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Information for Teachers
Welcome to Victorian Opera’s Access All Areas: Livestream Program.
This program is built around Victorian Opera’s schools’ production of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, presented in
association with Short Black Opera, and is designed for students in years Foundation to 9.
Over a series of four livestreamed workshops, you and your students will learn all about opera as an art form
and many of the production elements required to stage a show, before watching a performance of Parrwang
Lifts the Sky either at the theatre or via live or on-demand streaming.
This resource supports the four streamed workshops that comprise the program. It will provide you with
additional information on the content covered, as well as extra classroom activities to complete throughout.
There are a few things teachers should do to prepare for some of the activities in the livestreamed workshops.

1. In Workshops 1-3, we will be learning how to sing the final chorus from the opera, so that in Workshop 4,
when we meet the orchestra, we will be able to sing it together with them. Part of this chorus is sung in
Wadawurrung language and we’ll learn the proper pronunciation with Wadawurrung Traditional Owner,
Corrina Eccles, in Workshop 2.

You’ll find the sheet music for this chorus in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource, which you can
use to get a head start on learning the music or to practise between each workshop.

2. In Workshop 3, we will meet the director who will teach us about staging a scene. In an activity, she will ask
students watching to get into groups of 3-4 and follow the directions she gives to guide them through a
scene.

Please have your students divided into their groups before the workshop begins so that when the activity
starts, they can stand up and participate.
Reporting to our funders
Victorian Opera’s Access All Areas: Livestream Program is generously supported by the Department of
Education and Training, through the Strategic Partnerships Program. Through our agreement with the
Department, we are required to produce detailed analyses of our activities.
Student and teacher feedback is invaluable for this program and helps inform future programming.
To support the work we do, we would be grateful if your students can take a few minutes to complete 3-4
questions following each workshop. The survey links can be found below and will also appear on your screen
directly following each workshop.
Workshop 1 – What is opera? https://culturecounts.cc/s/6CnYde
Workshop 2 – Exploring Wadawurrung culture https://culturecounts.cc/s/2v9ivs
Workshop 3 – Direction and design https://culturecounts.cc/s/58fChU
Workshop 4 – Moving into the theatre https://culturecounts.cc/s/61EN3i
We also ask teachers to complete a more detailed survey following the performance that concludes the
program. The survey link will be sent out via email and is also accessible here:
https://culturecounts.cc/s/34W3XB
If you have any questions related to the program, please don’t hesitate to contact Victorian Opera’s Education
Manager, Ioanna Salmanidis on 03 9012 6659 or via email at ioannas@victorianopera.com.au.
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About this Resource
The activities in this resource align with the following Australian Curriculum Learning Areas:
• The Arts – Music, Drama and Visual Arts
• Languages – Victorian Aboriginal Languages
• Humanities and Social Sciences – History
• English
The table below outlines how the activities provided in each workshop align with Australian Curriculum General
Capabilities.
CAPABILITIES

Literacy

Activity 1
Activity 2




Activity 3



Activity 4



Numeracy



ICT

Critical and Personal
Creative
and Social
Thinking
Workshop 1 – What is opera?
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Workshop 4 – Moving into the theatre
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Activity 3



Activity 4



P. 4 / 40























Victorian Opera: Parrwang Lifts the Sky

Education Resource





Parrwang Lifts the Sky: About the Work
Synopsis
Scene 1: The Canopy – Parrwang
High in the treetops we meet Parrwang, a young and confident magpie. She is making preparations as her
cousin from Yorta Yorta country will be arriving for a visit and is expected any day now. Parrwang is always keen
to show off Wadawurrung country, which from the air is a never-ending sea of gorgeous gum trees stretching
to the edge of a massive ocean. Parrwang sings of the beauty of Wadawurrung country and is only interrupted
by a vigorous rustling in the tree branches below.
Scene 2: Tjatja and Koki
A boy and girl emerge into the canopy. Koki and Tjatjarrang (Tjatja), who are brother and sister, are very
excited to have made it to the top branches of the tree, where they can enjoy the sunlight. The children seem
to know many things, the product of much education, but it is not until they climb to the very highest branches
of the tree that they experience sunlight. The tree is full of colours, for which they have no name, and it is at
this point that Parrwang enters and introduces them to colours, trees and flowers. The boy is keen to show
that he has the scientific Latin name for everything that Parrwang has revealed to them but admits that this is
the first time he has experienced any of them in real life. The children explain that where they live there is no
sunlight. Parrwang thinks this is a very sad situation.
Scene 3: Mr and Mrs Waa have their say
As the girl and boy disappear down the tree trunk and into the gloom, Mr and Mrs Waa arrive in noisy fashion,
as is their wont to do! Mrs Waa begins to question Parrwang about the visit of the boy and girl, who she saw
leaving the canopy as they approached. Parrwang shares all that she has learned from the unexpected visitors
and of the empathy she feels for the humans, who are doing it tough living in the dark. A colourful debate
ensues, but it is time for Mr and Mrs Waa to go as they need to prepare for the monthly gathering known as the
Great Council of Birds.
Scene 4: Gorngany pays a visit
The distant call of a magpie can be heard, it is Parrwang’s cousin, Gorngany visiting from Yorta Yorta country.
Gorngany shares news from up North, in particular the news that she is soon to become a grandmother.
Parrwang explains the whole situation of the human children. It doesn’t take much to convince the very clucky
Gorngany who sympathises, and together they begin to formulate a plan to lift the sky. As luck would have it,
the Great Council of Birds is scheduled for that very twilight. Parrwang and Gorngany prepare to fly off to the
Great Council of Birds.
Scene 5: Great Council of Birds
This scene is one of chaos by design, until the silhouette of an enormous eagle summons the attention of the
gathered crowd and silence descends on the scene. It is Bunjil, the creator. Bunjil welcomes the members of
the council and outlines the solemn purpose of the gathering – to maintain the orderly sharing of the skies. Mr
Waa outlines the agenda, and after those issues are discussed, Parrwang and Gorngany make their case with a
beautiful duet about sharing the sky. Mr Waa expresses his concern so Bunjil asks Parrwang if she would like to
share why she believes this must be done. Parrwang sings about the joy of sharing. As the sunset reaches the
peak of its beauty, Bunjil finally speaks his mind, revealing his affection for the humans having moulded them
himself from clay and grass fibres. Bunjil finally declares that the magpies will indeed lift the sky. Parrwang is
elated and flies off to tell the children.
Scene 6: A nervous wait through the long night
The decision of the Council has been made but will the plan work? Can the blanket be lifted?
Scene 7: Parrwang lifts the sky
Finally, the great day arrives and a tiding of magpies swoop onto the stage to lift the darkness from the people.
As the blanket of darkness breaks apart, the Parrwang chorus begins.
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Creative team, characters and voice types
Creative Team
Composer and Librettist – Deborah Cheetham AO
Conductor – Richard Mills
Director – Elizabeth Hill-Cooper
Cultural Costume Design – Deanne Gilson
Cultural Set Design – Billy-Jay O’Toole
Set and Costume Designer – Mel Serjeant
Lighting Designer – Peter Darby

