosphere

•

voice

•

time

•

movement

•

language

Finally, present your performance for the rest of your class.
ACTIVITY TWO: IN THE WORDS OF THE DIRECTOR, SAM STRONG
Read the interview with the director Sam Strong on pages 27-31 of this resource and in your own words,
answer the following questions:
1.

How did the week of workshops serve Sam as the director?

2. How are these two myths still relevant to modern audiences?
3. What are some of the challenges the creative team face in staging these two myths?
4. List some of the ways Sam will experiment with different dramatic devices.
5. How does the music score manipulate his decisions around blocking and staging?
6. What are some of the elements Sam mentions audiences should look out for when watching the
production?
7. What are the three pieces of advice Sam passes on?
ACTIVITY THREE: MYTHOLOGY AND THE ARTS
Write an essay that explores the various performing art forms that have been used to portray the wide range of
Greek and Roman myths. You can either keep your analysis more general or focus on one type of performing
art form, such as opera or theatre.
In your work, explain why you think mythological stories have remained a popular subject within the
performing arts.
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YEARS 11 AND 12
ACTIVITY ONE: WRITE AND PERFORM A SOLO
Choose one of the characters in Cassandra or Echo and Narcissus, listed below, and devise and present a solo
for the rest of your classroom.
Cassandra

Echo and Narcissus

•

Apollo

•

Echo

•

Cassandra

•

Narcissus

•

Priam

When devising your solo, think about your character’s flaws, weaknesses and strong qualities and how they are
present in the myth of either work. Incorporate the dramatic elements listed below into your presentation and
how you will maintain your relationship with the audience throughout.

