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FESTIVAL OVERVIEW
Welcome to the study guide for the Vancouver Opera Festival! The festival this year celebrates Russia’s midsummer 
White Nights Festival that takes place in Saint Petersburg every summer. 

Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin is an episodic opera based on the romantic poetry of Alexander Pushkin. A well-known 
example of a lyric opera, Eugene Onegin is strongly melodic with a dramatic nature to reflect the distinct emotional 
journey of each character. Of the ten operas that Tchaikovsky wrote, Eugene Onegin remains an indefinite part of Rus-
sia’s repertoire and has been enjoyed by audiences all over the world. 

Composer, James Rolfe and librettist, Morris Panych have created a remarkable adaptation of Nikolai Gogol’s timeless 
story of The Overcoat. This “musical tailoring” will have audiences routing for the protagonist through his continuous 
life trials surrounding the gain and loss of his overcoat. Featuring memorable choreography with dark and witty sto-
ry-telling, this genre defiant musical experience is making its world premiere!

Along with the two operas being performed at the Festival, there are multiple opportunities for students and educa-
tors to engage with Vancouver Opera including:

REQUIEM FOR A LOST GIRL: A CHAMBER MUSICAL ABOUT HOMELESSNESS. 
Written and directed by Onalea Gilbertson, this powerful chamber musical about homelessness is performed under the 
musical direction of composer Marcel Bergman. The work is performed by members of VO’s Yulanda M. Faris Young 
Artists Program and members of the Vancouver Opera Orchestra and Chorus, with performances and material by par-
ticipants from The Kettle Society - an organization that supports people with mental illness to lead better lives.

RUSSIA DAY
The Festival will kick off on April 28 with a full day of all things Russian, including street performers, projections, food 
trucks and a big screen presentation on the Queen Elizabeth Plaza

SCARLET SAILS
VO has partnered with local circus professionals, CircusWest, to stage the Scarlet Sails love story--a tale about dreams, 
hope and faith--on the Queen Elizabeth Theatre Plaza. A specially created 40-foot long red schooner will serve as the 
stage for the dynamic circus entertainers performing gravity-defying acrobatic feats. Custom designed projections 
will be displayed on its 22-foot tall sails and music will also be featured in a performance for all ages. The Scarlet Sails 
schooner will remain on the Queen Elizabeth Theatre Plaza throughout the festival (Sunday, April 29 at 12:45-1:45pm; 
Thursday, May 3 at 6:15-6:45pm; Saturday, May 5 at 6:15-6:45pm; Queen Elizabeth Theatre Plaza).

FAMILY DAY
Taking place on May 5th, Family Day includes Prokofiev’s much-loved Peter and the Wolf, a free performance of Where 
The Wild Things Are with students from the Delta School District’s Performance Academy as well as a performance of 
The Overcoat tailored for children 
and youth.

To learn more including time and location of all of the events on offer at the Vancouver Opera Festival, visit 
vancouveropera.ca
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STUDY GUIDE OBJECTIVES
This study guide has been designed to be accessible to 
all teachers regardless of previous experience in music 
or opera. Teachers are encouraged to adapt the lessons 
to meet the dynamic needs of their students in music 
rooms, theatres and classrooms. The lessons are de-
signed to engage students in learning about the opera 
they will be attending as well as and thinking critically 
about art and its meaning.

How deeply students go into this material will depend 
on each teacher. However, we do suggest the follow-
ing as the minimum commitment to preparing for the 
performance. 

Students are familiar with the synopsis and at least one 
piece of music.

Students are able to identify the socio-historical context 
of the opera (when and where it was written).

Students are given the opportunity to reflect on and 
discuss their response to the performance.

The lessons are designed to be either Quick or In-
Depth, and for Before the Performance and/or After the 
Performance to provide teachers with the flexibility to 
tailor lessons to their classrooms. Each lesson contains 
an Overview, specific Objectives and a list of the Materi-
als needed for the activity.