Characters and Cast
Parrwang – Georgina Hall (Soprano)
Gorngany – Deborah Cheetham (Soprano)
Bunjil – Don Bemrose (Baritone)
Mr Waa – Kiran Rajasingam (Baritone)
Mrs Warr – Shauntai Batzke (Soprano)
Tjatjarrang – Jess Hitchcock (Soprano)
Koki – Michael Petruccelli (Tenor)
Chorus
Members of the Dhungala Children’s Chorus
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Interview with the librettist and composer: Deborah Cheetham
In the interview below, the librettist and composer of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, Deborah Cheetham, reflects on
the story this opera is based on, and its significance to First Nations’ culture.
She also discusses how she has written the libretto and music for the work and the compositional techniques
incorporated throughout.
What significance does this story hold for First Nations people and more specifically, Wadawurrung people?
I think the story of the very first morning is essentially a story of enlightenment. This idea is embedded
in all cultures across the world. The moment when our first morning began, the moment where our story
begins, is the moment when enlightenment begins. I say begins because enlightenment is all about coming
to understand something fully and to know it in a really practical and experiential way and I think all cultures
can celebrate those moments. For First Nations cultures in Australia, there really has been no permanent
disconnection from the celebration of this creation story. Our histories, lore and knowledge have been passed
on continuously for something like two thousand generations. Now, it’s sometimes difficult to get your head
around two thousand generations, nevertheless, this knowledge has been passed on here, on this continent,
longer than anywhere in the world, and you know the best part about it? It has been passed on through
music. Our way of knowing the world and giving meaning to everything, it has been through the arts and in
particular – song. Can you imagine anything more deserving of an opera than a creation story that is linked so
inextricably to song? The song of a bird, the song of Parrwang, the magpie. I’m surprised no one had thought
to write an opera about this story before. So, I’m very glad that I have the opportunity to create this work.
It’s about the beginnings of life, of understanding and the beginning of song on this continent.
How far back does this story date?
This is a story that comes from the beginning of time. Each culture in the world has their own perception of
the beginning of time and some religions in the world have a perception of the beginning of time. Think about
Christianity for instance, which is roughly seven thousand years old, so relatively new in the scheme of things,
but right at the very beginning, the Genesis of that story is a creation moment. For First Nations people
creation began in what is commonly known as the Dreamtime.
How important is storytelling for First Nations communities and how important is it that these stories are
continued to be told to all children and young people of today?
Well, in these stories are our histories, our body of knowledge, so they are very important, vital actually. The
Wadawurrung people and their leadership have demonstrated great generosity by sharing this story. They
realise that it is so important that all the cultural knowledges, histories and stories are passed on to all children.
In this opera we have the opportunity to sing a beautiful story. That’s a very traditional practice. All our stories
in our knowledge have always been sung. Singing and dancing are so important to culture and visual arts. What
is opera? It’s all of those things. So, in a sense, opera has existed since the very beginning of time as well.
In your mind, is there a connection between the history of oral tradition and opera?
First Nations people have a very strong oral tradition. We have always sung our knowledge and passed that
knowledge on from generation to generation in song. Our histories and knowledges are not only sung, but
they’re also danced, and painted. Music, dance, costume, ceremony – that’s the very definition of opera
for me. Of course, the contribution to opera since the Italians first came together and created this style of
opera we know today, some three hundred years ago, has brought lots of different technical aspects that an
opera singer like me just needs to study and learn before they can actually embark on a career in opera. A
director like Cameron Menzies will need to study opera in depth to understand how to direct it. A conductor
like Richard Mills will need to study for many years in order to conduct. The players in the orchestra, and
the singers, and so on. But the point of this is that opera really stems out of that tradition of ceremony that
First Nations people have been enacting for more than two thousand generations. So, there is a very strong
connection between the lived culture of First Nations people and the ceremony of First Nations people, and
the art form that we call opera.
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What themes do you explore in this work?
Essentially, Parrwang Lifts the Sky is about understanding your connection to nature and your place within
nature. Only by understanding your connection and your place within nature can you live at one with nature.
Probably the biggest challenge facing humanity today and into the future is the challenge of how we continue
to live on this planet, and to use its resources in a sustainable and responsible manner. What Parrwang Lifts
the Sky is really all about is the relationship between humans and the rest of nature. An understanding that we
are part of something rather than the masters of our universe, and that living in harmony with nature doesn’t
decrease our enjoyment or lessen our experience or our importance in our own worlds. In fact, it feeds into it.
All the knowledge that Tjatja and Koki have, particularly Koki with his real love of Latin names of things and his
study of the environment and the world that he’s never seen, all of these things are added to an enlightened
Koki because all of the knowledge that he’s accumulated is important. He doesn’t abandon that knowledge, but
knowledge without experience can never become wisdom. That is where the traditional stories and histories
and knowledge lead us towards wisdom.
You’ve written the libretto as well as the music for this opera. Can you explain the process for each of those?
I love writing my own lyrics and when you are putting lyrics together in an opera it’s called a libretto. Libretto
is an Italian word. Now you’re going to find that a lot of words associated with opera, including the word
opera, come from Italy. Why is that? Well, even though the kind of performance that opera is has existed
since the Wadawurrung had their very first morning, opera got this really great shake up about three hundred
or so years ago and that happened in Italy, in a little place called Florence. A group of friends who were all
composers came together to form the Florentine Camerata. They wanted to write a kind of dramatic style of
sung performance – different to anything they could hear anywhere else. A lot of music was being performed
in churches during that time, but you weren’t allowed to do any acting, it was all just about the music. These
Italians three hundred years ago decided to invent opera as we know it today. They got their friends together
into little chamber orchestras, just like the one that we’ll have, and they started to write stories and put
together an orchestra and singers. Then they realised that the singers needed to be able to be heard over the
orchestra, so they developed a kind of singing technique called bel canto.
My process with this opera was first to consult with the Wadawurrung people. Their lands run from Ballarat,
right down to the Bellarine Peninsula. This is their story. This story is important to them and it’s going to
become important to us as we learn all about it through this opera. The great clan of Wadawurrung have known
this story for two thousand generations. So, first of all, I had to get permission to tell this story in an operatic
way. Once I had that permission from senior custodian Corrina Eccles and her family, I could then start to build
a little bit more into the characters of each of the birds so that we could get to know them: Parrwang, the
magpie from Wadawurrung and Gorngany, the role I’ll sing, which is the magpie from Yorta Yorta country.
Research is very important when you’re going to write a story. I had to research all kinds of things including
the types of eucalyptus trees that you would expect to find on country. The gum trees are very different in
different parts of the country, but one interesting fact that I discovered in my research was that the River
Red Gum, which is so important to Yorta Yorta people and Yorta Yorta country (which is my country) up there
at Barmah Forest and on the Dhungala River (or the Murray as you might know it), made its way all the way
down to Wadawurrung country. So, the tree that Parrwang lives in could well have been a River Red Gum and
that’s the direction that I went for with this story. So, research is important. Gaining permission is important.
Accepting that there may be some knowledge that you are not entitled to know. Why might that be? Well, if
you haven’t had enough training in a certain body of knowledge, you might not be ready to understand certain