•

role and character

•

focus

•

symbol

•

relationships

•

tension

•

audience

•

situation

•

space

•

mood and atmosphere

•

voice

•

time

•

movement

•

language

ACTIVITY TWO: ANALYSE A SCENE
Before you watch Victorian Opera’s production of Echo and Narcissus / Cassandra, read and study the excerpt
from Cassandra, found in Appendix B on page 48 of this resource.
While you’re watching the performance of Cassandra, pay particular attention to how the director has staged
the scene you studied.
Write a post-production analysis that examines how Sam has separated this scene from the action that comes
before and after it in order for the audience to understand its supernatural quality.
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THE ARTS – VISUAL ARTS
INTERVIEW WITH THE SET AND COSTUME DESIGNER ANNA CORDINGLEY
Anna Cordingley designed the set and costumes for both Cassandra and Echo and Narcissus.
In the interview below, she discusses the works of other artists that she, the director and lighting designer
explored to inform the concept of these operas. She also explains how the set will look for each work and how
they are connected to each other, as well as the costumes for each of the characters and how their designs
came about.
Were you familiar with the two myths in this work before being asked to design them?
Yes, but not intimately, I suppose. You can’t avoid the classics and the Greeks; you bump into them anytime
you’re doing a Shakespeare or anything that’s remotely classical or poetic. So, I was aware, but it always
deserves a more thorough interrogation and diving and delving a little deeper; I’ve enjoyed that this time
around. Also, listening to the music over and over and over because it’s hypnotic, they’re such great pieces. It’s
a really exciting proposition, this one.
Can you tell us a bit about the costume and set designs for both Cassandra and Echo and Narcissus?
They are designed to be complementary to one another, or at least in a sense that they are inverse of one
another, so to live in the same world but play to different strengths or aspects of the design. We started by
looking at Echo and Narcissus. I wonder why that was? I think because of the pastoral nature, or how very
dominant the beauty of water is maybe? That [water] was the loudest voice, that impulse that we wanted to
follow. Paul Jackson, the lighting designer, and Sam Strong, the director and I met a lot last year on Zoom in
the early days of our dreaming for this concept to nut it out. Even before I’d put pen to page, we’d be looking
at or talking about references we feel belong to this world, or from which we could leap off and find others.
The work of Bill Viola was really important for this phase because he’s interested in transformation and
epiphany, all of these realisations that are there in the psychology of narcissists as well. But he’s working with
water and boundaries and one’s image seen reflected. He felt very pertinent really.
What about Cassandra?
Yes, well Cassandra. When we were considering the vastness and the kind of magical pastoral nature of Echo
and Narcissus, Cassandra is the opposite, which is useful. If our attention is very much about this open plane
space and all of these epic…Wow, is water epic? We were treating water epically I suppose at this point. Then
perhaps, how do we match that? The answer was something very domestic and internal in a way, and small.
So, in a really basic sense, from the vast to the very concentrated and small, and claustrophobic, and also far
more literal. You could nearly say this is an apartment. This is the profile of the person who’s decorated that
apartment and that happens to be Apollo. This is his taste. These are his flaws, illustrated in all these ways, and
this is the terror that is set upon Cassandra when she enters that world.
Would you have had to do a little bit of research around Apollo as the God himself to try to figure out how to
create his personal space?
Yeah, definitely. Research for design is so fascinating because you follow so many little rabbit warrens and
red herrings, but they’re never really red herrings because they’re always informing, even if you choose to
cut that direction and go this way. There’s always something that you take from that avenue of research.
But it’s not typical research because you’re not carving away at knowledge, you’re opening out possibilities
and finding curious and inviting references to weave into your world. For this opera, we happened upon the
photographer David Lachapelle. I mean, he’s a good reference to have anyway because of his grotesque and
ostentatious environments. They’re very staged and set up, and they’re very hammy in their colours. But there
was something about the way the libretto was treating Apollo that felt this could well be a character in one of
those David Lachapelle photographs. There are all kinds of things that he’s playing with in his work, but he’s
very interested in theology. Even though we’re pre-dating, you know, these myths are older in the religion that
he’s particularly interested in, there’s nevertheless these, well, I suppose there’s an existentialist attention that
seems to transcend the specificity of his Christian concern.
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Then we also looked at these amazing images by Gregory Crewdson, which the classical myths seem to
have. There’s something very domestic and accessible about them. Their flaws are so relatable with many of
the characters, and even the God-like characters seem to have these foibles and issues so quite relatable.
But the…I keep saying the word epic. I suppose there’s a colossal importance to what goes on that is not
domestic, it’s the opposite, and that’s in a way what Crewdson also plays with in his photographs. There was
also something about the colours that I fell in love with [in Crewdson’s works]. They have remained a constant
throughout Crewdson’s early work here.
Were you familiar with the works of Gregory Crewdson and Bill Viola before starting your designs or is this
something that you’ve discovered in your research for the work?
No, I was familiar with them before, but again, I suppose a little bit like these myths themselves, with only
a surface familiarity. Or anytime I’ve come across their work, I’ve explored it with a different show in mind,
perhaps, which means you’re looking for different elements. Early on, I would find these references and throw
them at my collaborators and see what sticks and they’ll throw some back or reject some, which is also great
and fine because you’re developing an aesthetic together. For example, I found images by Tom Hunter but they
didn’t necessarily go anywhere. I found them interesting because they were portrayals of people in their own
spaces. I mean it’s very simple really. The environment that suits the character. So, if we’re wanting to really
alienate Cassandra in a little environment that belongs to Apollo and purely Apollo, then, how might we do
that, and might these be useful?
Echo and Narcissus has the eye meandering around a landscape of something that’s reminiscent of water in
the natural world, and then by contrast, the intense claustrophobic oppression of someone’s design right in
the middle. So, really from about this point on, we started to scribble the space of a little world within the big
world, so that they could live within one another and alongside one another.
You’ve talked a lot about how the designs for the two works are connected. When you began designing, were
you looking at them as individual works first or were you coming at it from one complete space and then how
do you divide the two?
Yeah, the latter, how can they live together. But we found early on that this order of doing Cassandra first
and then opening it out into Echo and Narcissus felt right for us. It’s funny because with Richard’s [Mills]
billing, anytime he was talking about the two operas it was the other way around. To look at something smaller
particularly because Cassandra needs destruction. It is something, but then there’s a seismic shift in that story
before we’re onto our second of the double bill. Within that story this little world has to fall apart, and to
shatter it felt like opening up the space and now it’s open. I mean in a sense you could read that the design for
Echo and Narcissus is in the same environment but thousands of years later, possibly. It’s very abstract and I
hope and expect that the audience will come along and they’ll all read something different and take something
a different way. There’s never any right way to read a space.
In Cassandra, when you move
out of Apollo’s domestic space
and into the scene with Priam,
the celebration and the cake, is
that happening side by side on
the one stage or does the stage
completely change?
No, Priam enters their space so
then the world that has been so
clearly identified as Apollo’s starts
to fracture and become quite
confused.
If you can imagine that this is
Apollo’s apartment, this is why
there are the two of them in
there.
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But really Paul [Jackson, the lighting designer], he might keep the bigger backwall alive a little, but again
we’re focused in on those four walls that we’re meant to extrapolate, I suppose. When the world starts to
fracture is when we might globe the rest of the space around. The repetition of this little pink curtain on that
back wall maybe means that we’ve jumped from a literal world to a psychological. That we’re already blowing
something up and apart. Then, when this world has delivered all it can and it’s time to destroy it, and we really
are experiencing the fall of Troy, then the curtain is torn down either by a mechanism, which would be a
kabuki technique where it falls on stage in one kind of wonderful heap or is triggered by a cast member. We’ve
got the scope to do both, but I’d really love to leave those discoveries to Sam in the rehearsal room and the
performers.
But nevertheless, the point
is, we end up in this space
that is a shemozzle, it’s
a shambles, it’s a messy
version of its former self
and we have the drop as
well. By the drop I mean the
falling flitter which starts to
descend, which you can read
as quite a beautiful thing,
but it could be apocalyptic
as well, it could be ash
falling.
Back in the day we did have
this carousel horse that
was descending. It was the
Trojan horse and then this
graduated to a huge neon
sign that read ‘Troy’. But
both have been discarded
now as well for reasons that
they kind of felt surplus
to requirement but also we just needed to make some little budget nips and tucks. It doesn’t feel as though
anything is really lost. We should be able to say this is the fall of Troy without saying this is the fall of Troy. As
long as we carry the
devastation and the
audience can appreciate
and feel that devastation
watching Cassandra,
then we’ll have done our
job.
Then we’ll have an
interval, and we see this:

P. 36 / 52

VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA

EDUCATION RESOURCE

In a sense, it's the same space, but that little cube that was the apartment of Apollo has rotated, it's done a
180. But fundamentally, not much really has shifted except our concentration has spread and we have gained
a chorus of the weeping statues, that has been foretold by Cassandra already. So, looking for these little
moments where we can jump from one myth to the next as well. They’re singing on their plinths. They'll be
sitting on their plinths though as it's a long and tricky piece for them all.
Can you speak a little bit to the costumes?
Well, there’s a timelessness to Echo and Narcissus but we were okay with having a little contemporary moment.
Again, if Echo and Narcissus is whimsical, magical, melancholic, but perhaps timeless, then the inverse of that
is going to be quite specific and pointed, and certainly with the furniture in Apollo's apartment it is, so why not
be with the costumes too?

There's a jarring nature between Cassandra and Apollo, and again, I'm trying to imagine myself in a room
feeling incredibly uncomfortable. This is what she's dressed like, and he is dressed like something else. It's a
tinder date that's horribly mismatched. He's just…well, I mean each to his own. I'm sure there are plenty of
people who get around in this and look really lovely, but for Apollo he's wearing his wealth on the outside and
he’s not ashamed to flaunt it. She’s there expecting to have a lovely night, but it doesn’t go that way.
Meanwhile her father has been travelling. They are from elsewhere. He is my avatar of pulling colours together
as well. He’s serving to really complete the picture and unite the worlds that are otherwise quite disparate. But
again, contemporary, contemporary, contemporary. I’ve had the wonderful fortune to know the singers before
designing the costumes. That doesn’t always happen, particularly in opera land and they’re wonderful singers.
It’s great to know their heights and their styles and their postures while you’re drawing. To have them in mind
when designing for them.
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We have not started the build for these, and I find,
building the costumes is far more complicated
than building the set. It’s super collaborative and
it continues to be even on stage as it’s worn, that
collaboration with the performer continues. This is
really the beginning of their journey and I expect by
the time the students are watching this or have seen
this and we have seen this on stage, they’ll look quite
different. But still, it’s good to have a central focus.
What I wanted with Echo’s costume was to be able to
catch her in the reflection that’s everywhere. I failed
to mention that those back walls in the apartment
are important, but for Apollo they are fins of mirror
and there’s a highly reflective polish on the floor, but
there’s also a mirror on the upstage wall, and there are
mirror on those plinths, so this is my interpretation
of water. This is my water, the mirror everywhere. So
no longer is Narcissus obliged to look down in order
to see his reflection. It should be ghosting around
everywhere and by putting her in red, I’m hoping that
those whispers of red can be everywhere too. Those
facets of mirror will be bouncing from one another
and catching her all over.
Kathryn Radcliffe has the most gorgeous decolletage
as well, so again I’m designing with her very much
in mind, as I’m drawing these. The pleats are a big
thing. We associate pleats, well excessive gathers
and pleating, with kind of classical sculpture, maybe
not pleating per say, but gathers certainly. Classical
sculpture and then Renaissance sculpture that’s lifting
from the classics. I didn’t want to be too classical,
although we do jump in that direction with the chorus.
So this is a far more statuesque, a far more typical
interpretation of a classical garment, but for my
chorus, they are extra, extra long and they’ll cover the
plinth. I imagine this is a kind of organza, something
that can really take a pleat well, but it’s not so opaque
that you can’t see the ghosting of the reflection in
the plinth beneath it. So it’s a single layer of the pleat
and yes, it’ll turn them all into these rather inhumanlike long candles. I’m not sure what they are these
creatures sitting on their plinths and singing. Whatever
they are, they’re beautiful.
And Narcissus, this is his pastoral nod. He’s a boy of
the forest and it’s there in his print, and there’s a fair
dose of vanity in there. He should look so schmick
anywhere. I’ve yet to sit down with Mel, the wardrobe
supervisor, costume supervisor and divvy up what’s
made and by whom and what’s purchased, and by
whom. It’s not impossible to imagine that someone
like Ted Baker makes a suit like this, but I’m going to
hazard a guess that we’ll be making this from scratch.
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Do you do pictures of the backs of the costumes as well or is that something that’s developed later?
Yes, that’s called working drawings or tech specs. Whereas for set your tech specs are really these formal
things that you do in CAD, in Vector Works and then build specs come after this. In costume, the most useful
way I find is to do little pencil drawings while sitting next to your makers, either the wardrobe supervisor, or
the tailor or the cutter who is responsible for making the garment, or both, and talking about exactly how the
wearer gets in and out of the garment and where you want the seams of the darts to be. You do these little
hand drawings, and you specify, I’d like three buttons on the front of this waistcoat please, and you’re drawing
this all in in a way that’s much less artistic but more useful. So, these drawings are great for selling an idea or
communicating an idea and an overall sense of what the character/costume could be. But you’d nut through
those details with your maker. If you can’t, then you just do pages and pages of them and email them a lot.
But it’s much better if you do it together, because they’re always coming with more knowledge about how to
construct the garment than I am, really. You have to know how things go together in order to design definitely,
but it’s been such a long time since I sat down and made my own costume start to finish. It takes me a long
time and I don’t think I’ve got the best techniques in my head any longer so it’s really useful. The same goes for
the set. I understand the principle of welding, but I’m certainly not going to insist on a method when talking to
an expert welder.
What are some of the characteristics or elements you look out for in the libretto when you begin designing a
work?
Well, the first time I’ll read the libretto and I’ll read it and listen to the music (if the music is ready and it’s a
