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For my mom, Sharon,

who helped me pursue singing but also made sure I was prepared for what came after.





Note for the Reader

A glossary of opera terms appears at the back of this book. It can be a helpful resource for those who are just learning about the art form.





Introduction

Opera breeds fanatics.

People travel the world just to see different productions of Richard Wagner’s four-opera Ring Cycle. They cosplay as operatic characters when attending performances. They own dozens of recordings of the same opera and can cite every single variation between them. There are opera groupies. Opera diehards. Opera obsessives.

I’m not one of them.

Don’t get me wrong—I can rattle off the names of operas and their long-dead composers. I can talk snidely about stage directors, tout opinions about this or that production, and nod knowingly whenever I hear an excerpt from an opera in a pasta-sauce commercial. But I’m no fanatic. I’m not sure I’m even a fan.

I was once asked if I actually liked opera. It was an online comment, made in response to a short article I’d written about the opera industry for The Conversation. Opera companies face a major challenge in the twenty-first century, I wrote, because of disagreements about what to do with historical operas that are anachronistic to a fault, that are—let’s be frank—a little racist. From my perspective, the article was simply making an observation about the field, a kind of sympathetic Sucks to be you waved in the general vicinity of opera companies everywhere. But the article was unexpectedly controversial, and I found myself dodging lava flows of comments erupting across social media. Some commenters labeled me a snowflake, others the PC police, others a Nazi. One suggested I reread George Orwell until I understood him.

Then I came across a comment that gave me pause. But does the author actually like opera?

I decided to reply—trolls be damned—and outlined my credentials: a master’s degree in vocal performance, a decade working as a professional opera singer, five years running a small opera company, an active career as an opera librettist and lyricist. I posted my response and sat back with a certain smugness. A few minutes later, there was another comment. Fine, but it doesn’t answer the question. To my dismay, he was absolutely right.

I’ve dedicated most of my life to opera—singing it, producing it, writing it, researching it. For nearly two decades, the core of my identity was wholly wrapped up in the art form. My teenage years were spent taking voice lessons and listening to opera recordings. My college applications were aimed at the universities offering the best opera programs or boasting the best voice teachers. My twenties were spent performing in operas, auditioning for operas, and starting my own opera company. I was an opera singer. My friends were all opera singers. I even married an opera singer.

Fast-forward to the present, and I now firmly describe myself as a former singer—and only feel a slight twinge when I say it. But I still have a closet full of audition dresses, three boxes of opera scores gathering dust in the garage, and an absurdly large collection of scarves (the default singer accessory). I’m also still inescapably an opera insider: on a daily basis I work on writing new operas with composers, even as I research the intricacies of the opera industry in my academic day job.

But does the author actually like opera? Years later, I’m still not sure how to answer.

Opera offers so much to love, so much to inspire fierce devotion. There’s the music, the way a singer’s voice can soar above an orchestra and make the hairs on your arms lift up. There’s the spectacle, the visual delight of extravagant costumes and over-the-top sets that magically materialize within the confines of a stage. There’s the way the stories tap into the messy realities of human emotion, of words that were written three hundred years ago somehow prodding directly at the memory of your own first love or deeply felt trauma.

But opera also teems with issues. It’s big and expensive. Old-fashioned. Exploitative. It’s an art form saddled with centuries of artistic baggage and internal turmoil—a pursuit involving both navel-gazing and clinging to the past in ways that can exclude and alienate audiences and performers.

Weighing it all up, I’d have to say that I do like opera. I love opera. But I also hate it. Because I want opera to be an art form that belongs in the twenty-first century, and I continually see it falling short. I want to save opera. The question is, from what exactly? From its history? Its audiences? Its companies? All of the above? Or maybe, most of all, opera needs to be saved from itself. Because at its core, opera is a reflection of us, of our dysfunction and angsty development as a society over the past four centuries. Opera has traveled the same journey as we have, alternately shaping and being shaped by our culture since long before electricity or indoor plumbing. Even today, opera permeates our lives.