parts of a story. So, the choice is yours. Do you gain access to that knowledge by spending the time acquiring
it, or do you just accept that some knowledge is not yours to know? In the question of this opera, I made sure
that each part of the story that I was telling was ready to be shared broadly with all Australians and that gave
me a certain confidence in writing my libretto.
Also, I wanted to make the story in the libretto timeless. We meet Koki and we meet Tjatja. They are young
people, probably the same age as you are or may be a little older or a little younger. I wanted to make those
two characters representatives of where Australia is right now, a country that has so much knowledge
accumulated of the world that it exists in. A very clever, a very smart nation in so many ways, but one which has
not acquired, really, very much knowledge of Indigenous cultures and is just beginning to. It’s a very exciting
time actually. A very exciting time for Australians. The generation of students who are reading the answers to
these questions are the people that will carry that knowledge forward. I was really pleased to be able to bring
so many parts of the Wadawurrung story into this opera so that it could be shared and people could start to
gain confidence to ask more questions and to spend more time learning about Wadawurrung culture.
P. 8 / 40
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Can you also speak to your process behind composing the music?
I start with the lyrics. I start with the libretto because as I’m writing the story, the rhythmic quality of the
words that I’m using start to generate ideas in my mind. I would usually have a little bit longer for a project like
this, but I’m very excited that it’s happening this year because I think we need something really uplifting after
the 2020 that we’ve just had and Parrwang Lifts the Sky is quite literally, an uplifting story.
So, I start with the words, and that generates the rhythmic content and then the melodies and the harmonies
start to form. Once the libretto is complete, then I’ll begin to write. I won’t always start at the beginning and
work my way through to the end. Sometimes I’ll just start with the most present idea and the strongest voice.
For me, that was the voice of Parrwang, obviously, the character that the opera is named for. Then I’ll start to
layer. Something in composition that’s a really important tool to look at is voice leading. How does one note
lead into the next note and the next? This is very important for all instruments, but especially for singers. I look
at a kind of horizontal approach if you like – that doesn’t mean I was lying down while I wrote this – it means
that I look at the melody line and then start to layer that melody line so that we create the harmonic texture
and the harmonic rhythm underneath the melody lines. With me it starts with the words, the rhythm, the
melody, the harmonies.
Occasionally, I’ll abandon that altogether and I’ll sit at the piano and I will extemporise. Now extemporise
is like improvising, but it’s like pouring your subconscious onto the keyboard. From there I’ll develop the
harmonic language that I want to use, and I bring those two parts of my compositional process together and
put into a software that I use that’s called Sibelius. There are lots of different music notation programs out
there, this is just the one that I happen to use. That’s a very useful tool, because with the right sound card you
can approximate what your instruments are going to sound like when they play your music, and it can help
refine your compositional process. I do that all the time. Not being as clever as a Ludwig van Beethoven, or a
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, or a Lili Boulanger, or a Clara Schumann, where I can just take those melodies out
of my head and put them straight on the page, I use some software to help me along that way and I think most
composers do these days. Having the right tools around you is important. I’ll sit at the piano for hours once I
have a melodic idea and I’ll refine that idea and I’ll expand on that idea.
What should students listen out for in this work?
In Parrwang Lifts the Sky you will hear themes that sometimes represent a character or characters’ mood or
something that the character is doing, and you’ll find that they recur throughout the opera. These themes are
threads that weave the entire opera together, in one fifty-minute act. If you listen carefully you will find that
these themes or motives serve to remind you of what a character might have said or done. Now, different
composers call these themes different things. In the German school of composition, they’re called leitmotifs,
and these can be very, very intricate. They can be incredibly complex and can be treated in a myriad of ways.
I think of the composer Richard Wagner when I think of leitmotifs. I’ve used this in a fairly nuanced fashion,
and you’ll find little moments in Parrwang Lifts the Sky – for instance, the theme that introduces us to Mr
Waa helps to project his character. Mr Waa is a very important crow so his theme needed to project the way
a very important crow would act. In this story Mr. Waa is on his way to a very important meeting – the very
Great Council of Birds – and his very important role in the Council of Birds. He’s very proud and so I’ve tried
to capture the character of that and the mood of that character in his theme which is introduced by the cor
anglais, a double reed instrument of the woodwind family. So, you can listen for themes that recur throughout.
You can listen for different styles of music, some more lyrical and melodic, some more dramatic. As well as
solo songs, which in opera we call arias. You’ll also hear a number of different ensembles, sometimes duets,
sometimes trios, sometimes for the entire cast coming together to celebrate the story.
This brings me to the point of what opera can do that no other form of music or art can do – at least, not as
well as opera. You can have seven different people on stage singing seven different ideas, and they can work
harmoniously together. That’s what opera can do. In that way, opera is a beautifully nuanced art form. You can
have lots of layers of meaning going on all at the same time, and it will all make sense. That is, of course, if the
composer has done their job it will all make sense. Listen closely to the chorale towards the end of the work
when all seven characters are sharing their feelings.
What instruments have you chosen for the orchestra and why?
Our orchestra on this occasion is made up of five families of instruments. Of course, this is an opera all about
birds, so there are woodwind instruments, as they are the most likely to be able to replicate bird life and bird
sounds. We have flute and piccolo, clarinet, bass clarinet, oboe and bassoon, which are augmented by the lower
version of the oboe, the cor anglais. Then we have the French horn which is an instrument that is sort
Victorian Opera: Parrwang Lifts the Sky
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of halfway in between woodwind and brass in its sound. Added to the woodwind and the French horn, we also
have the strings, and this will be a string quintet. That is first and second violin, viola, cello, and lowest of the
classical strings, the double bass. Finally, percussion completes the ensemble with timpani, cymbals, triangle
and glockenspiel.
We’re so lucky to have the talents of many fabulous musicians to draw upon in Melbourne. Members of
Orchestra Victoria and Ensemble Dutala (Australia’s First Nations Orchestra) are joined by freelance artists
to complete a compact chamber ensemble for the production. I love composing music for friends from the
Melbourne music community and recommend it as a wonderful process. If you ever decide to write your own
opera, write for people you know. Harness their expertise and do the same for your singers. Understand each
artist’s strengths and your story will strengthen through your collaboration. That’s what opera is all about,
collaboration. Collaboration of the arts, singers, musicians, set and costume design with story at the centre.
This little ensemble is what we call a chamber ensemble or orchestra – an ensemble of two and about sixteen
players. Why chamber? Well, chambers were smaller spaces, so not big concert halls. Now, in Melbourne we’ve
got some fantastic theatres and concert hall spaces. Some can accommodate more than two thousand people.
For Parrwang Lifts the Sky we have chosen the Playhouse Theatre which is perfectly suited to our chamber
opera. Seven soloists, a chorus of seven children, and twelve instrumentalists will come together to present
Parrwang Lifts the Sky. Not only to present but to premiere this opera.
This is the premiere season of Parrwang Lifts the Sky.
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Workshop 1 – What is opera?
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 singers 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 types 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 Parrwang Lifts the Sky, turn to page 6 of this resource.
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Workshop 1 – Activities
Years F to 9
Activity one: Singing practice
In workshop 1, we begin learning to sing the final chorus from Parrwang Lifts the Sky. Practise singing the first
section that we covered in the workshop together as a class.
The music can be found in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource.