luxury if it is) without taking any notes really, just letting it all wash over me. Then I’ll go back over after that
first read and listen and I’ll do an extraction, which is a very left brained thing. It’s an Excel document with
columns in there that tell you the time code for different scenes and when someone is making a comment
about the time of day or the weather because that’ll let you know whether or not you need a coat or not. If
you don’t do this, you just risk a lack of logic that undoes you later on. Something won’t make sense, and it’s
quite hard to go backwards and fix that if you don’t start with the good bones. That extraction will include
everything, how the character is looking; anytime someone drinks a glass of water that’s going to be significant
because then we might drop this on the costume, so that’s a special effects thing, something to be aware of
in that scene. So that comes next and then I’m looking for, I guess emotional descriptions of one another and
their characters in their mental states, but also very pragmatic descriptions about time and place, and location
and requirement.
You’ve talked a lot about listening to the music in your preparations. What do you listen out for in the music
and how would that then play a role in your designs?
I’m not sure I’m aware of what I’m looking out for, but I will play the music on repeat while I’m drawing and
imagine that magically somehow it’s channelled through my head and comes out my arm, into the pencil and
it’s all part of the drawing. I’ve just finished a Sydney Festival show with Paul Capsis, with music that Megan
Washington mostly wrote, but a whole lot of them were covers. Jethro Woodward did some arrangements as
well. Beautiful music, but I needed to have that playing endlessly. Thankfully, I don’t seem to be getting sick of
any. I don’t know, in order for the character to somehow be right or the tone of the drawings that I’m doing
to be appropriate, I’m just hoping it’s manifesting. But I’m not super conscious of what it is. I mean, outwardly
you can say there’s a sassy, jazzy and discordant nature to Cassandra, but for one thing, the way I’m reading
it and the way I am listening to it, it’s quite subjective. That is what it is, but I don’t need to reiterate it in the
visual design necessarily. In the same way that cascading magic that we have for Echo and Narcissus is more of
a landscape in the music. So, there is some affinity between music and vision there more so perhaps. That’s an
interesting question though. The answer is the music is really important, it’s massive, it’s everything, and I’m
not totally sure how you integrate it, you just magically do.
It was very useful to go and listen to the performers in the workshop week. Creating the music immediately,
that’s very different from listening to a recording as well. I think that’s why we’re all suffering in our hearts
from last year of not having seen anything. We are exposed to so much art and recordings of art so it’s not that
it’s inaccessible, but that live element, that’s what’s moving. I remember sitting in Horti Hall at the end of last
year and feeling really close to tears at the privilege of being in a room and having that music played to me and
very few others, thinking, ‘gosh, I love this job’, and how magical it is to be back in the rehearsal room.
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You spoke a little bit about doing the costumes and sets and how you work with your makers and costume
builders. What about this set? Can you explain the process involved in building the set?
Yeah, the set. It’s funny because the performers, they’ll interact with the set, of course, they’re going to
sit on these chairs, they’ll go in and out of the one door that is upstaged in my big wall. I mean, it’s a fairly
elemental set, it’s not intricately complicated, but nevertheless they’ll be relating to it. But because it’s not
formed around their body rarely do they have a great deal of alterations or amendments or contributions that
they want to make. To the use of it, definitely, the way that they’ll block themselves, or that Sam will block
them within that environment that’s all up for grabs, and that’s what rehearsals are about, for me. It’s kind
of marrying the kind of playground that you’ve designed with what they want to do in it. But ideally, you’ve
designed a playground that can invite and include all of their discoveries, and so it can be made without too
much interruption or shifting and changing. It’s off for manufacturing and I know I’m going to use plywood for
this, and I know I’m going to use this kind of vinyl that’s reflective for this and this is what my scenic treatment
is going to be like. So, the documentation set is really important here and I’ll send it to Damion [Victorian
Opera’s Head of Production] and he’ll make sure that it’s okay and thorough enough before he sends it off
to the workshop. I’ll go in and out of their workshop to check as it evolves and takes form. But it’s fairly
predictable, whereas costume less so.
Moving away from the works, what was it that made you want to pursue a career in design?
I think it was actually a Victorian Opera show. I was eight and I was taken along to see The Marriage of Figaro
that Barry Kosky had directed, and Steven Curtis had designed. My father and I were split up from one
another and I was sitting at the front of the circle in the Playhouse Theatre, which is where we’re going to
be for this opera. It’s still impressive, but for a little eight-year-old it was really impressive. I think I conflated
independence from my family with a love for the theatre and for design because Steven’s design was so clever
and beautiful. That made life very simple really. I could go through from the age of eight knowing that’s what I
wanted to do.
Finally, what advice would you give anyone interested in designing for performing art?
I think you need to see as much art, and it doesn’t have to be performing art, but art. Be in the world and
consume as much as you can. It’s as important to see work that you don’t really like as it is to see the work
that you do like because I suppose that’s how you distil the work you like or carve your path. Also, there are no
small shows, I think. Every show has the kind of potential to be seen by someone who jumps you across to the
next. Everything you put out in the world has a really valid audience. So well done for putting it out and value it
because it’s all important.
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VISUAL ARTS – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 9 AND 10
ACTIVITY ONE: EXPLORING ANNA CORDINGLEY’S DESIGNS
Read the interview with the set and costume designer Anna Cordingley, found on pages 34-40 of this
resource, and in your own words, answer the following questions:

1. What elements did Anna, Sam and Paul focus on in their early stages of their design concept for both
works?

2. What is the Kabuki technique and where will it take place in the production?
3. What does Anna look out for in the libretto before beginning her designs?
4. Who were some of the artists that Anna lists as influential to the design concept of both Cassandra and
Echo and Narcissus?

5. Did the music score play a big role in how Anna designed this work?
6. What is Anna trying to achieve with Echo’s costume?
7. Explain the process of building the costumes and set?
ACTIVITY TWO: DESIGNING SET AND COSTUMES
Choose either Cassandra or Echo and Narcissus as the myth you want to focus your design on. Then, design a
set and costumes for an operatic production.
Provide a written analysis of the concept behind your designs that explains:

•

the decisions behind your concept

•

elements of your protagonists’ characteristics that are evident in your set and costume designs

•

any references images or artists’ works that you drew inspiration from and why you were drawn to their
work

•

potential materials you will use in your set and costumes to enhance the design and why you used them.

ACTIVITY THREE: LIGHTING AN OPERA
It is widely known in the performing arts world that the lighting design of a production is the most important
element.
Do some research on lighting in the performing arts and find out why. Then write a 500-word essay that
explores this idea. Be sure to include three references and two examples of how important lighting really is.
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YEARS 11 AND 12
ACTIVITY ONE: ANALYSING ART WORK
In an interview with set and costume designer Anna Cordingley, found on pages 34-40 of this resource,
she discusses four artists who were influential in the initial design concept stage for Cassandra and Echo and
Narcissus.
Choose two works by two of the artists mentioned and write a 1,000 word essay that explores and answers
some or all of the questions below:

1. To what effect has the artist applied the art elements and art principles, listed below, and how do they
contribute to the meanings and messages of the work?

2. What materials, techniques and processes have been used and how do these shape your interpretation of
the work? Is this due to inherent qualities of the materials or to their application by the artist?

3. What is the distinctive style of the artwork and how does it contribute to the meaning/s of the artwork?
4. What physical aspects or presentation of the artwork contain symbolic meaning? This may include the

use of art elements and art principles, the compositional arrangement of subject matter, and the media,
technique and processes used by the artist.

5. What relationship does the artwork have to the artist’s life and experiences and what, if any, visual
evidence supports this?