CONNECTIONS TO THE CURRICULUM
The study guide has been prepared in accordance with 
the new BC Curriculum and targets secondary classes. 
Each activity addresses a “Big Idea” from the new cur-
riculum and includes specific learning objectives. Ele-
mentary teachers will be able to modify the activities to 
meet the needs of their students with little difficulty.

ACTIVE LISTENING
Repeated listening to select arias and choruses helps 
students to build a relationship to the opera before they 
see it. Recognizing a piece of music as it begins makes 
the experience of being in the audience very rewarding. 
Video excerpts from Eugene Onegin are available online 
and can be introduced to students using English transla-
tions of the lyrics. The following activity can be adapted 
to any opera excerpt. 

LISTENING ACTIVITY
Active listening activities build student capacity to 
describe music in the same way that they are able to 
describe text or visuals. Repeating the lesson with 
different styles of music will build their vocabulary. This 
activity is ideal for students with a variety of musical 
experiences as it encourages students to share their 
understanding of the material with others.

1. Provide students with an English translation of the 
aria. Review the language and consider how is it 
structured. Is it written in clear stanzas? Does it 
rhyme? Is the language simple? Romantic? Threat-
ening? Use highlighters to identify language that 
resonates.

2. Go deeper into the text by exploring the mean-
ing of the lyrics. What are the emotions being 
expressed through the language? What does the 
audience learn about the character?

3. Listen to the aria without the video. Brainstorm 
words to describe the music including both music 
vocabulary and language that describes art and 
emotions in general.

4. Finally, watch a performance of the opera. How 
does the movement on stage reflect the lyrics as 
well as the music? 

5. Review the synopsis of the opera. Have students 
consider where in the opera this aria might take 
place. After the performance, return to this discus-
sion and have them reflect on their initial thoughts. 

Suggested selections from the festival include*:

From Eugene Onegin – Onegin’s Aria from Act 1 (known 
as the “Fate Aria”)

From Eugene Onegin – Tatiana’s Letter Scene from Act 
1 (“Puskai pogibnu ya”)

* All available on YouTube
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3 QUESTIONS
YOU SHOULD ASK (AND HAVE ANSWERED) BEFORE COMING TO THE FESTIVAL

Opera is an art-form that benefits from "spoilers"; the 
more prepared students are in advance of attending the 
performance, the deeper and richer the performance 
will be! 

WHAT IS OPERA?
Opera is an interdisciplinary experience in which singers 
and musicians put on a dramatic production. This means 
that, just as in musicals, music (sung and instrumental), 
theatre, and visual art (the set design and creation, as 
well as costumes and lights) come together to tell a story.

Because opera was first popular in Italy, many of the 
words associated with it are from the Italian language. 
The word "opera" means "work" in Italian, as in "work 
of art". Opera is usually written in the language of the 
composer and the language of the country it will be 
heard in. 

 Opera has been around for a while (for a little over four 
hundred years, in fact!), and therefore opera-singers 
sing without microphones, which hadn't yet been de-
veloped by the time opera started. Opera singers have 
developed a special singing technique to be heard over 
the orchestra without microphones. They sing so loudly 
that to protect each other's hearing, they make sure not 
to face directly towards each other while singing. 

WHAT IS IT LIKE TO SING OPERA?
If you were a top opera singer, you could make as much 
as $20,000 per performance! And what’s so hard about 
being an opera singer, you ask? Opera singers often 
have as many years of training as physicians. They must 
learn to have a voice powerful enough to project across 
a full orchestra, yet flexible enough to taper to a soft 
piano level when it is called for. Singers must also learn 
English, French, German, and Italian – even Russian and 
Czech! They must be able to memorize and sing many 
different operas (which can be up to 4 hours long!), and 
to dance and act while singing under hot lights. Critics 
and journalists are not always kind, and singers must 
also learn to brush off negative reviews in time to per-
form the same show the following night.