Activity two: Post-performance analysis
After you watch a performance of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, start a discussion with your class that explores the
following questions:
• What did you think about the performance overall?
• Could you hear the difference in the voice types?
• Were there any parts throughout the performance where you noticed the music stand out or relate to
what was happening on stage?
• Were there any parts throughout the performance where the music made you feel happy or sad, or moved
you in any way?
• Were there things you did or didn’t like about the opera?
Students in higher year levels should be encouraged to use relevant musical terminology where applicable,
providing a more in-depth answer.

Years F to 2
Activity three: Learning the rhythm
Using the music provided in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource, clap out the rhythm and ask your
students to echo you. Break the music up into sections as per the following bars:
1. Bars 1144-1148
2. Bars 1152-1158
3. Bars 1163-1168

Years 3 to 6
Activity four: Analyse the music
With the music provided in Appendix B on page 31 of this resource, use a different coloured pencil to
identify each of the following characteristics.
Note types:
• Minims
• Semibreves
• Crotchets
• Quavers
• Semiquavers
• Dotted quavers
• Triplets

Articulation
• Tied notes
• Slurred notes
• Staccato
• Other ornamentations
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Activity five: Melody movements
Use the melody provided below to complete the following exercises:
1. Sing the melody and gesture with your hand when the melodic line moves up or down.
2. Draw a circle around the notes that move in steps.
3. Draw a rectangle around the notes that move in leaps.

Years 7 to 9
Activity six: Melodic dictation
Play the below melody to your students and ask them to complete a melodic dictation. The melody
can be played 3-5 times.

Activity seven: Elements of music
Analyse the music from the excerpt provided in Appendix C on pages 32-34 of this resource and
describe how the composer has used the below elements of music in this section.
• Melody
• Rhythm
• Key
• Pitch
• Articulation
• Dynamics

P. 14 / 40

Victorian Opera: Parrwang Lifts the Sky

Education Resource

Workshop 2 – Exploring Wadawurrung culture
The story of Parrwang Lifts the Sky comes from the oral history of the Wadawurrung people.
Wadawurrung country covers over 10,000 square kilometres from the Great Dividing Range in the North,
to the coast in the south, from the Werribee river in the east, and to Aireys Inlet in the west, and includes
Geelong and Ballarat.

Image source: https://www.wadawurrung.org.au/

The below videos are a great resource to learn more about Wadawurrung country and language.
• Wurdi Youang – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PGEJOsaeCJQ
• Borombeet – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xB8CepJhTQ8
• Warrenyeep – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wjMiNprafQk
• Lal Lal – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hASQdr_SADk
• Kareet Bareet – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLjJbjz2JN8
• Ballaarat – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zE5tXccmF9c
• Bonan Youang – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o-aDjhooGYM
• Modewarre – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mNGsFbmbYaE
• Kuarka dorla – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XYrso-UcEJk

•
•
•

Bells Beach, Wadawurrung Country – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eaTdiiEMD3g
Scar Trees and Wadawurrung People – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JzCrDTqgYiA
Wadawurrung Healthy Country Plan – https://www.wadawurrung.org.au/healthy-country-plan-video
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Workshop 2 – Activities
Years F to 9
Activity one: Singing practice
In workshop 2, we continue to learn to sing the final chorus from Parrwang Lifts the Sky. Practise singing the
first and second sections that we have covered in workshops 1 and 2 together as a class.
The music can be found in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource.

Activity two: What country are you on?
If you don’t know already, find out what country you live on, what country you were born on and what the
landscape of that country is.
Once you’ve discovered the name of the country you live on, do some research to learn about any
characteristics particular to the culture.
As cultural history and practices are passed on through oral tradition, many resources have been created using
film and TV. Use the ABC Indigenous channel on YouTube to conduct some of your research.
To access the channel, visit https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCeL4bsWHfMBIoaPTlQDC64g.

Years F to 6
Activity three: Connecting with country
Watch the videos about Wadawurrung country and language on page 15 of this resource then have a discussion
as a class about what you learnt and what connects Wadawurrung people to country.

Years 3 to 6
Activity four: Storytelling
Parrwang Lifts the Sky comes from the oral history of the Wadawurrung people and tells the creation story of
the sunrise. The story has been passed on through storytelling from one generation to the next.
Do some research and find out if the tradition of storytelling exists in your own cultural heritage.
If so, share a story that you’ve been told with the rest of the class.
If not, what traditions are important in your own cultural heritage that teach you about who you are and where
you come from?

Years 7 to 9
Activity five: Music in First Nations culture
In the interview with Deborah Cheetham on pages 7-10 of this resource, she talks about the close relationship
between opera and the First Nations people’s practice of passing on history and tradition through song.
After you read the interview, do some further research and write a 500-word essay that answers the following
question.
How important is music in First Nations culture and what role does it play?
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Workshop 3 – Direction and design
Direction
Elizabeth Hill-Cooper is the Director of Parrwang Lifts the Sky.
Watch workshop 3 to find out more about what the role of the director is and to watch how Elizabeth stages a
scene from the opera.

Set and costume design
The set and costume design for Parrwang Lifts the Sky has been created by Mel Serjeant. Her designs for both
elements have incorporated the artwork of two Wadawurrung artists, Deanne Gilson and Billy-Jay O’Toole.

The costumes
The costumes designed for the characters in this work have incorporated a series of artworks created by
Deanne Gilson. Read more about the artist and view images of her artwork below.

About Deanne Gilson
Deanne Gilson is a proud Wadawurrung woman living on her ancestral Country of Ballarat in Victoria.
Gilson’s thirty-seven year art practice aims to highlight and bring back traditional women’s symbols and
ceremonial practices that reference the lived experience of her ancestors, by reviving traditional marks found
on artefacts. This allows her to form links with past ancestral knowledge so that it is not lost and continues for
the future generations. Using symbols and form as a metaphor for the body, Gilson paints them onto fabric
designs and artworks.
Many designs tell stories of the spiritual aspects of her culture, through Dreamtime stories and Songlines,
creating contemporary art and designs that are linked to the past.
A main focus of Gilson’s art practice tells the Creation Story through birds, native flowers, feather patterns,
birthing trees and scar tree stories, further revealing how Wadawurrung women have evolved and survived,
since before and after colonisation. The old symbols find new life, connecting to the contemporary ones, which
are all deeply connecting to Country, spirit, the sky knowledge, tree knowledge and under Country. All are
connected and assists her in living a sustainable life that continues her culture today.