Think of the hundreds of commercials with operatic soundtracks—ads for cars, deodorants, beers, detergents, condoms—all drawing on a particular message about what opera means and who it’s for. Think of Bugs Bunny wearing a horned helmet while Elmer Fudd sings “Kill the wabbit! Kill the wabbit!” Or the music pumping out of the helicopter speakers in Apocalypse Now (1979) as the squadron approaches its target in Vietnam. Think of the James Bond movie Quantum of Solace (2008), in which the villains plot via headsets during a performance of Puccini’s opera Tosca until Bond smoothly interrupts with “I really think you people should find a better place to meet.” Think of the first season of the Netflix series Bridgerton (2020), in which the rakish Anthony Bridgerton has an illicit affair with an opera singer. Think of socialites Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie deciding to write their own opera in the television special Paris & Nicole: The Encore (2024). Think of the classic wedding march “Here Comes the Bride,” which was first heard in Wagner’s opera Lohengrin.

Even if you think you don’t know opera—have never been to an opera and have no interest in seeing an opera—you still know opera. At least one facet of it. But there’s so much more to the story than the stereotypes of overweight women in metal breastplates or “rich people” audiences who may or may not be Bond villains. And if we take opera off the pedestal where it usually sits, we have a chance to see it for what it actually is: an art form of contradictions and complexities that is somehow just as fascinating as it is unmanageable. An art form whose death has repeatedly been predicted but that stubbornly refuses to die. An art form that shows us, as a society, exactly where we’ve come from—even when we don’t care to look.

So, consider this book a quest—if not a rescue attempt—whose first step is kicking away the pedestal and shining a spotlight on the reality of opera as it exists today. From battles over tradition, to tensions over casting, to conflicts over funding, we’ll scrape away all the clichés and presumptions, all the superficial glamour and seeming snobbery, until we can finally gaze at the true beating heart of this hot mess of an art form.

By the end of this book, we may face divisions that are just as deep and broad as when we started. We may still love opera, hate opera, or love-hate opera just as we always have. But at least we’ll know it better. At least we’ll have freed it, if only temporarily, from the constraints of its reputation. And maybe… just maybe, we’ll have found a different path forward.

The orchestra tunes. The lights dim. Time to raise the curtain.





CHAPTER 1 The History — or — Setting the Scene


And God said, let there be opera: and there was opera.



The year is 1600. A time of plague, codpieces, and poor dental hygiene. The Globe Theatre has just opened in London with a new play by William Shakespeare. The letter J is about to be added to the English alphabet. And twenty-five-year-old Marie de’ Medici has just married King Henry IV of France in Florence, Italy.

It’s Henry’s second marriage—arranged primarily as a financial alliance—with Marie’s dowry earmarked to cover the mountains of debt accrued during Henry’s recent war against Spain. Awkwardly, the groom isn’t at his own wedding, choosing instead to send the Duke of Bellegarde to marry Marie by proxy. Not a promising start. Regardless, it’s the Florentine event of the season and will kick off weeks of lavish festivities for invited VIPs from across seventeenth-century Europe. There’ll be parades, fireworks, dancing, overeating, and one highly anticipated dramma per musica, or “drama for music.”

The work will be Euridice, with music by composer Jacopo Peri and a libretto by Ottavio Rinuccini. Based on the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, it will premiere on October 6, 1600, at the royal Palazzo Pitti for an audience of two hundred aristocrats. There will be five scenes. Approximately eleven characters. One audience member will describe the music as “tedious.” And it will be one of the first operas. Ever.



Euridice provides an ideal origin story for Western opera, akin to the sudden bite of a radioactive spider. Before Euridice, there was nothing. After Euridice, your friendly neighborhood opera! But the truth is an entirely new art form didn’t just emerge fully formed that day at the Palazzo Pitti. Opera’s actual origin story is far less linear than that of a comic-book superhero, more a tangled web of overlapping artistic influences that long predated Marie and Henry’s nuptials.

Throughout the 1500s, musicians, artists, and poets across Europe were experimenting with different ways of combining literature, music, and theater. One particularly active group was the Florentine Camerata, a collection of like-minded intellectuals and creatives who threw their weight behind the goal of reviving the theatrical forms of Greek antiquity. Key to their effort was the belief that the words in all those ancient Greek dramas were actually sung and not spoken. But even centuries earlier, other theatrical traditions were dipping their toes in operatic waters. Take intermedi, the spectacle-driven musical interludes staged between scenes of spoken theater starting in the late 1400s. Or the liturgical plays performed throughout the Middle Ages that integrated music and sung chants into stagings of biblical scenes.