HOW DOES AN OPERA GO FROM 
WORDS AND NOTES ON THE PAGE 
TO FULLY STAGED PERFORMANCE?
The first thing to happen is the assembly of a creative 
team which includes the music director, stage direc-
tor, singers, orchestra musicians, and set and costume 
designers. Everyone works with the score and libretto 
to prepare for the first rehearsals. Opera singers are 
expected to arrive at the first rehearsal “off book”, 
meaning that they must have the entire score memo-
rized in advance! Once the designers have completed 
their designs, artists and sewers work to create all the 
props, sets and costumes. Lighting designers work with 
the stage director to add light and shade to the stage. 
At first the opera is rehearsed in sections – one scene 
at a time. During “tech week”, everyone moves into the 
theatre and all aspects of the opera from the acting to 
the music to the moving of the sets is practiced over 
and over again. Finally, opening night arrives. Et voila! 
There is an opera!
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EUGENE ONEGIN

QUEEN ELIZABETH THEATRE | MAY 3 & 5 AT 7:30 PM | APRIL 29 AT 2PM
Opera in three acts 
Conductor Jonathon Darlington | Director Tom Diamond 
In Russian with English and Mandarin SurTitles™

    CAST IN ORDER OF VOCAL APPEARANCE

 With the Vancouver Opera Chorus as peasants, guests With the Vancouver Opera Chorus as peasants, guests  
 of Madame Larina and guests at a ball in St. Petersburg and the Vancouver Opera Orchestra.

The performance will last approximately 2 hours and 55 minutes. There will be one 25-minute intermission.

First performed by students of the Conservatoire of Music at Maly Theatre, Moscow 29 March 1879. First performed in 
its professional première at Bolshoi Theatre, Moscow 23 January 1881. First produced by Vancouver Opera, 9 March 1985.

This production of Eugene Onegin is a co-production of Calgary Opera and Vancouver Opera. Sets constructed by 
Banff Centre. Costumes courtesy of Malabar Ltd.

* Yulanda M. Faris Young Artists Program Artist

Tatiana, daughter of Madame Larina Svetlana Aksenova

Olga, daughter of Madame Larina Carolyn Sproule

Madame Larina, owner of an estate Leah Giselle Field

Filippyevna, Tatiana’s nurse Megan Latham

Vladimir Lenski, Olga’s fiancé Alexey Dolgov

Eugene Onegin, friend of Lenski Konstantin Shushakov

Monsieur Triquet, a Frenchman Martin Renner Wallace

Zaretski Peter Monaghan

Prince Gremin, a retired general Goderdzi Janelidze

Captain Petrovich TBC

Assistant Conductor / Chorus Director Kinza Tyrrell

Choreographer Tracey Power

Fight Choreographer Nicholas Hamison

Scenic Designer Scott Reid

Lighting Designer Harry Frehner

Wig Designer Susan Manning

Musical Preparation Kinza Tyrrell, Tina Chang, Holly Kroeker*

Russian Language Coach Elena Ratzlog

Stage Manager Theresa Tsang

Assistant Director Adam Da Ros

Assistant Lighting Designer Sara Smith

English SurTitle™ Translations Sarah Jane Pelzer
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EUGENE ONEGIN FAST FACTS
Tchaikovsky’s personal life mirrored aspects of the story. 
Just before he began composing the opera, he received 
a passionate love letter from a young woman. Unlike 
Onegin, Tchaikovsky married her. It didn’t last long with 
the couple separating only nine weeks later.

The composer also felt that the original work by Pushkin 
was so well known in Russia that he designed the nar-
rative of the opera as a series of scenes, more episodic 
rather than a continuous story.

Pushkin’s original verse novel had a very distinct and 
unique form, written in a poetic style. This poetic tem-
plate was a mixture of feminine rhymes (identified as 
uppercase letters with a two-syllable rhyming scheme) 
as well as masculine rhymes (lower case letters with 
one syllable rhymes) with the rhyme scheme “AbAbC-
CddEffEgg”. This form of poetry is now referred to as 
“Onegin stanza”.