The artwork

Victorian Opera: Parrwang Lifts the Sky

Education Resource

P. 17 / 40

The set
The design for the set includes elements of a painting created by Billy-Jay O’Toole. Read more about the artist
and his painting below.

About Billy-Jay O’Toole
My name is Billy-Jay. I’m a proud Wadawurrung man residing on Wadawurrung country in Mount Duneed. I was
born and raised on Wadawurrung country in Geelong. I am a recognised Traditional Owner and member of the
Wadawurrung Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation, where I work as a Cultural Heritage Representative.
In 2019 I completed my Certificate 4 in Cultural Heritage Management enabling me to strengthen my cultural
commitment to my country and community whilst also strengthening my cultural connection to family and
country. Working on my country reignited my spirit of painting, walking country and learning from country
in my Field Officer role and I now work in my gift of storytelling through paint, of which I have created many
stories of country.
I am on a journey learning language and I like to connect this to my paintings and stories of Wadawurrung
Country. My art style is a contemporary style, always reflecting the stories and colours of Wadawurrung
Country. With the use of bright and earthy colours and symbols, as well as the elements of country, water,
mountains, sun and coast – all of which give us what we need to live.
I have established a social media page for my art called Papul Art. “Papul” is the Wadawurrung language name
for Ochre, which is traditionally used for painting by Wadawurrung people.

The painting – Parrwang
Parrwang is the Wadawurrung name for magpie. Parrwang loves to sing on his own or with a group of
parrwangs. When walking along our coast you will see and hear parrwang in the dunes, walking around our
rivers and mountains you find parrwang in our biyal (redgums). Listen to parrwang as the dark sky lifts for the
morning sunrise.
Elements included in the painting from the bottom:
• Sand dunes
• Coastal water
• Mountains/trees
• ‘U’ shapes running through the middle symbolise people gathering
• Yellow dots symbolise a field of yam daisies which were grown and harvested by Wadawurrung women
• Stony rise/rocky outcrop
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Interview with the set and costume designer: Mel Serjeant
Read the interview below to discover how Mel developed her design concept for the set and costumes
featured in Parrwang Lifts the Sky.
Tell us about your designs for Parrwang Lifts the Sky.
The story takes place in the canopies of the Australian red gum trees, and our main characters for this opera
include a group of Australian birds ranging from magpies and crows to the wedge tailed eagle, Bunjil, along
with a set of curious human siblings, Koki and Tjatjarrang, who are eager to discover what lies beyond the
tree canopies. Inspiration has come from the shape and colours of our beautiful birds and our red gum trees,
along with the influence from the art deco movement, where shapes were often simple thin lines and strongly
influenced by nature.
The set design needed to be able to place our players in amongst the branches and leaves of the red gums
and to achieve this I’ve designed the set in a way that puts the audience’s view not looking up at the trees, but
directly into the canopy’s branches where the story unfolds. The costumes themselves are designed in a way
to represent the bird characters without actually dressing them in cumbersome bird costumes, but rather the
idea of birds. And again, the art deco styling lends itself well to this look with similar shapes to the elegant and
opulent opera codes of this period. These simplified and stylised forms, influenced by nature, lend themselves
to and complement the use of the cultural art of Deanne Gilson and BJ O’Toole and help bring to life these
wonderful storytelling characters in their home.
How did the artworks, created byDeanne and Billy-Jay, feature in your set and costume designs?
This was an exciting challenge. BJ’s large painting on canvas of the story of Parrwang in itself is a great piece of
art and incorporates many spaces from rivers to mountains. I wanted to be able to show the wonderful colours
and elements of his entire piece, while still keeping our story within the canopies of the trees themselves.
There were several different iterations of this set design as I played with ways to achieve this, and in the end
what I have done is to take the tree shapes and overlay sections of his work over the trees and branches, giving
us a wonderful, colourful, patterned canopy of the trees that, in a way, shows us a very graphic inspired birds
eye view of the land below reflected onto the trees.
Deanne’s cultural textiles designs include painterly feathers and graphic images combined with the stunning
colour palettes of our birds. These prints are overlaid onto the costume designs to represent two of their
respective characters placed in a way that adds texture and colour and, above all, the cultural influence within
the designs of each character.
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Did you come up with a design concept alone or is it a collaborative process?
The design process is a collaborative one. The creative team and I came up with the concept of these bird
characters being regal. We wanted to create a world where we saw these characters for the grand and
impressive creatures that they really are. We didn’t want to dress the cast in actual bird costumes with beaks
or bird feet as such, and the idea to take influence from the art deco movement first came up when a member
of the team suggested looking at the opera coats from the 1920s. The way the sleeves hang with an almost
wing like shape and tapered silhouettes had me hooked and so I did a lot of research into this period, including
fashion styling, art, architecture and the other decorative arts. They all exuded an elegance and sophistication
that I could see melding into our world. I came back to rest of the team with some quick sketches, and we went
from there with our discussions and refinements of my design ideas.

Initial costume sketches for Mrs Waa’s costume on the left, with a filled-out sketch on the right hand side displaying a colour
palette and reference images. Designs by Mel Serjeant.