If we want to get more pedantic, Euridice isn’t even technically the first opera that Jacopo Peri and Ottavio Rinuccini wrote—just the first that survived the ravages of time. Two years earlier, they penned the actual “first” opera for the Carnival of 1598—this one inspired by the Greek myth of Daphne and Apollo. Alas, all traces of the music for Dafne are long gone, but we know members of the Medici family attended the performance and apparently were impressed… at least enough to hire Peri and Rinuccini for Euridice.

So, Euridice wasn’t really the first—and certainly not the best, at least according to that one audience report. But it’s still a significant milestone in opera because of the way it consolidated centuries of discussion and practice. For one of the first times in Western history, a theatrical work intentionally combined text with different styles of singing, all with the aim of creating a compelling dramatic experience for an audience.

Seven years later, composer Claudio Monteverdi made an even bigger operatic splash with his own take on the Orpheus myth, a favola in musica (that is, “fable in music”) entitled L’Orfeo. Written with poet Alessandro Striggio, L’Orfeo was similarly funded and staged within the confines of an Italian court—this time in Mantua, thanks to the patronage of Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga (also a guest at Marie de’ Medici’s wedding, by the way). However, Monteverdi’s work was significantly larger in scope and sophistication than Euridice, requiring an orchestra of nearly forty instruments and incorporating a broader range of singing styles. There were solo arias, or extended melodies sung by a single singer. There were duets, or melodies sung by two singers together. There were ensembles with large groups of performers singing together in harmony. There were even recitatives, or sung dialogue: the operatic version of conversation between characters. All driven by Striggio’s text and inspired by the tenets of classical Greek drama. Bad luck for Euridice, which would soon be relegated to the historical equivalent of a Trivial Pursuit question.

I have a particular soft spot for L’Orfeo because it was the first opera I studied in college. Every Tuesday and Thursday at 10:00 a.m. (or more accurately 10:15 a.m., since I was chronically late), I’d cram into a wood-paneled lecture theater with four hundred other undergraduates and listen to Professor Thomas F. Kelly talk about Monteverdi and L’Orfeo. There were jokes. There were musical performances. And for the first time I started to think about opera as more than just the pages of printed music scattered around my dorm room. I began to think of it as an event, as something meant to be performed and experienced—and perhaps discussed in a lecture hall four hundred years later.

For a few decades after the premiere of L’Orfeo in 1607, opera remained a private form of entertainment exclusive to Italian nobility—all the rage behind closed gilded doors but not something meant to be enjoyed by the masses. That is, until the 1630s. In 1636, Francesco and Ettore Tron, two entrepreneurial brothers from the Venetian aristocracy, were granted permission to rebrand their old family theater in Venice as a teatro de musica, or “theater of music.” Their venture, the Teatro San Cassiano, was officially inaugurated a year later with a performance of the opera L’Andromeda by composer Francesco Manelli and librettist Benedetto Ferrari. And, in a move that would send shock waves throughout Italy, the performance of L’Andromeda was open for anyone to attend, noble or otherwise—for a price. The cost of a single ticket was four lire, then roughly a day’s wage for a master builder in Venice.

A year later, the Tron brothers did it again, presenting another new opera by Manelli and Ferrari, again open to anyone who could pay for the privilege. This time, it caught on. Over the next three years, three new opera houses opened in Venice, and another four new operas were staged for paying audiences. Within ten years, thirty-three new operas were staged. Within forty years, more than two hundred. All open to the public. All charging for admission.

As the market for opera grew, so did the competition between different opera houses. Opera producers, or impresarios as they were called, incorporated increasingly spectacular visual effects into their productions in the hope of persuading audiences to attend their theaters over those of competitors. Think lavish painted sets, flying stage machinery, and seemingly magical set transformations. A production of the opera La Calisto staged in 1651, for example, featured an onstage working fountain, a giant serpent eating its own tail, and flying rainbows that carried Greek gods descending from the heavens.

For generations that have come of age in the time of Avatar and the Marvel Cinematic Universe, the idea of mechanical rainbows and papier-mâché snakes may seem uninspired. But to the Venetian tourists and townies who flocked to opera houses in the seventeenth century, the effects were mind-boggling. And this new audience wanted more. More new operas. More scenic marvels. No matter what it cost behind the scenes.

Thus opera as we more or less know it was born: an art form that combines text and music but is also fundamentally defined by spectacle. And expense.

It wasn’t long before the new model of commercial opera stretched beyond the borders of Italy. By the 1670s, the premise of a paying audience had officially arrived in France and Germany, among other countries. As the art form snaked and spread throughout Europe, it also began to change. Each country added its own nationalistic flavor, even as different impresarios, composers, and librettists made their own tweaks to the Italian export.