SYNOPSIS

ACT I
Russia, 19th century. Autumn in the country. On the Lar-
in estate. Madame Larina reflects upon the days before 
she married, when she was courted by her husband but 
loved another. She is now a widow with two daughters: 
Tatiana and Olga. While Tatiana spends her time reading 
novels, with whose heroines she closely identifies, Olga 
is being courted by their neighbor, the poet Lenski. He 
arrives unexpectedly, bringing with him a new visitor, 
Eugene Onegin, with whom Tatiana falls in love.

Tatiana asks her nurse Filippyevna to tell her of her first 
love and marriage. Tatiana stays up all night writing a 
passionate letter to Onegin and persuades Filippyevna 
to have her grandson deliver it in the morning.

Tatiana waits for Onegin’s response in the garden. He 
admits that he was touched by her declaration but 
explains that he cannot accept it and can only offer her 
friendship. He advises her to control her emotions, lest 
another man take advantage of her innocence.

ACT II
January. The local community has been invited to the 
Larin estate to celebrate Tatiana’s name day. Onegin has 
reluctantly agreed to accompany Lenski to what he mis-
takenly believes will be an intimate family celebration. 
Annoyed to find himself trapped at an enormous party 
and bored by the occasion, Onegin takes his revenge on 
Lenski by flirting and dancing with Olga. Lenski’s jealou-
sy is aroused to such a height that he challenges Onegin 
to a duel. The party breaks up.

Before the duel, Lenski meditates upon his poetry, upon 
his love for Olga, and upon death. Lenski’s second finds 
Onegin’s late arrival and his choice of a second insulting. 
Although both Lenski and Onegin are full of remorse, 
neither stops the duel. Lenski is killed.

ACT III
St. Petersburg. Having travelled abroad for several years 
since the duel, Onegin has returned to the capital. At a 
ball, Prince Gremin introduces his young wife. Onegin 
is astonished to recognize her as Tatiana and to realize 
that he is in love with her. 

Onegin has sent a letter to Tatiana. He arrives at the 
Gremin palace and begs her to run away with him. Tatia-
na admits that she still loves him, but that she has made 
her decision and will not leave her husband. Onegin is 
left desperate. 

—Reprinted from English National Opera
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

LESSON ONE: THE POETRY OF PUSHKIN 
Big Idea: Exploring stories and other texts helps us 
understand ourselves and make connections to others 
and to the world.

Category: Before, Quick

Overview: Pushkin is considered Russia’s greatest poet 
and his work is well known across Russia. The original 
Eugene Onegin is written in prose with distinctive rhym-
ing patterns that are notoriously difficult to translate. 
The following excerpt translated by Stanley Mitchell 
provides students with an introduction to the sounds of 
his writing.

Objective: Students will analyse the poem and write a 
response in rhyming couplets.

1. Hand out the excerpt from Onegin that is included 
below.

2. Working together, consider the:

 A. The rhyme scheme of the poem

 B. Any unknown vocabulary

 C. Overall meaning

3. Have students read the poem out loud paying close 
attention to the punctuation. Use the punctuation to 
provide expression to the reading.

4. What is the meaning of the poem? What is Pushkin 
saying? 

5. Have students respond to the question of the poem 
by writing a short poem about the importance of 
being true to themselves and having faith in them-
selves.

6. Encourage students who feel comfortable to share 
their poems with the class.

Whom then to love? Whom to have faith in?

Who can there be who won’t betray?

Who’ll judge a deed or disputation

Obligingly by what we say?

Who’ll not bestrew our path with slander?

Who’ll cosset us with care and candour?

Oh, ineffectual phantom seeker

You waste your energy in vain:

Love your own self, be your own man,

My worthy, venerable reader!

A worthwhile object: surely who

Could be more lovable than you?

Alexander Pushkin - 
excerpt from Eugene Onegin  

translated from the original Russian by Stanley Mitchell)
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LESSON TWO:  TATIANA’S THEME
Big Idea: Music uses a unique sensory language for 
creating and communicating

Category: Before, Quick or In-Depth

Overview: Tchaikovsky uses a melodic theme to indi-
cate the Romantic longing of Tatiana’s character. The 
theme appears in the opening overture and again in her 
big aria in Act 1.

