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ABOUT THIS RESOURCE
This resource is designed for school students in Years 7-12. Activities can be used in the classroom alongside or
separate to Victorian Opera’s production of The Sleeping Beauty.
The activities for Years 7-10 suggested in this resource align with Australian Curriculum Learning Area in the
Arts; specifically, Music, Drama and Visual Arts.
The table below outlines how the activities designed around each Learning Area align to the Australian
Curriculum General Capabilities.
CAPABILITIES

Literacy

Numeracy
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Activities devised for Years 11-12 have been done so in accordance with the Victorian Certificate of Education
Study Designs for:
• Performing Arts: Drama and Music Style and Composition
• Visual Arts: Art and Studio Arts
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THE SLEEPING BEAUTY: ABOUT THE WORK
La bella dormente nel bosco (The Sleeping Beauty)
Opera in three acts, sung in Italian
Composer – Ottorino Respighi
Librettist – Gian Bistolfi

CREATIVE TEAM
Conductor – Phoebe Briggs
Director – Nancy Black
Set Designer – Morwenna Schenck
Lighting Designer – Philip Lethlean
Original Puppet Design and Construction – Joe Blanck

CHARACTERS AND CAST

REBECCA RASHLEIGH
The Nightingale
Soprano

SHAKIRA DUGAN
The Cuckoo
Mezzo-soprano

KIRILIE BLYTHMAN
The Frog / The Spindle
Soprano

MICHAEL LAMPARD
The Ambassador
Baritone

KATHRYN RADCLIFFE
The Blue Fairy
Soprano

TIMOTHY REYNOLDS
The Jester / Mister Dollar
Tenor
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JUEL RIGGALL
The Green Fairy
Mezzo-soprano