Can you explain how the set and costumes are physically created once your designs have been approved?
Once the set designs have been approved, I have several meetings with the Head of Production to refine
the designs in order for them to be made within the budget. Things like making certain thin branches slightly
thicker or deciding if it’s better to fly the centre trees in from the grid or have them tracked on from the
wings. Nutting out building requirements like these are made on a collaborative basis between the director, the
designer, the production manager and the builders. Once these designs are finalised the set needs to be drawn
up in scale version and transferred to CAD (computer aided deisgn technology) before the builders can get
started.
Similarly, with the costumes, the concept designs are finalised after discussions with the costume supervisor
and pattern cutters to work out the best method of construction for each of the designs. In these talks, we
discuss things like movability for the performers, how certain fabrics will read on stage and their suitability to
the design. Printing and art finishing methods, timelines and budgets, and laundering requirements are a few
of the topics we must look at before we can begin the build. Once these things are looked at, we can start
with full body measurements of cast members, fabric sourcing and purchasing and patterns and toile for each
costume before toile fittings commence. During the toile fittings, adjustments are made to fit the silhouettes
before each garment is cut in the required fabric. Then they get sorted to the various makers making the
costumes and we will have several fittings in between from the start of the production of each costume just
for fine detailing and fine tuning of the fit and some embellishments and things like that.
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Which was your favourite character to design for?
Parrwang is the namesake of the piece, and it sort of brings all the characters together. So, I started with
researching young magpies, because Parrwang is a young magpie, and discovered how different they look
and also their character to the older birds, the older magpies and just the other birds in general. The younger
bird is more quizzical and certainly looks very different. The older magpie is just black and white, where the
younger ones have more of a down type feather and they’ve got more colours to them. Parrwang was the
first character that I designed for the show and I sort of fell in love with her for her plucky nature and it was
endearing to work with. All the other characters stemmed from her. So Parrwang definitely was my favourite.
How did you get into costume and set design?
Well, I have worked in the arts and entertainment industry for over thirty years. I’ve held lots of different and
diverse and challenging roles in film and television and from live performance to education. I guess my interest
first evolved in theatre, fashion and art at a young age. Both my parents were involved in the arts. My mum
worked in the wardrobe department before she had us kids and then she continued to design and make clothes
for us; she always made my dance costumes as well when I was a kid. My dad was a scenic artist and carpenter
in the theatre and there were always bits of set and scenery being constructed and painted around the house.
You know, you’d find a six-foot, velvet cat in the hallway at times or whatever, things like that. It was a creative
household.
I guess in my early twenties I sort of shifted my focus from dance to other creative fields and I went on to
study fashion design. My research areas were fashion history, costume adaptation and textile design and
pattern drafting. After I finished studying, I moved to London and I worked as a pattern cutter for a fashion
house there and then I worked as a costume supervisor for a ballet company. So, I’ve kind of worked between
fashion and costume for a really long time.
When I came back from London, my sister and I started a fashion label and the more our label got recognised,
the more we were approached by music artists, singers and the like to do costume design for their video
clips and red-carpet events. So, I kind of crossed back into costume from being in fashion for probably seven
years. I eventually went back to study and did my Masters in cross disciplinary art and design where I focused
on character design and scene designs, fashion history again, and sculpture. So, I would say that helped with
my ideas for set design, but I have to say I’m very lucky that Victorian Opera has offered me this opportunity
because it’s my first engagement as a set designer. It’s been a great learning curve and given me a chance to
expand my art practice and my love of storytelling.
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Workshop 3 – Activities
Years F to 9
Activity one: Singing practice
In workshop 3, we finish learning how to sing the final chorus from Parrwang Lifts the Sky. Practise singing all
three sections covered in workshops 1, 2 and 3 together as a class.
The music can be found in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource.

Years F to 6
Activity two: What do you see?
To complete this activity, turn to pages 17-18 of this resource and ask your students to look closely at the
images of Deanne and Billy-Jay’s artwork.
Then, have a conversation with your class about what they see and how they think these pieces of art will be
incorporated into the costume and set designs for Parrwang Lifts the Sky.

Years F to 2
Activity three: Colouring
Colour in the below image of a baby magpie sitting on a tree.
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Activity four: Acting like a bird
As you’ll discover when you watch a performance of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, many of the characters on stage
are birds.
If you were performing in this work, what are some of the magpie-, crow- or eagle-like characteristics you
would incorporate into your performance?
Spend some time reflecting on how each of the above-mentioned birds move and hold themselves, then
practise moving around and embodying a bird. Move amonsgt your fellow classmates and interact with them as
if you were a bird.

Years 3 to 6
Activity five: Design a set
Parrwang Lifts the Sky is set in the canopy of some red gum trees and the action takes place amongst the
branches of these trees.
Read the synopsis of the work, found on page 5 of this resource, and design the set of the opera.
To accompany your design, write a few paragraphs that explain the choices behind your design. Be sure to also
include any reference photos you came across in your research that inspired your design in any way.

Activity six: Exploring reactions
Find a buddy and decide which of you will play the role of Koki and Tjatja.
Using your voice, body, movement and language, explore the different ways you would react to experiencing
the below situations for the first time. As Koki and Tjatja are siblings and are experiencing the situation
together, be sure to interact with each other.
• A bright, blue sky and the feeling of air and wind on your face
• A talking bird
• Seeing the sunrise for the first time
Then, pick your favourite reaction and perform it to the rest of your class.

Years 7 to 9
Activity seven: Costume design
Choose two of the characters listed below and design their costumes.
• Parrwang
•

Gorngany

•

Bunjil

•

Mr Waa

•

Mrs Warr

•

Tjatjarrang

•

Koki

To accompany your designs, write a one-page essay that answers the following questions:

•
•

Which characters did you design for and why did you choose them?
Did you do any research before when designing your characters’ costumes and if so, did you come across
any designs or designers that inspired your final product?

•

What materials and accessories will the costume require?
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Activity eight: Recreating a scene
Get into groups of four and assign one of the below roles to each person in the group.

•
•
•
•

Director
Tjatja
Koki
Parrwang

Over two lessons, work together to develop a staging of the libretto. The text can be found in Appendix D on
pages 35-36 of this resource.
To begin, work through the text. Highlight any stage directions as you read through it and write down any ideas
you have about how you could stage the scene.
In a third lesson, perform your recreated scene to the rest of your class and discuss how your staging
compared to those of your classmates.
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Workshop 4 – Moving into the Theatre
Who’s who in the creative and technical teams
There are two teams that are responsible for creating the world of an opera. The creative team develop the
concept of the work, and design and manage the creation of the set, props and costumes, while the technical
team ensure the production runs smoothly during rehearsals and performances.
The name (in bold text) and description of the roles within each team is outlined below.
The creative team
The Director of a production is responsible for deciding where the singers will stand and how the action in the
production will be staged. They have a concept in mind of how the story should unfold and what they want the
singers to do. Sometimes they have to be flexible as the direction needs to accommodate the requirements of
individual artists and characteristics of the space they have available.
The Conductor works in collaboration with the director to develop the overall concept of the work being
staged. Together, they ensure that the important aspects of the music and text are equally conveyed in
the development process during the rehearsal period. The conductor is also responsible for rehearsing the
orchestra in orchestral readings and leads the stage orchestral rehearsals, so they can make any necessary
adjustments to properly balance the voices with the orchestra in the theatre space.
The Set Designer designs the scenery for the production. For smaller operas, the designer might devise a
clever way to adapt one main set piece to convey the different scenes of an opera, while for large-scale operas,
they may design a different set piece for each act. When designing the set, set designers need to consider
passages of time within the story and how practical and safe it is for the singers and actors using it.
The Costume Designer is responsible for designing the clothes or costumes singers wear on stage throughout
a performance. This includes designing concepts for ready-made styles and drawing designs for original
creations. Not only do they need to consider how the costumes correspond to the set and lighting designs, but
also the actions the singers will need to perform on stage within their role, and how their costume might affect
their ability to sing to their full capacity.
In theatre and opera, the Lighting Designer is responsible for creating the lighting and atmosphere as well as
a sense of context for the action taking place on stage. The lighting design can completely alter the way an
opera looks, regardless of the set and costume designs.
The Wardrobe Supervisor oversees the costume department and works together with the costume designer
to bring the costumes to life. They will source fabrics to use when costumes need to be created from scratch,
source hats, shoes and any other accessories from their list of suppliers, and oversee costume fittings
throughout the creation process.
All the designers mentioned above work closely together, but most importantly with the Director to ensure
that the world they are creating aligns across the company. Depending on the size of the production, the
conceptual design part of the process can begin two years before an opera is staged! This demonstrates how
much planning is required before an opera is ready to begin rehearsals, let alone be performed.
The technical team
The Head of Production or Production Manager is the head of the technical team and is in charge of hiring
and organising the casual staff needed to bump-in and bump-out the set, the stage management team, as well
as the designers and wardrobe and make-up teams. They also keep track of spending to make sure that all the
above-mentioned elements are kept within budget.
The Stage Managers manage the stage throughout rehearsals and performances. They work backstage and
ensure that all the cast are on stage when they need to be, the props are kept in order and are also responsible
for calling cues for when the lights, sounds of various set elements need to change throughout the show. Their
job is the most important during each performance.
Mechanists are the people who quite literally put together the set before a performance season and pull it
apart at the end. The head mechanist oversees any extra builds or adaptations to the set or props that are
discovered during the rehearsal process. Mechanists can also work during performances to operate special
elements of a set, or help with particularly elaborate scene changes.
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The creation process
While audiences often see opera from the performance point of view, there is a lot that goes on in the
background. The diagram below outlines the step-by-step process from the planning and conception stage,
through to the rehearsal period and time in the theatre.