Objective: Students will have the opportunity to listen 
the theme in a number of iterations. The intent is to 
ensure students recognize this theme during the perfor-
mance.

Activity:

1. Listen to the overture at the opening of the opera 
paying close to attention to the repeated melody in the 
strings. Listen as the melody moves around the orches-
tra through the winds and into the basses. Repeat the 
first few minutes of the overture so the melody is well 
known to the students. (Available on Spotify). This motif 
is also the theme for the character of Tatiana.

2. Following the steps outlined in the Listening Activity,  
listen to the “Letter Scene” in which Tatiana expresses 
her confused feelings and love for Onegin. Using the 
link below, which includes the written music, work with 
students to find the articulation of Tatiana’s theme 
in the aria. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYArgBeeHag

3. Character themes are well known to students if they 
stop to think about how many they know. Close the 
lesson by brainstorming a list of well known character 
themes starting with the most famous including Harry 
Potter and Darth Vader. 

Extension: 

Veda Hille and Amiel Gladstone’s Onegin is a contem-
porary telling of the story. Listen to “A Love Song” in 
relation to the motif used by Tchaikovsky in the opera.

http://vedahille.com/shop/digital-albums/songs-from-
onegin-digital/

LESSON THREE: RESPONDING TO THE PERFORMANCE
Big Idea: Artists often challenge the status quo and 
open us to new perspectives and experiences

Category:  After, Quick or In-Depth

Overview: This activity provides students with an 
opportunity to personally reflect on the themes and 
dilemmas presented by the production. The reflection is 
guided by four questions focused on how they experi-
enced the performance.

Objective: Students will consider the performance of 
Eugene Onegin by thinking and writing about their per-
sonal response to the opera. 

Activity:

1. Students are introduced to reflective questions. The 
questions can be presented to the students collectively 
or on a hand-out. 

 A. What were you inspired by in Eugene  
   Onegin? What resonated for you?

 B. What surprised you about the performance?  
   Consider all aspects of the opera including  
   the music, the staging and the overall 
   visuals. What surprised you emotionally?

 C. What did you find challenging? When were  
   you uncomfortable?

 D. What made you feel connected to the  
   opera? What made you feel connected to  
   others in the audience? What about the cast?

2. Provide students with time to write or draw their 
response to the questions. Students can choose to re-
spond to one question or all of them.

3. Encourage students to share their work in small 
groups. What did they notice about the reflections of 
their peers.

4. At the end of the class, provide students with exit 
slips to anonymously write down one idea or emotion 
that has stayed with them or a question that has come 
up for them. These slips can be collated to create an 
overall collage of the classes response to the story.
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THE OVERCOAT - A MUSICAL TAILORING

VANCOUVER PLAYHOUSE | APRIL 28 & 29 & MAY 4, 9, 10, 11, & 12 AT 7:30PM 
MAY 2, 5 & 6 AT 2:00PM
Opera in Three Acts and Seven Scenes

By James Rolfe

Libretto by Morris Panych

In English with English SurTitles™

    ARTISTIC TEAM

    CAST

Conductor Leslie Dala

Director Morris Panych

Set Designer Ken MacDonald

Costume Designer Nancy Bryant

Movement Director Wendy Gorling

Lighting Designer Alan Brodie

Assistant Director Jessica Derventzis

Stage Manager Kate Porter

Assistant Stage Manager Marijka Asbeek Brusse

Assistant Stage Manager: AJ Laflamme

Akakiy Geoff Sirett

Landlady Andrea Ludwig

Mad Chorus 1 Caitlin Wood

Mad Chorus 2 Magali Simard-Galdès

Tailor’s Wife, Secretary to Personage, Mad Chorus 3 Erica Iris Huang

Head of Department, Petrovich Peter McGillivray

Mokiya Keith Klasse

Sossiya Aaron Durand

Khodozat Giles Tomkins

Manager Asitha Tennekoon

Secretary Meher Pavri

Movement Performer Courtenay Stevens

Movement Performer Colin Heath

With the Vancouver Opera Orchestra
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THE OVERCOAT – A MUSICAL TAILORING FAST FACTS
• Nikolai Gogol, a Ukrainian born Russian author, 

published the original short story of The Overcoat in 
1842. 