LIANE KEEGAN
The Old Lady / The
Duchess
Mezzo-soprano

RAPHAEL WONG
The King
Baritone

GEORGIA WILKINSON
The Princess
Soprano

DIMITY SHEPHERD
The Queen / The Cat
Mezzo-soprano

STEPHEN MARSH
The Woodcutter
Baritone

PUPPETEERS

CARLOS E. BARCENAS
The Prince
Tenor

DOUGLAS KELLY
The Villager
Tenor

VICTORIAN OPERA: THE SLEEPING BEAUTY

Christian Bagin
Vincent Crowley
Nadine Dimitrievitch
Luke Taylor
Kate Fryer
Kaira Hachefa
Therese O’Connor
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SYNOPSIS
ACT I
Scene 1
The year is 1620. The Nightingale’s song competes with the Cuckoo’s; it’s eventually disturbed by a group of
dancing Frogs. The Royal Ambassador and a Herald arrive to announce the birth of the Princess and invite the
Fairies to the christening. The Blue Fairy and her companions appear, agreeing to become the Godmothers of
the Princess. The Fairies depart leaving the two lonely birds.
Scene 2
In the castle’s Great Hall, the Court Jester sings a lullaby at the cradle of the baby Princess. The King and
Queen arrive, accompanied by the Fairies and royal guests. The Blue Fairy and her companions pay tribute
to the Princess and a group of Rose Nymphs waltz. The ceremony is interrupted by the arrival of the angry
Green Fairy. She declares that at the age of twenty, the Princess will prick her finger on a spindle and fall
asleep forever. After the Green Fairy leaves, the King calls the Master of Spindles and orders him to destroy all
spinning wheels. The Blue Fairy asks a chorus of singing stars to make sure the Princess will be watched over.
ACT II
Scene 1
It is now 1640, and in a forgotten part of the castle an old woman sings at her remaining spinning wheel. When
she leaves the room in search of some wool, the Princess comes in, singing of the joys of spring. She greets a
suspicious Cat, who introduces her to the Spindle and the three dance together. The old woman returns and
when urged by the Princess, teaches her how to spin, using the spindle that she had kept secretly hidden. The
Cat notices this too late: the Green Fairy’s prophecy comes true.
Scene 2
The Doctors tell the King that they don’t know the cause of the Princess’ illness. The Queen joins her husband
in a mournful duet. A funeral procession enters. The Princess seems to only be asleep, but no amount of sweet
foods or soft melodies have been able to rouse her. The Blue Fairy appears and orders the Princess to be
placed in an alcove. She casts a spell of sleep over the entire castle, predicting that the Princess will one day be
woken by a kiss of love. A group of humming spiders wrap the castle in their silvery web.
ACT III
Scene 1
It is around 1940. In the woods adjacent to the enchanted castle, a Woodcutter sings and is joined by his
fellows. Prince April enters, accompanied by a Duchess, a group of huntsmen and members of the ‘PaperHunt’, a rich American society lead by Mr. Dollar. The Prince is fascinated by the tale of the Sleeping Princess
as told by the Woodcutter, still waiting for the kiss of April that will break the spell. The Duchess is already
jealous but is consoled by Mr. Dollar, who offers to buy the Sleeping Beauty. The Prince leaves his horse and
approaches the castle.
Scene 2
In the hall where the Princess lies, Prince April greets the motionless courtiers; voices tell him that love,
inspired by the spring, will help him break the magic spell.
A large spider attempts to trap him in her web, but the Prince defeats her. He sees the Sleeping Beauty on
her bed and his kiss awakens her and everyone else. They sing their love duet until the Blue Fairy appears,
transforming the old room into a splendid new throne-room. They all rejoice. The ‘Paper-Hunt’ group enters,
gathering all into a ‘nouveau style’ foxtrot.
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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, who 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 have 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
‘a 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.
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 The Sleeping Beauty, turn to pages 4-5 of this resource.
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ABOUT THE COMPOSER: OTTORINO RESPIGHI
Ottorino Respighi was an Italian composer, violist and teacher. Born in Bologna, Italy in 1879, he began to
learn the piano and viola with his father, who was a local piano teacher. At the age of 13 he entered the
Liceo Musicale in Bologna, a secondary school with a strong focus on music, and studied violin, viola and
composition. It was here that he also discovered a passion for early music from the Medieval and Renaissance
periods.
After completing his studies, he travelled to Russia where he was offered the position of principal violist in
the orchestra of the Russian Imperial Theatre in St Petersburg for its season of Italian opera. During his time
in Russia, he studied composition with Russian composer Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov, learning about orchestral
colour, and upon returning to Bologna in 1901, he turned his attention to composition.
While his early compositions weren’t very successful, he did begin to gain more attention and recognition as
a composer over time, and eventually gained international fame in 1917 with the first of his orchestral tone
poems, Fontane di Roma (Fountains of Rome). With this work and Pini di Roma (Pines of Rome) he sought to
depict the character of Rome as described by the poet Gabriele D’Annunzio.
In 1913, at the age of 34, he was appointed as a teacher of composition at the Conservatory of Saint Cecilia
in Rome. He became its director in 1924, but only held the position for two years as he wanted to focus on
composing. In addition to a wide collection of orchestral works, Respighi’s music also comprises repertoire for
opera, ballet, voice, and chamber music.

ABOUT LA BELLA DORMENTE NEL BOSCO
Respighi’s La bella dormente nel bosco (The Sleeping Beauty) is based on Charles Perrault’s 1689 fairy tale, La
belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods). While other composers had written operas and ballets
on this work for adult audiences, Respighi’s opera was one of the first written for children.
It was first performed on 13 April 1922 at the Palazzo Odescalchi in Rome by the puppet company, I Piccoli. The
opera featured puppets on stage, while the sung and spoken parts were performed from the orchestra pit. The
work was an immediate success and was performed for the next twenty years to audiences throughout Italy
as well as Turkey, Greece, Egypt, Bulgaria, Russia, Canada,
Australia and Japan.
At the request of the Teatro di Torino, Respighi composed
a new version of the work in 1933. While the singers were
again required to perform from the pit, the action on
stage was performed in mime by children instead of using
puppets.
The music for this opera demonstrates the composer’s
versatility in style and also reveals his sense of humour.
The score includes references to other composers such as
Richard Wagner, Jules Massenet, Claude Debussy, Giacomo
Puccini and Igor Stravinsky.