The effects-driven opera of the seventeenth century was soon overthrown by opera seria, or “serious opera,” a form that emphasized historical events and royal figures over all those Greek myths and legends. True to its name, opera seria exhibited more than a little disdain for the scenic razzle-dazzle of its artistic predecessor. Another god descending from the clouds? Another volcano transforming into a forest glade? Can you be more unserious?

But opera seria didn’t stay on top for long. Other emerging opera genres were soon grappling for attention in the early eighteenth century, including Italy’s opera buffa, France’s opéra comique, Spain’s zarzuela, and Germany’s Singspiel, each of which rejected the sober, noble tone of opera seria. Instead, comic operas by the likes of composers Alessandro Scarlatti and W. A. Mozart layered on the shtick, incorporating stock comedic characters, farcical plots, and a healthy smattering of spoken dialogue.

Fast-forward a few decades and along came the bel canto form of opera spearheaded by Italian composers such as Gioachino Rossini and Vincenzo Bellini in the early 1800s. Literally translated as “beautiful singing,” bel canto operas were characterized by expressive arias and simple accompaniment. Then there was grand opéra, a large-scale form popularized by the Paris Opéra in the 1820s. With its five-act structure, exotic historical settings, and extravagant stagings, grand opéra is where composers such as Giacomo Meyerbeer and Giuseppe Verdi cut their teeth—and set a benchmark for the later epic “music dramas” written by composer Richard Wagner starting in the 1850s.

The second half of the nineteenth century also saw opéra lyrique, a hybrid version of opéra comique and grand opéra (less comedic than the former, less spectacular than the latter). As well, there was the frothy operetta form mastered by French composer Jacques Offenbach and British dream team W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, and after that, the opera verismo style, driven by composers Giacomo Puccini and Pietro Mascagni, who wanted to bring more realism into the opera house. The twentieth century saw even more variations emerge, from the short-lived jazz-infused Zeitoper of the 1920s to the radio operas of the 1930s and 1940s to the avant-garde minimalist operas of the 1970s.

And that’s just the highlights reel. There are dozens upon dozens of different operatic forms peppering the history of the art form—enough to make any college music major blanch at the thought of a pop quiz. Some are French, some are Italian, some are German, some are Spanish. Some are irritatingly niche, such as opéra féerie, which refers exclusively to French operas about fairy tales. Others err on the side of finicky, such as opera semiseria: serious, but not too serious. Still others are likely to lead to an awkward misunderstanding. Take it from me: opera eroica means heroic, not erotic.

With so many evolving and overlapping forms over the centuries, it’s no surprise that the boundaries between different genres of opera are sometimes blurry. The lines between opera, operetta, and musical theater are even more opaque. So what is opera anyway?

Here’s the best definition I can muster. Opera is a work of theater, usually presented onstage. And most of the performers sing. Most of the time.

Now, if you’re about to throw this book out the nearest window, I understand. After all, the declared topic here is opera… shouldn’t I be able to provide a clear-cut definition of what the hell we’re even talking about? Don’t blame me. Blame the art form. Opera is notoriously nebulous and difficult to define. Try to add any additional requirements or restrictions to the vague definition outlined above—try to home in more closely on what exactly opera is or isn’t—and you’ll face inevitable stumbling blocks.

Let’s start with the classic: it’s only opera if the performers sing the entire time. A clean and simple definition. Until you remember W. A. Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute, which is crammed with spoken dialogue. As is Ludwig van Beethoven’s opera Fidelio. And Georges Bizet’s opera Carmen. Plus the entire catalog of operas from the opéra comique, zarzuela, and Singspiel traditions, in which most of the characters quite simply never shut up.

Let’s try again. It’s only opera if the singers don’t use microphones. Another clear and practical definition, especially since we know opera singers are trained to sing without amplification. Except sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they can’t. Sometimes an opera is staged in a massive outdoor venue such as a park or baseball stadium, where it’s physically impossible to be heard without a microphone. Sometimes theaters are so poorly designed that so-called sound enhancement is needed to counteract bad acoustics. That doesn’t even scratch the surface of the many contemporary operas that use amplification for artistic, dramatic, or musical effect, not to mention the radio operas of the 1930s, which were literally written to be sung into microphones.

