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Course Description:    
 
This course will trace aspects of the development of opera from the era of Monteverdi to the 
twentieth century by means of selected topics and representative examples. Discussion of libretto 
design and considerations of staging practices will be examined as time permits. This course is 
constructed in a topic-oriented fashion, meaning that strict chronology will not always be 
followed. While the history of opera will be the focus of this course, re-readings of this history 
through writings that constitute the “new musicology” will be consulted. Listening and viewing 
selections for this course are significantly longer than those featured in most music history 
survey courses. For this reason, it is strongly recommended that listening and viewing occur on 
an ongoing basis. 
 
 
Required Text: 
 
Orrey, Leslie. Opera: A Concise History. Rev. by Rodney Milnes. London: Thames and Hudson, 

1987. 
 
Recommended Texts (on reserve at QEII): 
 
Barber, David W. When the Fat Lady Sings: Opera History as it Ought to be Taught. Toronto: 

Sound and Vision, 1990. 
 
Donington, Robert. The Opera. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1978. 
 
Strunk, Oliver. Source Readings in Music History. New York: Norton, 1998. 
 
Weiss, Piero. Opera: A History in Documents. New York: Oxford UP, 2002. 
 
 



— and Richard Taruskin. Music in the Western World: A History in Documents. New York: 
Schirmer, 1984. 

 
Recommended Text (in reference section at QEII): 
 
Kobbé, Gustav. Complete Opera Book. Ed and rev. by G. H. H. Lascelles. New York: Putnam, 

1969. [MT 95 K52 1969] 
 
Evaluation: 
         
 Item      Value  Date 
 
 Article Précis, Response, Presentation 15%  Sign-up for date 
 
 Paper Proposal      5%  23 September 2005 
 
 Listening Test #1    10%  3 October 2005 
 
 Annotated Bibliography   10%  21 October 2005 
 
 Listening Test #2    10%  2 November 2005 
 
 Term Paper     25%  2 December 2005 10am 
 
 Final Exam and     15% 
 Listening Test #3    10%  TBA by Registrar 
 
     Total:  100% 
 
Nota Bene:  
 
In the case of documented medical emergency or family distress, students will not be penalized 
for missed tests. The value of the missed test will be added to the final exam. Appropriate 
documentation must be presented in a timely manner. In the case of illness, documentation 
should be written on letterhead and signed by the physician. It must indicate dates on which the  
student was seen by the physician, as well as the length of time and degree to which the illness 
would affect the student’s ability to complete course requirements. See the current Calendar for 
guidelines.              

 
 
 

 



Assignments 
Shorter Assignment 
 
Article Précis, Response, Presentation           15% 
   
There are several articles on reserve that have been chosen as supplementary readings to your 
text book for this course. Each article has been scheduled into the term to coincide with specific 
topics covered via lecture. Students will choose one article (or set of articles depending on the 
topic) from those available. Please note that 2-3 students will be assigned to the same article; 
however, this is not a group assignment. Students are to complete this assignment on their own. 
It is hoped that during the presentation of the article, students’ alternate interpretations and 
readings of the same article will facilitate discussion. Students will be required to read the article 
and think critically about it. They will then write a précis or summary of the article’s main points 
and respond to the article. What is useful in this article? What did you like? What did you not 
like? Did the article cause you to think about opera or opera history in a different way? Was the 
author convincing? Can you challenge the author’s assertions? Et cetera. On the scheduled date, 
each student will present their article(s) in class, introducing questions that will then be discussed 
by the class. Presentations should be 5-10 minutes. Students will submit for grading a written 
copy (4-5 pages double-spaced, 12pt font) of the précis and response to the article at the start of 
the next class. Students must follow MLA style for citations and in-text references. Please 
consult the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers [LB 2369 M53 2003 in QEII 
Reference Section]. 
 
 
The Term Paper – Proposal, Annotated Bib, Final Paper          Total Value: 40% 
 
This course covers a great expanse of material and necessarily involves a heavy listening and 
viewing component. For this reason, it will be essential that students work consistently 
throughout the term to stay on top of reading, listening, viewing, and assignments. Students must 
choose a paper topic early in the term and begin work on it as soon as possible. Paper topics 
should be chosen no later than 23 September 2005. Students are encouraged to think creatively 
and critically about possible term paper topics – Think Outside the Box! Papers of the “life and 
works” variety are not acceptable. Students should consult with me to insure the appropriateness 
of their chosen topic.  
 