Photo by Charlie Kinross
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INTERVIEW WITH MUSIC DIRECTOR: PHOEBE BRIGGS
In the interview below, Music Director Phoebe Briggs describes the music of The Sleeping Beauty and how
Ottorino Respighi evokes certain images through the use of orchestral colours and textures. She also talks
about the use of puppets in the production, as well as the relevance this work holds as our community comes
out of lockdown.
How would you describe the music of this opera?
Respighi himself described it as ‘an innocent mockery of contemporary melodrama’. There are moments of
humour (the frog scene, for example), deep pathos (when the King and Queen are mourning their daughter),
drama (the entrance of the Green Fairy) and emotion (the chorus of the mourners).
What is the style of this opera?
The opera is written in neo-classical style, meaning a style that is influenced by the Classical period
(approximately 1750-1820). Respighi was influenced by the Italian composers of the sixteenth, seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, but he added late nineteenth century harmonies, textures and dance movements to
the work. It is comprised of three acts each containing two scenes.
Is the music of The Sleeping Beauty indicative of Respighi’s other compositions? Why?
Respighi had an incredible ability to write music that conjured up pictures in the mind of the listener. These
were known as tone poems and the most famous of his was The Pines of Rome. I feel that the score of The
Sleeping Beauty is effective this way as well. One example is the music of the spinning scene.
Respighi has a glorious reputation for his capacity to compose for orchestra. As the conductor, what are you
especially going to enjoy about this music?
Respighi was a very clever orchestrator and he could create so many different sounds from a relatively small
group of instruments. I think what I will love is hearing the different colours and textures of the orchestra and
seeing how they match the characterisation of the puppeteers and singers.
Working with the diverse elements of puppetry, singers and orchestra, how will you work collaboratively to
make this production come together?
I’m really looking forward to seeing how the puppeteers bring the characters to life. The puppets will be the
expressive visual extension of the music and the singers will provide the voices for the puppets. The music
won’t change from the way the opera would normally be performed so the puppeteers will work within a
musical time frame. Each element will be an extension of the other so it should meld beautifully. I look forward
to seeing how the puppeteers and singers create the characters together.
Which ‘songs’ or ‘themes’ particularly stand out for you?
I love the opening duet between the Nightingale and the Cuckoo (Act I, Scene 1), the Stars chorus (end of Act
I, Scene 2), the Mourners chorus (Act II, Scene 2) and then the foxtrot at the end to celebrate the marriage of
the Prince and Princess (Act III, Scene 2).
What is the orchestration for The Sleeping Beauty? Does anything particularly stand out, or is unusual/unique
in his orchestration?
Respighi uses a standard orchestra of flute (doubling piccolo), oboe, clarinet, bassoon, horn, trumpet,
trombone, piano (which includes celeste and spinet -- like a harpsichord), percussion and strings. The
percussion includes campanelle (bells) and an instrument called a raganella (cog rattle) to create the sound
of frogs for the frog chorus. He uses piano throughout the opera and often uses it as a harp would have been
used, with big flourishes and arpeggiated figures that stand out in the orchestral texture.
It is said that Respighi has referenced other composers and styles in this work. Which composers and styles
have you recognised?
I can hear snippets of Giuseppe Verdi, Giacomo Puccini, Richard Wagner, Claude Debussy, Igor Stravinsky and
Jules Massenet. The styles include waltz, foxtrot, march, minuet, dramatic spoken text (such as the Green
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Fairy’s entrance), a slow section in the style of a ‘ninna-nanna’ or children’s song, a cakewalk and sound effects
such as a cat miaowing and the ‘crowd’ cheering and applauding.
Respighi first composed this opera just after the Spanish flu spread throughout Europe and the opera’s story
is symbolic of the resilience needed to emerge from dark times. After living with the COVID-19 pandemic
and the subsequent lockdowns, do you think the way you approach conducting and interpreting the music for
next year’s production of The Sleeping Beauty will have changed since you conducted it in 2017? If so, in what
way?
It’s quite incredible to think that it is almost exactly 100 years since Respighi was experiencing what we are
going through across the globe. The coincidence is not lost on me and I feel like we will all approach this opera
slightly differently than before, perhaps not consciously but more on a subconscious level. The moments of
grief will be felt deeply and the moments of levity and humour will seem like a wonderful relief. There is a
beautiful sense of joy and hope at the end of the work and I feel like we will all revel in that a little bit more this
time around. I don’t think my approach will differ too much as a conductor but we all now have a different level
of knowledge about what it means to experience grief and anxiety as a community, as well as the sense of the
joy of community coming together, so I feel that everyone onstage and off will be touched a little more deeply
by the work this year.