Last try. It’s only opera if the singers sound “operatic”—if their vocal technique produces a powerful and resonant tone with abundant vibrato (that’s the oscillation you hear whenever they hold a long note). Correct! Unless you consider operas that don’t require that kind of vibrato-heavy singing, such as Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo, Jean-Philippe Rameau’s Les Indes galantes, and all the other operas written before 1750 or so. Not to mention all the avant-garde operas that also use nonoperatic vocal techniques. Does that mean none are technically operas? And what happens when singers sound “operatic” when performing musical theater such as Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s Carousel or Stephen Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd? Does that suddenly make them operas? Or were they already operas the whole time?

As I said, don’t blame me—blame the art form. While we’re at it, let’s also take pity on the dictionary editors who have long struggled to write their own definitions. The Collins Dictionary defines opera as “a play with music in which all the words are sung”? Close, but no cigar.

The pithiest definition of opera I’ve heard came from Beth Morrison, founder of Beth Morrison Projects, a New York–based opera company founded in 2006. “Opera,” Morrison told me in 2024, “is sung theater.” I immediately gasped and nodded vigorously. Opera is sung theater, of course! It’s short, snappy, and fits perfectly on a bumper sticker. But within a few hours of our interview, my brow was already furrowing: What exactly does that mean? Dig a little deeper into Morrison’s definition, and it ends up looking almost as open-ended as my own attempt. Which is perhaps the point. Opera assumes many different forms and meanings. It’s ambiguous, dynamic, even volatile—none of which reconciles easily with the clear-cut expectations or word-count limits of a dictionary entry.

But then how can we wrap our heads around this beast of an art form?

The only way to make sense of opera is to deconstruct it, to examine each of the elements that collectively form the whole. There’s the text. The music. And the stage.

In an ideal scenario, these three elements merge seamlessly, creating what composer Richard Wagner called Gesamtkunstwerk, or the “total work of art.” It’s the equivalent of the perfect grilled-cheese sandwich, with each ingredient transforming and transcending into something more than the sum of its parts. But how exactly this transformation occurs—not to mention whether a total work of art is even possible—is more than a little murky. Because opera is also nothing like a grilled-cheese sandwich. Unless you’re spreading on a layer of plutonium.



Let’s start with opera’s first building block: the text, or the libretto. Literally translated from the Italian as “booklet,” the libretto is written by a librettist or poet (or nowadays, often a screenwriter, playwright, or novelist) and includes everything sung or said in an opera. Those romantic words comparing the soprano’s eyes to the moon? Written by the librettist. The villain’s curse-filled rant in the second act? Written by the librettist.

The stereotype of opera generally defaults to Italian—Mamma mia! Carbonara!—but the text of a libretto can be in any language, usually depending on the native tongue of the writer. Nineteenth-century French librettist Eugène Scribe only ever wrote in French. The operas of Richard Wagner were all written in German. But that doesn’t mean audiences need to riffle through a German-English dictionary to understand a Wagner opera. At least not anymore. Since the early 1980s, standard practice has been for opera companies to translate the libretto into English (or whatever language is spoken by the majority of the audience) and project the translation above the stage during the performance. They’re called supertitles or surtitles because of their placement above the stage (as opposed to the subtitles that sit at the bottom of your television screen when you’re watching that Korean drama). Note to the unwary: never snag opera tickets in the front row, or you may develop neck spasms from staring at the supertitles directly above your head.

A libretto does more, however, than simply set down the basic words to be uttered onstage. The libretto is responsible for establishing an opera’s overarching narrative, including the characters (Who’s who?), the setting (Where are they?), and the plot (Who dies? Who falls in love? Who falls in love and then dies?). The libretto also includes basic written instructions for how scenes should be staged, known as stage directions (e.g., “tenor enters and stabs mezzo-soprano”), as well as how certain lines of text should be delivered (e.g., “passive aggressively”). The libretto is essentially the skeleton upon which the entire opera hangs. So, whenever an opera fails miserably—at least in a dramatic sense—we can usually blame the librettist.

Our next building block is the music, which falls squarely in the realm of the composer. The music encompasses every musical note and rhythm sung by the performers in the opera, as well as the notes and rhythms played by the orchestra. For the composer, this means setting each word of the libretto to a specific note or combination of notes, ideally in a way that conveys the emotions of a given character without impeding the singer’s vocal technique. Those high notes when the tenor compares the soprano’s eyes to the moon? Written by the composer. Those rage-filled low notes during the villain’s rant? Written by the composer.