The following are examples of possible paper topics: 
 
1) Choose an opera that has not been discussed in this course in terms of a feminist re-

reading or investigation. Using primary and secondary sources, attempt your own 
feminist reading of the chosen opera. What are the successes and failures of this 
approach? How does this sort of reading impact one’s understanding of the opera? Is your 
reading convincing? 

 
2) Choose a popular work in which a castrato has been represented. For example, in the 

novel Cry to Heaven by Anne Rice (1982), the plot revolves around a castrato. 
Alternatively, one could choose the film Farinelli available in the MRC. Assess how 
accurate these representations are by comparing them to historical sources. How does 
popular culture depict the castrato? Does it play up the “strangeness” of castrati or 
“exoticize” them? Is the representation “historically informed”? 



3) View the 1996 film Cosi directed by Mark Joffe. Study the themes that are woven 
throughout the film – madness, infidelity, and the “torment of genius.” How do these 
themes relate to opera and the composers of opera? How do they relate to perceptions of 
and reactions to opera during different time periods? 

 
4) Trace the development of staging technologies and how they have affected the production 

of opera. Consider set design, machines (such as early cloud machines), lighting, 
costuming, and special effects. Consider such operas as Glass’ Einstein on the Beach 
which makes use of amplified ensemble. How have advances in technology changed the 
production of opera? What challenges now exist as a result of technology, or, what are 
the problems of technology? 

 
5) Re-read an opera to illuminate the representation of social, political, and ideological 

movements. Examples of this may be Freemasonry in Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte or 
Risorgimento in Verdi’s Rigoletto. How are social, political, and ideological messages 
“disguised” and presented via opera? 

 
6) Compare a German Romantic opera to other works of art of the same period – a piece of 

literature, a painting, a symphony, a sculpture, et cetera. How are the philosophies of the 
19th century represented in each? What does each work accomplish? What does opera 
accomplish that other works of art cannot? 

 
7) Choose a popular guide to opera history, such as Barber’s When the Fat Lady Sings and 

assess its “faithfulness” to standard music history. Students may choose to focus on one 
particular topic or issue of opera history, or on a particular chapter in the guide. Are the 
important “facts” present and correct? What is missing from the guide that should be 
included? How useful is this sort of guide?  

 
 
Paper Proposal                  5% 
 
On 23 September 2005, students will be required to submit a proposal outlining the topic for 
their term papers. This proposal should clearly explain what the student plans to study and how 
the student plans to go about completing the task. The proposal should also identify useful 
sources that will be central to writing the term paper. This proposal should be no more than 400 
words long (double-spaced, 12pt font). Attached to this proposal, the student will submit a 
preliminary bibliography of sources to be consulted for the paper. This bibliography must 
include good, scholarly sources: a minimum of 5 books and  5 articles or entries in 
encyclopaedias. Students should also include any musical scores or recordings that will used in 
the study. Finally, 5 internet resources should be included in the bibliography. These websites 
should be reliable sources sponsored by universities, societies, or well-known publishers such as 
New Grove. Students must follow MLA style for citations and in-text references. Please consult 
the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers [LB 2369 M53 2003 in QEII Reference 
Section]. 
 
 
 
        



Annotated Bibliography             10% 
 
An annotated bibliography is one in which each bibliographic citation is followed by a brief 
descriptive and evaluative summary of the resource. Usually the annotation is no more than two 
or three sentences long; however, some sources may require longer descriptions. To be effective, 
an annotation should clearly identify the main points made by the author and how the resource 
may be useful. Students will be required to resubmit their preliminary bibliography on 21 
October 2005, this time expanded with annotations for a minimum of ten citations. Annotations 
should be single-spaced and in 12pt font. Three books, three articles, and three internet resources 
should be annotated, as well as one other resource of the student’s choosing (which may include 
a score, liner notes to a CD, an additional internet resource, et cetera).  
 
 
Term Paper (approximately 10 pages)           25% 
 
The term paper for this course focusses on some topic or issue in opera or opera history. Papers 
should make use of primary and secondary sources, and draw upon the student’s own creative 
thought and ideas. The term paper is to be entirely the work of the student alone. Collaborations 
are not acceptable. The paper should be approximately 10 pages long, double-spaced, in 12pt 
Times New Roman font.  
 