PLANNING AND CONCEPTION
Step 1: The Artistic Director
chooses the work and makes
suggestions on who the director,
conductor, designers, and cast she,
he or they want to use.

Step 4: The designers and directors
come together to present their
concept for the production in what’s
called a white-card presentation to the
company’s Artistic Director, CEO and
Head of Production.

Singers can
be contracted
up to a year in
advance as their
schedules can
get busy.

Step 2: The CEO works out the budget for the show
and then, if it fits within scheduled productions listed
for the season, takes it to the company’s Board for
approval.

Step 3: The CEO approaches
members of the creative team to
negotiate their salaries and distribute
their individual budgets.

Step 5: The Head of Production acquires quotes on how
much the sets and costumes will cost to build and, if it falls
within budget, the design concept can be approved. If not,
the designers and director will need to come up with a
new concept and the white-card presentation and costing
process begins again.

A director and
conductor
are normally
approached
between 6-12
months in advance
so they have
enough time to
develop their
concept. Once
these members of
the creative team
are on board, the
design team are
approached.

PRE-PRODUCTION

The music team begin coaching
the singers on their parts to make
sure they are singing each note
correctly. They also look at the
singer’s diction and pronunciation
of the words to ensure the audience
will understand what’s being sung.

The wardrobe supervisor, along with
the costume designer, begins to buy
the material needed to make the
costumes and invites the singers in
for fittings throughout the costume
creation process.

The set is built by specialist set
builders. During the building
process, the set designer and
head of production make sure
everything is running on time and
to budget.

REHEARSAL PERIOD
Rehearsals begin in the rehearsal room between 4-6 weeks prior to the first performance, depending
on the size of the work being performed. The first few days of the rehearsal period focus on the
music, as the conductor takes the singers through their parts. For the remainder of the rehearsal
period, the director and conductor work together to bring their concept of the work to life with the
singers and stage management team involved.
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At the theatre
Bumping in the set
When the set is installed in either the rehearsal room or on the theatre stage, the process is called a ‘bump-in’.
Similarly, when the set is taken out of either of these venues, the process is called a ‘bump-out’.
In the case of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, which is being performed in the Playhouse Theatre at Arts Centre
Melbourne, the set will be bumped-in three days before the opera’s first performance. Once the set and
lighting are installed, the cast, creative team and orchestra rehearse the work to practise in the performance
space, which usually differs quite a bit from the rehearsal space.
The rehearsal process inside the theatre usually follows the following order:
Piano technical rehearsal
This rehearsal is for the stage managers who have the chance to run through the opera to make sure all the
technical cues and cast entrance and exit cues are correct. This rehearsal is accompanied by a piano.
Sitzprobe
The sitzprobe is quite literally, a ‘sitting down rehearsal’. It is the first time the cast come together with the
orchestra and sing through the opera without having to wear their costumes or perform any of their actions.
Piano dress rehearsal
The piano dress rehearsal is a dress rehearsal for all the cast and stage management crew to run through the
production. The cast are dressed in their costumes and are accompanied by the piano.
Stage orchestral rehearsal
The stage orchestral rehearsal is the first time the cast and orchestra come together to rehearse the work on
stage. The cast are usually in costume and will perform all their actions.
General rehearsal
The general rehearsal is the final run through of the opera before its first performance. The cast are dressed in
their costumes with full hair and makeup and are accompanied by the orchestra. Sometimes a small audience is
in attendance at these rehearsals, which gives the rehearsal more of a performance feel.
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The orchestra
The orchestra is one of the important elements of opera. Some operas can call for an orchestra of up to 100
musicians, while others only call for a smaller group, also known as a chamber orchestra.
As Deborah mentions in her interview on pages 7-10 of this resource, the music for Parrwang Lifts the Sky has
been written for a chamber orchestra, made up of freelance musicians and musicians in Orchestra Victoria
and Ensemble Dutala, Australia’s First Nations orchestra. The orchestra will be comprised of the following
instruments.

Instrument

Instrument Family

Violins
Viola
Cello
Double bass

String family

Piccolo
Flute
Oboe
Cor anglaise
Clarinets in Bb and A
Bass Clarinet
Bassoon
French Horn

Woodwind family

Glockenspiel
Timpani
Triangle
Cymbals

Percussion family
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Workshop 4 – Activities
Years F to 9
Activity one: Singing practice
During workshop 4, we got to sing the final chorus from Parrwang Lifts the Sky with the orchestra after
learning it over the previous three weeks.
Keep practising it during the week so that when you watch the performance, you’ll be ready to sing along.
The music can be found in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource.

Years F to 6
Activity two: What do the instruments sounds like?
Listen to the recordings below to familiarise yourself with how the instruments featured in the chamber
orchestra of Parrwang Lifts the Sky sound like.
Violin – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fS-8J5pa2AQ
Viola – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xtk_SPv7y0
Cello – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uUUBo-8_8Jo
Double bass – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=32bf5qtDeF8
Piccolo – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pzzit58_mKM
Flute – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=axT8dvCaKBU
Oboe – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7FaQrETz_w
Clarinet – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnO9EML6wAs
Bassoon – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HveLr_dEpp0
French horn – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tb_yv8cM490
Percussion – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qD_TpWfbag8
Describe how the below instrument pairings sound different.
• Violin and Double bass
• Flute and Oboe
• Bassoon and French horn

Years 3 to 6
Activity two: Understanding everyone’s role
Read ‘Who’s who in the creative and technical teams’ on page 24 of this resource.
As you’re reading each of the role descriptions, use a coloured pencil or pen to underline the main
characteristics or jobs of that person’s role.