The composer is similarly tasked with marking how each note should be sung or played. This includes the dynamics (Is it loud? Is it soft? Getting louder? Getting softer?), the tempo (Is it slow? Is it fast? Speeding up? Slowing down?), and the musical expression, or, for lack of a better word, the vibe. Above all, the music is responsible for transforming the skeletal narrative of the libretto into something fully formed, adding layers of depth to the bare bones of character and story.

This marriage of text and music comes with significant hurdles, not least of which is the sheer logistical challenge of taking two distinct art forms—and two distinct creative authors—and squashing them together. In most cases, the libretto comes first. The librettist will take an idea or concept for an opera (sometimes provided by the composer, sometimes not) and write it up in practical terms, building a dramatic structure out of scenes and lines of text in the same way a playwright crafts a spoken play. Once the draft of the libretto is finalized, the composer then begins their work, setting each scene and line of text to music.

Over subsequent working drafts, the music will evolve from initial sketches to a complete piano-vocal score—that is, a version of the opera for singers and piano accompaniment—and then finally to a complete orchestral score, or a version that has individual lines of music for every player in the orchestra. Throughout the process of composition, there will be continued rewrites, negotiations, arguments, and compromises as text and music are combined. Scenes will be added and deleted, arias rewritten and expanded, phrases tweaked and massaged. It’s the creative equivalent of nuclear fusion, except with bigger egos.

It should therefore come as no surprise that many operatic marriages are characterized more by dysfunction than wedded bliss. As opera composer John Adams told The Paris Review in 2024, “The two most painful things two human beings can do together are a double ax murder or an artistic collaboration.” While I can’t speak to ax murders, I can certainly attest to the ugly operatic divorces that mark my own career as a librettist. Once a composer disappeared for months, only to reemerge a few weeks before the final deadline without having written a single note of music. Instead, they’d spent the entire time rewriting my libretto—badly. Another time, I was commissioned to write a libretto on a rush job with the promise of immediate payment. Years later, I’m still waiting for that check. Going back centuries, we can catch glimpses of similar dramas behind the scenes.

In a 1783 letter to his father, composer W. A. Mozart complained repeatedly about librettist Giambattista Varesco, with whom Mozart was writing a new comic opera. He threatened to drop Varesco from the project entirely, grumbling, “He must change and remold things for me as much and as often as I wish, and not follow his head, which lacks even the least knowledge of practice and the theater.” Mozart eventually followed up on his threat, abandoning both the in-progress opera and its librettist.

The fights between nineteenth-century composer Giacomo Puccini and his many librettists were allegedly so heated that Puccini’s publisher frequently had to intervene. In 1889, Puccini even declared his intention to write the libretto for the opera Manon Lescaut himself, just to ensure “no idiotic librettist” could “ruin the story.” In the end, Puccini elected to stick with the music, but he still chewed through six different librettists before finally completing the project.

In true operatic fashion, the battle between composers and librettists has even been depicted onstage. In 1786, composer Antonio Salieri and librettist Giovanni Battista Casti premiered a one-act opera, Prima la musica e poi le parole (“First the music and then the words”) about a librettist and composer hired to write a new opera in just four days. Cue two dueling sopranos, a crippling case of writer’s block, and extended arguments about text versus music. Composer Richard Strauss and librettist Clemens Krauss employed a similar idea for their 1942 opera, Capriccio, which follows a countess trying to choose between two lovers, one a poet, one a composer. (Spoiler: the opera ends with the countess still undecided.)

In addition to the practical negotiations and occasional personal disasters of merging text and music, there’s a deeper philosophical debate at work here. Which element actually matters more in opera, the text or the music? And to that end, who matters more? The librettist or the composer?

For the first century or so of opera’s history, it was unquestionably the librettist. Recognized as practitioners of the high arts of poetry and literature, librettists were widely extolled for their work. Some were so famous that a single libretto would be set multiple times by different composers. For example, Pietro Metastasio, one of the preeminent librettists of the eighteenth century, wrote sixty librettos, which were, in turn, set a jaw-dropping eight hundred times by more than three hundred different composers. In comparison, composers were lucky if a copy of their music was even published. For the 1637 premiere of L’Andromeda in Venice—four lire a ticket, if you recall—composer Francesco Manelli wasn’t even listed on the title page of the printed libretto. Ouch.