ORCHESTRATION
The Sleeping Beauty’s orchestration is outlined in the table below and will performed by approximately 20
musicians in the orchestra.

Family

Instrument

Strings

Violin
Viola
Cello
Double bass
Piccolo
Flute
Oboe
Clarinet
Bassoon
French horn
Trumpet
Trombone
Raganella – Cog rattle
Bass drum
Cymbals
Triangle
Bells
Tamborine
Piano
Keyboard
Celeste
Spinet

Woodwinds

Brass
Percussion

Keyboards
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MUSIC – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 7 AND 8
ACTIVITY ONE: IDENTIFY THE INSTRUMENTS
Look at the table of instruments used in the orchestration of Respighi’s The Sleeping Beauty, found on page 11
of this resource, and circle the corresponding image on the below picture of an orchestra.
Which instruments are missing? Search online to find out what they look and sound like.

ACTIVITY TWO: DISCOVERING MUSIC STYLES
Read the interview with Music Director Phoebe Briggs on pages 11-12 of this resource.
Research some of the different styles she mentions (listed below) and write down three characteristics of each
of the styles.

•
•
•
•
•

Waltz
Foxtrot
March
Minuet
Cakewalk
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YEARS 9 AND 10
ACTIVITY THREE: LISTENING PRACTICE
Listen to ‘Per sempre obliata in gran solitudin, la vecchia sdentata continua a filar’ (‘Forever forgotten in great
solitude, the old toothless woman continues to spin’) from Respighi’s La bella dormente nel bosco (The Sleeping
Beauty).
In this scene, we meet an old toothless woman who is sitting at her spindle spinning wool. After you listen to
the excerpt a few times, list some of the characteristics of the music that depict the spindle.
To listen to the excerpt, visit https://open.spotify.com/track/6tdr0OMCH35P16rZ6EE9rE.
ACTIVITY FOUR: OTTORINO RESPIGHI AND TONE POEMS
Respighi was famous for writing orchestral tone poems, some of which are still often performed today.
Choose one of his compositions from the list below. Before listening to it, do some research on when the piece
was written and what it is supposed to depict.
After you listen to the music, write down some of the characteristics you heard in the music that you think
relate to the background of the work. This could be in the use of rhythms, harmony, use of instruments or
dynamics and tempo.

•
•
•
•
•

Fontane di Roma (The Fountains of Rome)
Pini di Roma (The Pines of Rome)
Feste Romane (Roman Festivals)
Gli Uccelli (The Birds)
Vetrate di chiesa (Church Windows)

YEARS 11 AND 12
ACTIVITY FIVE: COMPOSE A THEME FOR A CHARACTER
Choose a role from The Sleeping Beauty from the list below and write a melodic theme that you think best
represents their character within the opera.