The paper is due in class on 2 December 2005. Extensions will only be granted in situations of 
documented medical emergency or family distress. Later papers will be subject to a 5% per day 
penalty.  
 
Students must make use of the MLA style in documenting sources. Please note that materials 
drawn from other sources and ideas that are not the student’s own must be appropriately cited via 
in-text citations and a bibliography. Failure to do so constitutes plagiarism. The Calendar states: 
            

Plagiarism: is the act of presenting the ideas or works of another as  
  one's own. This applies to all material such as essays, laboratory  
  reports, work term reports, design projects, seminar presentations,  

statistical data, computer programs and research results. The properly 
acknowledged use of sources is an accepted and important part of  

  scholarship. Use of such material without acknowledgment is contrary  
  to accepted norms of academic behaviour. 
       See: http://www.mun.ca/regoff/calendar/ 
 
Please note that in MLA style, there is no distinction made between an idea and a fact – any 
information taken from another source must be documented accordingly. Thus, even so-called 
“historical facts” must be attributed to the source from which the student obtains the information. 
Please consult the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 
 
Term papers will be graded on both content and writing style. Writing style includes proper 
spelling, grammar, and punctuation, as well as adherence to the MLA documentation style. 25% 
of the grade for the term paper will be based on writing style and 75% for content. It is strongly 
recommended that students who struggle with their writing visit the Writing Centre on campus 
for help (Science Building Room 2053, 737-3168, www.mun.ca/writingcentre).  

 



Reading and Listening Assignments 
 

7 September 2005 
Course outlines, requirements, expectations, evaluation methods, and meet-n-greet. 
 
9 September 2005 
Introduction to Opera.  
Definitions of opera. Important terminology to know from the start.  
Read: Orrey Preface and Chapter 1 
 
12 September 2005 
Staging Opera in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 
 
14 September 2005 
Early Beginnings: Italian Opera and Monteverdi 
Read: Orrey Chapter 2 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Monteverdi L’Incoronazione di Poppea 
 
16 September 2005 
Special Topic: Dido and Aeneas 
Read: Peraino, Judith A. “I am an Opera: Identifying with Henry Purcell's Dido and Aeneas.” En Travesti: Women, 
Gender Subversion, Opera. New York: Columbia UP, 1995. 99-131. 
Listen: selected scenes from Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas 
 
19 September 2005 
Reforming Opera Libretto in the 17th Century 
 
21 September 2005 
French Opera and Lully 
Read: Orrey Chapter 3 
View: selected scenes from Lully’s Armide 
 
23 September 2005 – Paper Proposal Due 
Special Topic: Exoticism in Opera 
Read: Taylor, Timothy D. “Peopling the Stage: Opera, Otherness, and New Musical Representations in the 
Eighteenth Century.” Cultural Critique 36 (1997): 55-88. 
 
26 September 2005 
The Scene in England: Getting a Handel on Opera 
Read: Orrey Chapter 4 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Handel’s Rinaldo and Guilio Cesare 
 
28 September 2005 
The Next Wave of French Opera: Rameau  
Listen: selected scenes from Rameau’s Zoroastre 
 
30 September 2005 
Reforming Italian Opera 
Read: Orrey Chapter 5 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Gluck’s Orpheo ed Euridice and Iphigénie en Tauride 
 
3 October 2005 – Listening Exam #1 
Students responsible for listening and viewing examples of Monteverdi, Purcell, Lully, Handel, Rameau, and Gluck.  
 
5 October 2005 
Opera and Singspiel of Mozart I 
Read: Orrey Chapter 7 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail and Die Zauberflöte 
 



 
7 October 2005 
Opera and Singspiel of Mozart II 
Special Topic: Cross-dressing and Disguise in Opera 
Read: Reynolds, Margaret. “Ruggiero’s Deceptions, Cherubino’s Distractions.” En Travesti: Women, Gender 
Subversion, Opera. New York: Columbia UP, 1995. 133-151. 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro 
 
10 October 2005 – Thanksgiving. No class. 
 
12 October 2005 – Today follows Monday’s schedule. Class at 10 as usual.  
A Comic Break: The Beggar’s Opera and La Serva Padrona 
Read: Donington page 67-73 (on reserve) 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera and Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona 
 
14 October 2005 
German Opera of the 19th Century 
Read: Orrey Chapter 8 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Beethoven’s Fidelio and J. Strauss’ Die Fledermaus 
 