Years 7 to 9
Activity four: Conducting exercise
Use the music provided in Appendix A on pages 29-30 of this resource to try your hand at conducting.
The majority of the excerpt is in 4/4 with a change to 2/4 for a bar at bar number 1151.
Conducting in 4/4 and in 2/4 requires the use of two separate conducting patterns. To begin this activity, do a
bit of research to discover how they look and then begin to practise it.
You can take turns conducting the rest of your class when you practise the excerpt as part of Activity one.
Victorian Opera: Parrwang Lifts the Sky
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Appendix A
Use the music from the final chorus from Parrwang Lifts the Sky, provided below, to practise each week.
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Appendix A continued...
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Appendix B
Analyse the music to complete ‘Activity four: Analyse the music’, on page 13 of this resource.
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Appendix C
Use the music provided below to complete ‘Activity seven: Elements of music’ on page 14 of this resource.
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Appendix C continued...
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Appendix D
Use the excerpt from Scene 2 of the libretto of Parrwang Lifts the Sky, provided below, to complete ‘Activity
eight: Recreating a scene’ on page 23 of this resource.
(Parrwang continues to arrange and rearrange the nest
when from somewhere below two voices can be heard
approaching through the rustling branches. Suddenly a
head pops up through the branches. It is a teenage boy.
Parrwang decides to stay out of view for now.)
Tjatjarrang: (still unseen) Koki! Did you make it? Koki,
what can you see?
Koki: (having reached the top he emerges blinking into
the sunlight) You won’t believe this!!
Tjatjarrang: What is it?
Koki: It’s amazing!
Tjatjarrang: (becoming impatient) What can you see?
Koki: It’s unbelievable
Tjatjarrang: I’m almost there, just wait for me!!
Tjatja (Koki’s older sister) finally emerges into the
sunlight. Parrwang, sitting on a branch nearby decides
to stay out of view and listen to the lively conversation.
Koki and Tjatja are very excited to have made it to
the top branches of the tree where they can enjoy the
sunlight.
Tjatja: Oh my goodness! I’ve never seen anything so
bright before.
Koki: (blinking) I’m seeing spots.
Tjatja: Oh my goodness! I’ve never felt the air on my
face or the wind in my hair – not like this.
Koki: (still blinking) (trying to catch the spots) and so
many dots!
Tjatja: …and who would have thought the sky would
be so big, the sun would be so bright (turning her
attention to Koki). Come on Koki, forget your spots
and many, many dots just look at where we are!
Koki: You know there’s a name for that colour in the
sky.
Tjatja: Of course there is.
Koki: I’ve read about it.
Tjatja: (rolling her eyes) Of course you have.
Koki: It’s called Blue, Tjatja. I never knew Tjatja, just
how bright blue it would be, but now it is very clear to
me. Can I tell you why it’s Blue Tjatja?
Tjatja: (laughing under her breath not malicious) Is
there any way to stop you? (seeing some gum tree
blossoms Tjatja begins to make her own little floral head
band).
Koki: The sky appears blue because the gases and
particles up here, in the Earth’s atmosphere, scatter
sunlight in every direction.
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Tjatja: (not really paying attention) Really? How poetic!
Koki: (continuing not fussed) Blue light gets scattered
more than other colours because it travels as shorter,
smaller waves. That is why the sky is blue and although
it’s something that I always knew I never thought I
would see it, did you?
Tjatja having almost completed her laurel of flowers
looks around for a few last touches and sees for the first
time a very attentive magpie sitting in a branch not far
from where they are perched.
Tjatja: Ah..Koki (trying unsuccessfully to get Koki’s
attention)
Koki: (continuing to be amazed) I believe this tree is
a Eucalyptus….camaldulensis (Red Gum) or maybe
vininalis (Manna Gum)??
Tjatja: Oh.. Koki.
Koki: Perhaps it’s leucoxylon (Yellow Gum) Is it
leucoxylon?
Parrwang finally gets involved
Parrwang: You were right the first time, but around
here we call it Biyal (Red Gum) and its’s my home.
Biyal is the place that I call home.
Tjatja and Koki are stunned to be face to face with a
giant talking magpie!
Tjatja and Koki: Did you hear that? Did you see that? I
don’t believe that?
Tjatja and Koki: It’s a giant talking magpie.
Parrwang: Where I’m from my size is only average.
Hahahahaaaa
Tjatja and Koki: It’s an ‘average’, laughing, singing
magpie.
Parrwang: Actually, my name is Parrwang.
Koki: (whispering to Tjatja) The Latin name is Pica.
Parrwang: (laughing as she overhears Koki) Ah yes
Latin, one of the newer languages. Ev’rything you see
has a much older name – including me and you can
call me Parrwang.
Tjatja & Koki: Nice to meet you Parrwang. I’m
Tjatjarrang and this is my little brother Koki.
Parrwang: (joking as Koki is clearly quite tall) Little
Brother? Koki and Tjatjarrang – are they Latin names?
Tjatja: No – they’re just our normal names and you
can call me Tjatja – all my friends do! Koki studies
Latin and he loves to show off all he knows. He’s really
rather cleaver (Koki rather pleased with himself before
Tjatja teases) even though it gets quite boring! Where
we
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Appendix D continued...
live, these are only words. We hardly ever get to see
all the things Koki describes.
Parrwang: …and why is that?
Tjatja: Because where we live there is hardly any light,
not like here. It’s so very bright.
Koki: Prac-ti-cally blinding!
Tjatja: Where we live, it’s like night. It’s dark all the
time only fire brings us light.
Not like up here, where the sun warms the air and the
world is so clear, I can only imagine how it would feel
to spend each day up here. I would never feel lost or
afraid or alone, if this was my home.
It’s so hard finding our way, when there is hardly any
day, where we live on the ground.
Parrwang: Darkness all the time? That doesn’t seem
quite right! Have you ever seen the sky?
Both: Not ‘til now!
Parrwang: I don’t see why you should live in a world
without light, without air, without colour. It isn’t very
fair for a sister or a brother. I wish that I could help
and maybe there’s a way.
There’s nothing wrong with night just as long as it
follows day.
Tjatja: Do you think that you could help us?
Koki: Can you really see a way?
Parrwang: You know, I think I can, but I have to get
advice before I start to make a plan.
Koki and Tjatja: How exciting!!
Parrwang: Yes! I love a good plan, but for now I need
to get ready for the visit of my cousin, my cousin,
Gorngany!
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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.
CAD – When computers are used to aid in the creation and modification of a design. Also known as a computer
aided design.
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
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.
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.
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.
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.
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Libretto – The text of an opera or music theatre work.
Mezzo-soprano – The second highest female voice.
Mise en scène – The arrangement of the scenery, props, etc., on the stage of a theatrical production.
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 – Arrangement 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.
Set – The place where a film, play or opera is performed or recorded, and the pictures, furniture, etc. that are
used to represent the world of the work.
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.
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.
Toile – An early version of a finished garment made up in cheap material so that the design can be tested and
perfected. From the French word meaning ‘linen cloth’ or ‘canvas’.
Tone – The interval of a major second or a sound of definite pitch and duration.
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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Additional Resources
Get your students singing with Short Black Opera’s Dhungala Choral Connection Song Book. This wonderful
resource contains a collection of songs from around Australia.
Purchase your school’s copy via the Short Black Opera website: https://www.shortblackopera.org.au/songbook
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