6. Has the artist used a specific practice in creating the artwork that may reflect their personal philosophy
and ideas?

7. What are the symbols or metaphors explored or utilised in the artwork that contribute to the meanings and
messages?

Art elements:

•

Line

•

Texture

•

Sound

•

Colour

•

Shape

•

Light

•

Tone

•

Form

•

Time

Art principles:

•

Balance

•

Contrast

•

Scale

•

Movement

•

Rhythm

•

Proportion

•

Unity

•

Repetition (pattern)

•

Space

•

Variety

ACTIVITY TWO: CONCEPT DESIGN
In groups of three, develop a concept design for either of the Cassandra or Echo and Narcissus myths and put
together a proposal to present to the rest of your class.
Assign the role of director, set and costume designer and lighting designer to the different members in your
group.
In your proposal, consider the following elements:

•

Your interpretation of the myth and how it will appear on stage

•

Any descriptive terms used in the story that plays a role in your concept

•

How the design elements will work with the dramatic action

Click on the links below to read about each myth.
Cassandra: https://www.greekmythology.com/Myths/Mortals/Cassandra/cassandra.html
Echo and Narcissus: https://www.greekmythology.com/Myths/Mortals/Narcissus/narcissus.html
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ACTIVITY THREE: COMPARING DESIGNS
Post-show activity
Before watching the performance of Cassandra and Echo and Narcissus, read the interview with the set and
costume designer, Anna Cordingley on pages 34-40 of this resource.
Write down five points that relate to her designs for the set and costumes and what she’s trying to achieve.
After you watch the production, go back to her original designs and the points you made, and explain
the similarities and differences that you noticed. For example, did the set on stage look like what she had
designed? If not, what changes did you notice?
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APPENDIX A
Excerpt from ‘Part 1 – Echo’, Echo and Narcissus.
Echo Sees Narcissus 								
Chorus
Shafts of Sunlight					
		
Light the son of nymph and water					
		
Narcissus, Narcissus, Narcissus		
				
Echo		
Narcissus, Narcissus, Narcissus
C
E		

A boy, not a boy, 						
A boy,

C		A man, not a man.						
E		
A man,
C		A tender, growing sapling,				
E		
tender, growing
C		His marble skin, 					
E 		
marble skin,
C		His blushing cheeks, 					
E 		
blushing cheeks,
C		
E		

His downy almost beard but not. 						
downy almost beard but not.

C		
		
		
E		

A boy but not, a man, almost.						
Rays of his beauty falling on her face, 		
Light pulsing through golden veins			
light, … 		
golden light

C		
E		

Seeping into her breath,			
Seeping …
breath,

C		Beating in her heart,					
E		
beating …
heart,
C		Her eyes fall on him,					
		She yearns to speak, 				
E		
I yearn to speak …
C		
Her eyes are fixed on him, 			
		She yearns to speak, 				
E		
I yearn to speak …
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Chorus		To tell her love.					
Echo			
… to love
C		To tell her love.					
E			
… to love
C		To tell her love.					
E			
… to love
C		To tell her love.					
E			
… to love
C 		
Narcissus,						
E
Narcissuss,
C 		Narcissus,						
E

Narcissuss, -Us, -Us, -Us, -Us.

Echo’s Curse					
The scene darkens
C		
She yearns to speak to him				
		To tell him of her love					
		
But long ago, the Queen of gods had stolen her voice,		
		As punishment.					
		Juno took her voice, 					
		As punishment.				
		
Placed a noose around her words, 			
		As punishment. 				
		
Her fate, to echo endlessly, 			
			echo endlessly,			
				echo endlessly
E		
			
Echo endlessly,
C					endlessly,
					 endlessly,				
						As punishment.		
		
She yearns to speak to him, to tell him of her love.
E		
yearn to speak …
of……..love.
Echo’s Desire		
								
C
She sees his radiance, his golden hair,
E
see his radiance, his golden hair…
C
E

His star throned beauty, the sunlight dancing.				
his …
beauty …
dancing…

C
To feel him, feel his skin on hers,
E		
To feel him, to feel his skin,
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Chorus		
Echo		

Reach out, to reach out to him, edge her arm t’ward his.			
Reach out … reach out to him

C		
E		

Her arms far stretched with yearning, longing’s ache, to touch		
arms … stretched …
yearning, longing …
to touch

C		
E		

She cries inside, oh touch me, please
touch me. please

C		
E

His body full of promised love, his skin so soft, so sweet			
His body full of promised love, his skin so soft, so sweet

C		

Like dew so sweet as any peach			

C		
His body pulling her heart and her soul. 		
E			
body pulling … heart and … soul
C		
E		

Her heart aflame like torches’ sulphur tipped, with fire.			
heart aflame like
sulphur … Heart aflame with fire.

C		
E		

She longs to dive into his sweet pool, to dive into its stillness. 		
to dive into his sweet pool, to dive into its stillness.