• Gogol is now recognized as one of the most prolific 
writers in the Russian language, commonly refer-
enced for his use of literary realism, surrealism and 
the grotesque. 

• A significant number of films have been created 
based on the original story of The Overcoat in multi-
ple countries all around the world including America, 
the Soviet Union, England, Berlin, India, Greece and 
Canada. 

• The adaptations began in the early 1900’s and so, 
Gogol’s story is standing the test of time with over 
100 years of re-working into the form of film, televi-

sion series, ballet and now a musical tailoring.

• The last adaptation of The Overcoat was created 20 
years ago (1997/98), by Morris Panych and Wen-
dy Gorling, set to various compositions by Dmitri 
Shostakovich performed by actors using both dance 
and miming (Youtube- The Dancing Coat).

• Other interpretations of the original work include 
an American silent film (1916), a Soviet silent film 
(1926), “Il Cappotto (The Overcoat)” an Italian fanta-
sy-drama film (1952), “The Awakening” a television 
series adaptation (1954), “The Bespoke Overcoat” a 
British film adapted to be set in the East End of Lon-
don with the characters as poor Jewish workers in 
the clothing trade (1955), “Nayi Sherwani” an adapta-
tion for the Indian DD National television series (1986)

SYNOPSIS
The story begins by introducing the protagonist of the 
story, Akakiy Akakievich Bashmachkin, a simple man 
who carries a low ranked job at a department office. He 
is often tormented by the younger and more success-
ful clerks in the office by them piling up documents to 
copy on his desk and by making fun of his old, worn out 
overcoat. 

Despite Akakiy’s contentment with his overcoat, he 
realizes that it is in desperate need of repair. He brings 
the coat to his neighbor, Petrovich, who also happens 
to be a tailor. They discover that the coat is beyond the 
point of repair and Akakiy needs to find a way to pay for 
a new one. He is tight for money as it is but he finds a 
way to adjust his budget to pay for a new coat, although 
it brings him close to starving himself. Petrovich makes 
Akakiy a brand-new overcoat from scratch in two weeks.

When Akakiy retrieves his new coat, he is captivated 
by it and finds myself enjoying his cold walk to work 
wearing it. Before, Akakiy was almost invisible to his 
co-workers but now, he is drawing the attention of many 
people as he enters the office. Not only is he being 
noticed but he even gets invited to a party later on that 
evening. Akakiy decides to attend and finds himself in 
a world much different than his standard, dull way of 
living. After an unanticipated night of socializing at the 
party, Akakiy leaves to walk home, but is mugged on his 
way and his new overcoat is stolen.

Akakiy consults the police about his stolen coat but 
receives little to no help. He decides to turn to some-
one from the office for help in retrieving his stolen coat. 
This ‘important person’ that Akakiy turns to for help, 
is more concerned with his newly granted high status 
than helping Akakiy. He uses his position to intimidate 
and depreciate those he deems as less important, which 
causes Akakiy to fall into a fit of anxiety, feeling faint 
and defeated as he is kicked out of the office, no closer 
to finding his beloved overcoat. Walking home without 
a coat, Akakiy develops a fever which cannot be cured 
and causes his death. Shortly after Akakiy’s death, there 
are reports of a ghost in town that is tugging at people’s 
coats, apparently trying to find the one that was stolen 
from him. The ‘important person’ who Akakiy sought 
out for help finding his missing coat encounters the 
ghost and shows compassion, reconciling the situation. 
After this, the ghost is never heard of again.

This synopsis is based on the original short story The 
Overcoat, written by Russian author Nikolai Gogol in 
1842.