•
•
•
•
•
•

The Nightingale
The Cuckoo
The Frog
The Cat
The Old Lady
The Woodcutter
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THE ARTS – DRAMA
INTERVIEW WITH DIRECTOR: NANCY BLACK
In the interview below, Director Nancy Black discusses the themes central to Respighi’s The Sleeping Beauty
and how these will be conveyed on stage. She also discusses the design of the puppets that will appear on stage
in Victorian Opera’s production and how the work will be constructed inside the rehearsal room.
You originally staged this work for Victorian Opera in 2017. Has its meaning changed for you since then?
The short answer is no. But when I first began working with this opera in 2017, of course I knew the fairy tale,
and I thought ‘oh it’s just a fairy tale, you know, and it’s about the coming of age, and yadda yadda yadda’. And
then, as I got to know the opera more deeply, I realised that it was, at least in my interpretation of it, a really
quite profound exploration of grief, loss, resilience and hope, and because of its timing, following World War
I and the terrible pandemic of the Spanish flu, I thought this is an extraordinary story about that. By chance,
of course, it has this extraordinary horrible American capitalist [Mr Dollar] in the contemporary world that
comes to meet the ancient world. Donald Trump had just been, well, the year before, had been elected and was
a horror then and is even worse now. So, I had to put him in as the American capitalist because he absolutely
married the qualities that Respighi gave to this terrible man.
So, that is what I pursued and of course in 2017, the terrible migrations were in full swing around Europe and
indeed coming here, and so this for me was about a community recovering from catastrophe and bushfires
were beginning, so it was all tied up in that. Well look at us today! We went into lockdown, and the community
in The Sleeping Beauty goes into lockdown. Now admittedly, for a little longer than we were, but it is a
metaphor, so I would say the meaning is actually the same. When a catastrophe happens, you go into a space
of introspection, of looking at yourself, of grief, of adjusting to loss, and you come out, and if that catastrophe
has been as widespread as it has been for us today, and indeed as it was after the World Wars, you come into
a different world. It’s a changed world. Respighi puts you meeting the old with the new and there has to be an
admission of change and a time of adjustment. I think I see that happening amongst all of us now. We don’t
know what the world is going to be after this. We’re doing all kinds of things and talking about returning to
normal. It’s not going to be the old normal, it will be a new normal. It will be one for sure where there will be a
lot of joy. But pandemics are going to happen again…
Probably more frequently…
Probably more frequently. We may yet be facing a most terrible bushfire [season] again, I mean if Fraser Island
is any indication of what’s facing us.
So, there’s just so much wisdom in that retelling of a fairy tale. I think it’s very prophetic, without being heavy
or moralistic; it’s not moralistic at all, it’s very funny. It says we must laugh if we’re going to heal then we
must have joy, we must have love. It is in fact love that enables us to come out again, to see one another, to
reach across unreachable and horrible chasms and say ‘yes, I am here with you’. It’s a very profound human
knowledge.
You also talked a little about some of the themes that come out of the work. How will you explore these on
stage?
Well, I answer the situations that Respighi gives us. He gives us very silly people at the beginning and a lot of
fun.
Oh, but there’s one thing I wanted to go back to, which is, one of the things that I think is true about life, about
mankind, is that we have always, since the invention of language, used story to make sense of our world. What
I wanted to do was to investigate the idea that this community, which is represented by the singers, have come
through whatever this time is, whatever this catastrophe is, and they’re telling a story about what they have
done. They have transformed it into a metaphor, and they tell this story with puppets that look like a beautiful,
whimsical fairy tale.
The designs spring from my love of a wonderful Danish illustrator called Kay Nielsen, who illustrated beautiful
books in the early 1900s and so the puppets are from another era. The singers telling the story are from now
P. 14 / 23
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and they’re going to be dressed in a very dark palette and in contemporary clothes, whereas the puppets are
filled with rich, lovely colours – they’re a bit ragged but they’re very beautiful. So that brings to me the past
and the present meeting.
Then we have humour, and we have terrible grief. When the King and the Queen hear that their daughter is
going to die when her finger is pricked by a spindle, they do this huge thing to try to prevent it happening; they
burn all the spindles and of course, they fail. What I was able to explore and what I hope to explore again, is the
depths of their grief and the foolishness of the doctors, who cannot help them. They’re left with their frailty.
It’s partly because one of the things that can be said with puppets is you can bring things that cannot be said
to the outside. I hate using puppets just like people because I think just use a person. The Queen breaks apart
in her grief. The King is ferocious and there’s a puppeteer handling his right arm and his left hand comes in and
beats up the right arm puppeteer until the puppeteer has to leave stage. I’m looking at where the emotion is,
where its depth is, and also where the joy and the lightness is so that you have those two things. If you don’t
have the lightness and the joy you have nothing to lose, so when the loss comes it isn’t meaningful. You really
need to go into that grief so that when you come out of it, it is joyful.
The inclusion of puppets in this opera was actually written into the original work by Respighi.
Oh yes, but in the original one Respighi had thought that it would be marionettes, which are puppets on
strings, which I don’t have a particular love of, and the singers were to be either in the orchestra pit or in the
wings. I wanted the singers on stage because they are the story tellers, and they are telling their story through
a puppet. In this case, the opera singers sometimes are puppeteers as well.
Who designed and created the puppets for this production and what was the process involved in their
creation?
Well, there are a lot of puppets.
Yeah, and they’re quite big as well.
They’re very big. So, I asked a puppet maker and designer called Joe Blanck, who is resident in Melbourne, to
make them for us and we collaborated with Morwenna Schenck, the designer, and Bluebottle at that time.
Ben Cobham was also involved in the set design. We collaborated over a long period of time about that. I gave
them all kinds of examples of the Kay Nielsen illustrations and I wanted them in that period because it was so
languorous and sensual and beautiful. Morwenna now is taking the original designs and just enhancing it with a