17 October 2005 
Italian Opera of the 19th Century I 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Rossini’s La Cenerentola 
 
19 October 2005 
Italian Opera of the 19th Century II 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Bellini’s Norma and Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor 
 
21 October 2005 – Annotated Bibliography Due 
Special Topic: Castrati 
Read: Barber, David W. “A Cut Above: The Castrati Lose Their Marbles.” When the Fat Lady Sings: Opera History 
as it Ought to be Taught. Toronto: Sound and Vision, 1990. 9-16. 
Read: Burney, Charles. Excerpts of his writings about “Castrato Singers.” reproduced in Weiss, Piero and Richard 
Taruskin, eds.  Music in the Western World: A History in Documents. New York: Schirmer, 1984. 225-29. 
Read: Deefholts, S. L. “Is Bugs Bunny a Castrato?” The Peak  95/53 (1997). [on reserve, or available from: 
http://www.radix.net/~dalila/singers/castrato-bugs.html] 
View: Farinelli 
    
24 October 2005 
French Opera of the 19th Century 
Read: Orrey Chapter 9 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Bizet’s Carmen 
 
26 October 2005 
Dramatic Truth and Realism in Opera: Verdi I 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Verdi’s Rigoletto 
 
28 October 2005 
Dramatic Truth and Realism in Opera: Verdi II 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Verdi’s Aida 
 
31 October 2005 
Special Topic: Dealing with the Devil 
Read: Yohalem, John. “Beating the Devil: What Meaning does the Faust Legend have for us Today?” Opera News 
69.10 (2005): 36-40. 
Read: Plaut, Eric A. “Gounod’s Faust: Giving the Devil His Due.” Medical Problems of Performing Artists 2.3 
(1987): 209 ff.  
 
2 November 2005 – Listening Exam #2 
Students responsible for listening and viewing examples of Mozart, Beethoven, J. Strauss, Rosini, Bellini, Donizetti, 
Bizet, and Verdi. 



4 November 2005 
The Art Work of the Future: Wagner I 
Read: Orrey Chapter 10 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Wagner’s Tannhauser 
 
7 November 2005 
The Art Work of the Future: Wagner II 
Read: Selections from The Artwork of the Future by Wagner reproduced in Strunk, Oliver. Source Readings in 
Music History. Rev ed. New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1998. 1094-1112. 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Wagner’s Die Walküre 
 
9 November 2005 
Verismo Style Continued: The Opera of Puccini 
Read: Donington pages 182-185 (on reserve) 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Puccini’s La Bohème 
 
11 November 2005 – Remembrance Day. No Class. 
 
14 November 2005 
The Romantic Operas of R. Strauss 
Read: Orrey Chapter 14 
Listen/View: selected scenes from R. Strauss’ Der Rosenkavalier 
 
16 November 2005 – Guest Lecture by Jane Leibel. 
Soprano Jane Leibel will lecture on her picks for top three opera roles. 
Read: Knobbé’s Complete Opera Book, summaries of Guilio Cesare, Midsummer Night’s Dream, and The Rake’s 
Progress. 
 
18 November 2005 – Seventh-Inning Stretch. No Class. Enjoy! (Or work on your papers!!!) 
 
21 November 2005 
Special Topic: Opera Divas 
Read: Castle, Terry. “In Praise of Brigitte Fassbaender: Reflections on Diva-Worship.” En Travesti: Women, 
Gender Subversion, Opera. New York: Columbia UP, 1995. 20-58. 
Assignment: Bring in a CD of your favourite opera singer for “Opera Show and Tell.” 
 
23 November 2005 
Expressionism and Opera 
Listen/View: selected scenes from R. Strauss’ Elektra 
 
25 November 2005 
20th Century Opera 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Britten’s Peter Grimes 
 
28 November 2005 
20th Century – The Return of the Trouser Role and New Musical Genres 
Read: Orrey Chapter 13 
Listen/View: selected scenes from Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel 
 
30 November 2005 
Final Thoughts 
 
2 December 2005 – Term Paper Due 
Review for Final Exam 
 
Final Exam: 
Students responsible for listening and viewing examples of Wagner, Puccini, R. Strauss, Britten, and Humperdinck. 
The written portion of the exam will require the student answer one essay question, chosen from several, which will 
take into account the materials and themes covered throughout the course. These questions will likely involve 
comparison of some sort or a tracing of the development of some aspect of opera history.  