C		
E		

Like stone in limpid waters, sinking into hope’s deep well.			
Like stone in limpid waters, sinking into hope’s deep well.

C		
To be his echo.			
E			
… echo.
Narcissus hears Echo nearby though she is securely hidden form his sight.		
Narcissus
Who’s there?
Echo			Who’s there?
N		
Come here!
E			Come here!
N		
Come, let us meet!
E			
Come let us meet!

… let us meet.

… let us meet.

N		
Come here! Why do you hide? I want to see you!
E			
Come here! Why do you hide? I want to see you!
Echo cannot help herself but comes out from hiding and stretches out her hand to touch his face.
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Echo is Rejected
Narcissus
Stay away! You disgust me!
Echo		
Stay!
You …
me!
N		
E		

I’ll die before I let you touch me
I’ll die …
…. you touch me…

N		
E		

I could never love you!
I…		
…love you!

N		
E		

No!			
No!

Echo’s Transformation		
				
		
Chorus		She tries to speak; 					
		
But flesh, and blood, and breath, and pulse		
		
So slowly, slowly, still and stop				
		She starts to change: 					
		
To turn to stone, so slowly, slowly				
		A rock that weeps, 					
		That seeps with pain				
		
Its sea-salt tears flow into the pool below. 		
		
Lovely Echo transforms to stone. 			
Narcissus is Cursed
					
The scene again darkens
C		 Narcissus,
		
Vengeance will hunt you as you hunt the hart.
		
Your love will echo her hopeless love,		
		
Forced to look but not to touch,			
		
Forced to yearn and pine and weep			
		
Forced to see the mirror of your stone-cold heart
		
And hope, and hate, and halted happiness		
		
And pain like endless depths of watery pool		
		Will drag you down					
		
You’ll echo her hopeless love and drown in grief.

VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA

		

EDUCATION RESOURCE

P. 47 / 52

APPENDIX B
Excerpt from Cassandra.
APOLLO
Who are you to say no to me?
Who are you to say no to me?
Who are you to say no?
I was born holding a sword
I was born holding flowers
I was washed by nymphs
Bound by gold
Washed by nymphs
I killed snakes
I killed giants
I killed sons
Do not mock me
Do not mock me
I am wolf
I am music
I am music
I am music
I am plague
I am plague
I am Apollo
Apollo puts his hand over Cassandra’s mouth. She
freezes in place. Apollo steps away from her.
CASSANDRA
Statues will weep
Buildings will be stained with blood
They will not listen
They will not listen
There will be a feast
War is over
A parting gift from the enemy
From the enemy a horse
They will open the gift
They will not listen
They will not listen
Then will not listen
Their feet are on the paths of ghosts
I’ve seen how this all ends.
Apollo puts his hands over Cassandra’s mouth again.
She can move.
APOLLO
You will never be believed
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INTERLUDIO: A VISION
Priam dances with Cassandra.
Apollo wheels out a cake with a horse icing pattern.
Priam eats a slice of cake.
Priam begins to choke and drops his glass.
Priam collapses dead on the floor.
Apollo looks at Cassandra knowingly.