bit more curves and a few more things. It’ll be really beautiful.
What does the rehearsal process look like when you have puppets, puppeteers and opera singers sharing the
one space?
It’s chaotic! I usually start my rehearsals these days with warning the assembled artists that I am chaotic and
furthermore I don’t apologise for it. When I say chaotic, I want people to collaborate and I told them in The
Sleeping Beauty, I said, ‘look, you are funnier than I am. I want you to explore these moments and come up with
these things and share them and try them out. I will say yes or no to them and I’m very happy to shape that. But
you will come up with better ideas than me and I applaud you for it and that’s why I have you in the cast.’
So, I keep it as collaborative as I possibly can. You have to plan things and we never have enough time to
rehearse. People just came up with ideas and we had to have the puppets there all the time. I knew certain
actions had to take place but had to figure out how many people we would have on stage. Everybody chips in.
What preparation do you undertake before going into the rehearsal room? Can you explain the process a
little?
Well, I certainly listen to the music and think about what the music gives me. I also read the libretto and I bring
those two things together and I think about what this opera is saying to me. Then, because I’m quite a visual
person, I think about what I am going to see with this. I begin to construct some through lines, and I think
about little scenes: where is the heart of this scene and what do we want out of it? How does that lead to the
next scene? Because this is a very narrative piece and so I think about the dynamics between the different
moments. This dynamic in scene A, how does that frame or relate to what’s going on in scene B and what can I
do to make that relationship more dynamic, more dramatic?
Of course, with something like opera, you’ve got so many elements. You have the music from the start, you
have whatever your visuals are, you have the performance, and you have your choreography on stage.
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Sometimes if you’ve got a lot of people on stage and not much room, which has happened to me before, I
end up with a whole bunch of almonds, shaping them all on the table thinking, ‘I want to have a mass here and
one person here, how am I going to achieve that?’ I have to move things around. But in this case, it’s not quite
so difficult. Then you try things out on the floor. I tend to plan how I want to achieve a certain dynamic and a
certain impact and a certain shape within a scene. Where is the apex of that scene? How do we get there? But I
don’t, as a rule, block things. I tend to see how the performers are on the set.
You mentioned that you listen to the music and the music does play a role. Do you look at the score more
directly and decide, ‘this is what’s happening in the music, let’s do that’, or do you draw more from the
libretto?
Well, there’s not a simple answer to that because somebody like Respighi for example, and other composers
too, will sometimes explore a polarity between what the music is doing and what the libretto is saying. That’s
one thing that I will always explore: is the libretto being supported by the music at this point or is the music
doing something different? Does the music have a shade that it shouldn’t have? Is the libretto’s character
pretending something and is the music telling us the truth? So those kinds of things are things that I want to
explore. Respighi does beautiful things, and he references all kinds of other composers and that’s another way
that he has of telling us that this is a timeless story, but he does it very cheekily.
What should audiences look out for in this production of The Sleeping Beauty?
They can go with whatever they like, but just check out this relationship between the singers and the puppets,
and how the puppets are giving what the singers are singing nuance and depth. Just let the whole range of
emotions and feelings and all the different colours come into you. You don’t have to make sense of something,
it’s there. It’s not hard to understand, but I hope that somebody watching it lets themselves laugh and cry and
feel sad and feel uplifted. Think about life.
You describe yourself as a theatre maker, director, producer and performer. How did you get into all of these
lines of work?
Well first of all, I fell in love with theatre when I was in school. Then I majored in Drama and English when I
was at University. I’ve spent most of my working life working in theatre and/or film or TV, in one capacity or
another. When I first arrived here in Australia in 1970, there wasn’t the kind of support for the arts that there
is now. But it was at a wonderful time when La Mama [Theatre] was beginning, the Pram Factory [Theatre] was
beginning, there was this upsurge and passion for putting Australian work on stage. It hadn’t happened, I mean
it had happened of course, but it was generally regarded as a poor cousin to work that was coming out of the
UK especially, Europe and the US. So, we all just worked where we could. We worked for free and we worked
for nothing and we just did it because we were passionate about it.
I was a single mum with three kids, so I worked a lot as a teacher to be able to support myself and then
gradually discovered that I really loved directing and came into it that way. There’s no one way for people to
find themselves in their careers and we’re all facing challenges. You have to pay the rent; you have to survive. I
always tell people, ‘look, the arts is an insecure place to find your way. Make sure you have something else you
want to do as well that you love, that isn’t just about being an artist so that you’re not doing something that
you hate in order to pay the rent. Why make your life miserable? Find something you like. Pay the rent with
that. If you can possibly keep your artistic self alive, do so.’
Finally, do you have any advice for students who are interested in pursuing a career in theatre or the
performing arts?
Do it. And inform yourselves. I just despair when you say the name Beckett and they say, ‘who’s that?’ Or
Brecht or George Orwell, you know the names go on but people don’t know that theatre has a huge history.
When you read the Greeks today, the Greek tragedians and some of the comic work, it’s just absolutely
riveting and it’s important to know that stuff. Embrace it and realise it’s not just about getting up on a stage
and being funny. It’s not like stand-up comedy. There are many things that overlap. Knowing how to establish a
rapport with your audience is really important of anybody who is performing live. But they are different things.
Being a dancer is different to being an actor even though you have many things that are in common.
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DRAMA – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 7 AND 8
ACTIVITY ONE: REFLECTION ON AN INTERVIEW
Read the interview with Director Nancy Black on pages 14-16 of this resource and identify the following:

•
•
•

How does she use puppetry in this production?
What are some of the central themes in Ottorino Respighi’s opera and how are they relevant to us as a
modern-day audience?
What does she reveal about the music’s role in opera?

YEARS 9 AND 10
ACTIVITY TWO: EXPLORING EMOTIONS THROUGH ACTION
Read Charles Perrault’s fairy tale, La belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods).
In groups of two, write and perform a short scene that expands on the emotions of grief and loss that the King
and Queen would experience when learning that the Princess has fallen into a deep sleep.
In preparing for your performance, experiment with the different ways your character will express the
emotions and discuss the options with your group partner.
For a copy of Perrault’s fairy tale, visit https://www.worldoftales.com/fairy_tales/Charles_Perrault/THE_

SLEEPING_BEAUTY_IN_THE_WOODS.html#gsc.tab=0
YEARS 11-12

ACTIVITY THREE: STAGE YOUR OWN THE SLEEPING BEAUTY
As a class, write a script and develop a performance that retells the fairy tale, The Sleeping Beauty.

•
•
•

Develop a concept that considers the time and location of your retelling of the story.
Discuss the themes central to the fairy tale and how these will be addressed in your performance.
Instead of assigning a Director, work together to determine how you will stage the action.

Finally, perform your production to the rest of your year level.
For a copy of The Sleeping Beauty fairy tale, visit https://www.worldoftales.com/fairy_tales/Charles_

Perrault/THE_SLEEPING_BEAUTY_IN_THE_WOODS.html#gsc.tab=0
ACTIVITY FOUR: POST-PERFORMANCE ACTIVITY

After watching Victorian Opera’s production of The Sleeping Beauty, divide into three groups and discuss one
of the below topics. Then, share your thoughts with the rest of the class.