The golden age for librettists didn’t last, however, and their star power began to flicker with the rise of opera seria in the eighteenth century. As visual effects fell out of favor, impresarios needed another way to lure operagoers to their theaters. They quickly zeroed in on singers as the new headline act, capable of wowing audiences with their vocal skill and musical pyrotechnics. Suddenly, the libretto was no longer paramount to the operatic experience. Even the basics of character and storyline were largely beside the point. Instead, opera now served primarily as a musical vehicle for star singers—something meant to be embellished with extra high notes and then paused for copious applause.

The nineteenth century only leaned further into prioritizing music over text. Thanks to the Romantic movement, music was increasingly recognized as its own form of artistic expression, capable of being emotive and transformative regardless of any accompanying text. And, as the music became opera’s primary attraction, composers found themselves in a position of unparalleled artistic power. Nineteenth-century composer Giuseppe Verdi began choosing the topics for his operas entirely on his own, essentially relegating his librettists to the equivalent of subcontractors. Composer Richard Wagner eliminated the role completely, choosing to write both the text and music for his operas himself. Librettists were now secondary figures, functioning solely in service of the music.

The twentieth century saw further shifts to this artistic dynamic. As celebrated writers such as E. M. Forster, W. H. Auden, Alice Goodman, and Gertrude Stein added the title of librettist to their list of literary accolades, composers lost some of their artistic dominance. With this change also came a growing recognition from both composers and opera companies that an opera needs a good libretto (and a good librettist) to succeed. Nowadays, most new operas are developed with the premise of an equal (or equal-ish) partnership between the two creators. But as a symptom of the way these roles developed over time, many operas are still credited solely to the composer in marketing materials and performance reviews—thus, the recent push by the Dramatists Guild of America to give librettists equal billing via the social media hashtag #CreditTheLibrettist.

But back to our building blocks. Let’s say we’ve somehow managed to resolve the conflict between text and music. There were tears, profanities, and numerous angry letters, emails, and text messages between our composer and librettist. Both have privately vowed never to write another opera as long as they live. But the libretto is done! The music is written! And together, these two components merge to form the musical score of an opera. Heartiest congratulations, popping corks, and handshakes all around.

Now we add the third element of opera: the stage. This is where the trouble really begins.



An opera is only technically complete—only technically an opera—when it’s been staged. This added element introduces an entirely new set of stakeholders (and artistic egos), including stage directors, conductors, designers, and performers. Staging is inextricably informed and shaped by the score, which functions as both inspiration and foundation for what’s presented in the theater. But how does the transition from score to stage even happen? How does one take something that’s fundamentally two-dimensional—text and music printed on a piece of paper—and transform it into something decidedly three-dimensional? More important, where can it all go wrong?

For the first few centuries of opera’s development, the relationship between the score and the stage was amicable—harmonious even. For one thing, composers and librettists were usually directly involved in the performances of their work. The librettist would typically oversee and manage staging rehearsals—duties we’d now associate with a stage director—as well as coordinate the practical aspects of a show: for example, instructing stagehands when to pull a certain pulley or drop a certain set piece. The composer was then responsible for the musical aspects of the work and would usually rehearse the singers and lead the orchestra from the keyboard during the performance.

Meanwhile, the staging itself was fairly straightforward. Sure, it was logistically complex—remember all those lavish sets, floating rainbows, and magical transformations from seventeenth-century Venice?—but it was also highly literal. The forest glade that was described in the score was the same forest glade that was represented onstage (more or less): the only creative interpretation was in which green paint to use. The movement of the singers onstage was similarly presentational, involving a series of preset gestures and stances that were well known to audiences at the time.

Come the eighteenth century, and this status quo largely stayed in place. Sets were getting bigger and more expensive, but staging was still mostly a matter of coordinating entrances and exits. The star singer would pick a spot in front of the painted background scenery and simply stand in place until their aria was over—a practice now lovingly ridiculed as “park and bark.” An eighteenth-century singer who was feeling creative might throw in a few gestures, perhaps a gentle swoop of the arm in time with the music. (Here the goal wasn’t so much theatrical as to create a sense of visual unity with all those vocal acrobatics, a kind of smugly unspoken “Oh, these high notes?”)

The slow pace of advancing technology at the time meant that staging inevitably fell short of what the composer and librettist envisioned, particularly in special effects. But even when the reality of the stage didn’t quite align with the ideal of the score, the composer and librettist still usually retained oversight over what was happening
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