VICTORIAN OPERA: ECHO AND NARCISSUS / CASSANDRA

EDUCATION RESOURCE

GLOSSARY
Act – A component of the total work, consisting of its own partial dramatic arc.
Aria – An elaborate composition for solo voice with instrumental accompaniment.
Arioso – A recitative of a lyrical and expressive quality.
Bar – Also called a measure. The section between two bar lines containing the number of beats as indicated by
the time signature.
Baritone – The male voice between the tenor and bass.
Bass – The lowest male voice.
Baton – A white stick used by conductors to direct the musicians and singers, allowing the conductor greater
visibility.
Beat – The regular pulse of the music.
Castrato – Historically, a singer who was castrated as a boy to retain the boyish quality of the voice. The pitch
of castrato singers was similar to a soprano.
Choreographer – The person who designs and creates the movement of the performance, usually in dance
form.
Chorus – In opera or music theatre this refers to a large body of singers.
Chorus master – The person responsible for the rehearsal and preparation of the chorus prior to production.
Coloratura – A rapid passage, run, trill or other virtuoso-like feature used particularly in music of the 18th and
19th centuries.
Composer – The person who writes the music.
Concertmaster – The lead violinist of the orchestra.
Conductor – The person who interprets, directs and cues the orchestra or musical performance, coordinating
the performers and keeping the time through the technique of hand movements.
Contralto – The lowest female voice.
Countertenor – The highest male voice.
Dactylic hexameter – A form of meter or rhythmic scheme in poetry, traditionally associated with the
quantitative meter of classical epic poetry in both Greek and Latin.
Designer – The person who designs the overall look of the production, including the sets, costume, props and
lighting.
Diphthongs – A sound formed by the combination of two vowels in a single syllable, in which the sound begins
as one vowel and moves towards another (such as, coin or loud).
Director – The person who is in charge of the artistic features of the production.
Dress rehearsal – Often the final rehearsal of all the component parts of the production in full costume.
Duet – A composition for two performers of equal importance.
Elliptical heliocentricity – The oval-shaped path in which the Earth and the planets revolve around the sun.
Ensemble – A group of performers performing together.
Excerpt – A short extract from a piece of music.
Finale – The last movement of a work that contains more than one movement.
Grand Opera – A large-scale serious opera without spoken dialogue.
Harmony – The chordal (vertical) structure of a musical composition in contrast to the linear (single melody
line) structure.
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Hero / Heroine – In its modern form, the hero/heroine is a protagonist character who fulfils a task and restores
balance to the community. He/she/they are a born leader, whether they know it or not, as well as a real
survivor who has faith in good. Others are willing to believe in this hero and will follow him/her/them.
Interlude – A section of music between acts.
Intermission – A break in the performance that allows the audience to leave the auditorium.
Key – The tonal centre around which a composition is based, often indicated by a key signature.
Leitmotif – The representation of characters, typical situations and recurring ideas by musical motifs.
Libretto – The text of an opera or music theatre work.
Meta-narrative – A type of play, novel, etc. that experiments with or explores the idea of telling a story, often
by drawing attention to the fact that it is an invented story, not an account of real events.
Mezzo-soprano – The second highest female voice.
Mise en scène – The arrangement of the scenery, props, etc., on the stage of a theatrical production.
Modes – In music, any of several ways of ordering the notes of a scale according to the intervals they form
with the tonic, which then provides a theoretical framework for the melody.
Opera – A staged drama set to music, comprised of vocal pieces with instrumental accompaniment and usually
with orchestral overtures and interludes.
Opera buffa – Also known as ‘comic opera’, an opera with a large mixture of music, on a light subject with a
happy ending, including comic elements.
Opera seria – Also known as ‘serious opera’, an opera with dramatic, serious content often with a tragic ending.
Orchestra – A large ensemble of instruments divided into four main sections: strings, woodwind, brass and
percussion.
Orchestration – Utilisation of the instrumentation of an orchestra in the writing of a composition.
Overture – An instrumental introduction to an opera or other music theatre work.
Panoply – An extensive or impressive collection.
Principal – One of the main characters.
Pulse – The underlying beat of a piece of music.
Range – The range from the lowest to highest notes that are played or sung.
Recitative – A vocal (singing) style designed to imitate the natural inflections of speech, used in opera where
dialogue might be used in other forms of music theatre.
Rehearsal – Where the performers and the Director establish and refine the dramatic and musical
interpretation of the production.
Rhythm – The regular and irregular pattern of notes of different length in the music.
Repetiteur – A pianist who works as an accompanist and vocal coach for opera.
Scale model box – A scale miniature of the set design made from foam core and card.
Score – The document where all the parts of a work, both instrumental and vocal are notated.
Solo – A piece of music performed by a single performer either alone or with accompaniment.
Soprano – The highest female voice.
Soubrette – A light operatic soprano.
Sound Designer – The person who designs the additional sound used in a production.
Stage Manager – The person who manages the running of rehearsals and performances, managing all the
components of the production during performance.
Surtitles – A translation of the words being sung on stage projected onto a screen above the stage.
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Synopsis – A summary of the story.
Tempo – The speed of a composition.
Tenor – A high male voice.
Tessitura – The general range of vocal parts.
Tetralogy – A group of four related literary or operatic works.
Tetrameters – A verse made up of four measures.
Time signature – A notation used to specify how many beats in a bar and the note value equivalent to the beat.
Tone – The interval of a major second or a sound of definite pitch and duration.
Tone poem – Also known as a symphonic poem, a piece of orchestral music that evokes or illustrates the
content of a poem, short story, novel, painting, landscape, or other non-musical source.
Tutti – A marking in a score that indicates the use of the whole orchestra and/or all the vocal parts.
Vibrato – A very slight fluctuation of pitch in rapid succession to create warmth in the sound.
Villain – Often the antagonist. In literature, this is the evil character in the story, the character who has a
negative effect on the other characters.
Vocal range – The human voice falls into a range from the lowest to highest notes they can reach. The normal
range is around two octaves and is traditionally broken into seven voice types, (from highest to lowest)
soprano, mezzo-soprano, contralto, countertenor, tenor, baritone and bass.
Western music – A musical tradition derived from European cultures spanning the flourishing musical culture
of ancient times to the present day.
Workshop – An exploration of a new work (production, text, music, design).
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