•
•
•
•

How does this work relate to today’s society?
How did the puppets add to the telling of the story?
What did you notice about the relationship between the singers and the puppets that represented their
character?
How was movement, space and time used to give the action more meaning?
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THE ARTS – VISUAL ARTS
DESIGNING THE PUPPETS
The puppets for Victorian Opera’s production of The Sleeping Beauty were designed and created by Joe Blanck
and his team at A Blanck Canvas. As Director Nancy Black discusses in her interview on pages 14-16 of this
resource, the designs are inspired by illustrations by Kay Nielsen.
There are 18 characters in this production, each of which is represented by a puppet. There are also 6
additional puppets that do not have a voiced part yet represent a character.

Throughout the production the puppets need to be passed around easily and puppeteers need to be able to
manipulate more than one puppet at a time.
Each puppet is made of a very lightweight material so that they can be packed down on stage rather than
placed in the wings offstage when they are not being used. The way they’ve been created means that they can
be laid down in such a way that they almost disappear.
The fairies are designed to be covered in silk with LEDs built into the face frame to give them a fairy-like
quality.

Photos by Charlie Kinross
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The faces are first carved from clay and then moulds are created using plaster. The actual face for the puppet is
made from a latex foam that is poured into the mould.
The puppets are designed to be easily held from behind and manipulated by one or multiple puppeteers. They
are made on a lightweight frame, with the head separate to the body.

Top left: The Ambassador. Top right: The Woodcutter. Bottom: The King and Queen.
Photos by Charlie Kinross.
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VISUAL ARTS – ACTIVITIES
YEARS 7 AND 8
ACTIVITY ONE: A CONTEMPORARY SLEEPING BEAUTY
Read Charles Perrault’s fairy tale, La belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods).
Draw your interpretation of the world at the start of the fairy tale if the action were to take place in a
contemporary setting.
For a copy of Perrault’s fairy tale, visit https://www.worldoftales.com/fairy_tales/Charles_Perrault/THE_

SLEEPING_BEAUTY_IN_THE_WOODS.html#gsc.tab=0
YEARS 9 AND 10

ACTIVITY TWO: DESIGN YOUR VERSION OF THE SLEEPING BEAUTY
Read Charles Perrault’s fairy tale, La belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods). Then:

1. Develop a design concept for how you would present the world of this fairy tale if you were the

production’s designer.
2. Select 3-5 of the characters from the story and design costumes for each of them.
3. Finally, write 2-3 paragraphs that outlines your overall design concept and how the characters’ costumes
fit into it.
For a copy of Perrault’s fairy tale, visit https://www.worldoftales.com/fairy_tales/Charles_Perrault/THE_

SLEEPING_BEAUTY_IN_THE_WOODS.html#gsc.tab=0
YEARS 11 AND 12

ACTIVITY THREE: ANALYSING NIELSEN’S ILLUSTRATIONS
As Nancy explained in her interview on pages 14-16 of this resource, the puppet designs are based on drawings
by the Danish illustrator Kay Nielsen.
Research some of Kay Nielsen’s illustrations and select two that appeal to you most. Write a paragraph for
each illustration you chose that describes:

1. The meaning behind the illustration
2. The processes Nielsen employed to create it: and,
3. The reasons why it appealed to you.
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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 – An aria 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.
Classical period – Spanning from mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century, opera in the classical period is
characterised by a lighter, clearer texture than baroque music.
Coloratura – A rapid passage, run, trill or other virtuoso-like feature used particularly in music of the
eighteenth and nineteenth 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.
Crescendo – A gradual increase in loudness.
Designer – The person who designs the overall look of the production, including the sets, costumes, props and
lighting.
Director – The person who controls the artistic and dramatic aspects of the production, realising the
conceptual interpretation of the work.
Duet – A composition for two performers of equal importance.
Ensemble – A group of people that perform together.
Excerpt – A short extract from a piece of music.
Finale – The last movement in a work of several movements.
General rehearsal – Often the final rehearsal of all the component and parts of the production in full costume.
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 melodic
line) structure.
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.
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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.
Mezzo-soprano – The second highest female voice.
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.
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.
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.
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.
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.
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