— Study.com, The Overcoat by Nikolai Gogol: Summary 
and Analysis
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Introducing new work to students presents an opportunity for critical thinking about how we choose to engage with 
art that is unknown to us and represents a risk in trying something new. The activities below are designed to both pre-
pare students for the performance by engaging with the source material and to create a framework with which to write 
a review of the production. The lessons have been designed to use either sequentially as a mini-unit or independently 
as stand alone activities. 

LESSON ONE:  GOGOL’S THE OVERCOAT
Big Idea: The arts provide opportunities to gain insight 
into the perspectives and experience of people from a 
variety of times, places and cultures.

Category: Before, In Depth

Overview: This activity introduces the synopsis of the 
story through the original work and multiple interpreta-
tions of the story through other art forms.

Objective: Students will share contrast and compare 
different versions of The Overcoat.

Activity: 

1. Share the synopsis included the study guide with all 
the students and read for comprehension. Through 
a class discussion, summarize the main points of the 
story.

2. Divide the class into three groups and assign each 
group to one of the following:

  

 A. Read an English translation of the original  
   work. (PDF available online)

 B. Watch “The Awakening” with Buster Keaton  
   – an American interpretation from 1954 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70YECn4T-IY (Part 1) 

   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-mqUft7-KzM (Part 2) 

   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PRBrPBcLhoQ (Part 3)

 C. Listen to The Overcoat as a radio drama  
   from 1953 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ONaD5GMLOgU

3. Bring the groups together and have them collabo-
rate in answering the following questions: 
 How was the story the same as the synopsis? 
 How was it different? 
 What did you enjoy about the format (text, 
 film, audio)?

4. Giving students a time limit of 10 minutes, complete 
the lesson with a free writing activity focused on 
their personal response to the story.

LESSON TWO: ART CRITICISM – WHAT IS IT?
Big Ideas: Questioning what we hear, read, and view 
contributes to our ability to be educated and engaged 
citizens.

Category: Before and After Performance, In-Depth

Overview: This activity encourages students to analyze 
writing created by arts critics.

Objective: Students will read a selection of arts criticism 
and identify what the components of a review and con-
sider what the role of the arts critic is in contemporary 
society.

Activity: 

1. Select a review by Vancouver theatre critic Colin 
Thomas to share with the class: 
https://colinthomas.ca/theatre-picks

2. Share the text with the class by projection. Work-
ing together analyze the review by identifying the 
following: 
  

 A. Description of the story 
 B. How does he describe his response to the play? 
 C. What does he say about the performances  
   of the actors? 
 D. What does he say about the production  
   (how the play is put together)? 
 E. What aspects of the play does he like? What  
   doesn’t he like? 
 F. What is his final recommendation?

3. Print off 2 or 3 other reviews from a variety of other 
sources. The Georgia Straight reviews most of the 
theatre, music and film offerings in Vancouver. The 
Globe and Mail has a more national reach. Have 
students repeat the analysis with individual reviews 
and share with each other.

4. As a class, discuss how reading a review impacts 
their decision to see a performance. Do they read 
film reviews before going to a movie? How do they 
decide what to see? What role does advertising play 
in making decisions? What about the reviews from 
their peers who have seen the performance already?
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LESSON TWO: ART CRITICISM – WHAT IS IT? (CONTINUED)
Extension:

Students can read the provocative essay by Colin Thomas entitled “On Criticism”. He explores the role of the critic and 
provides an illuminating picture of the relationships between artists and critics. https://colinthomas.ca/about

LESSON THREE: CRITIQUING NEW WORK
Big Ideas: Questioning what we hear, read, and view 
contributes to our ability to be educated and engaged 
citizens.

Category: After Performance, In-Depth

Overview: Students will write a critical response to the 
performance of The Overcoat.

Objective: Through reflecting on the performance and 
using a series of guiding questions, students will write a 
review of the opera.

Activity: Outline for writing a review

1. Open with an overall statement – did you enjoy the 
performance?

2. Critique the opera by considering it in parts – the 
performances, the music and the production itself. 
Write a short paragraph for each topic. 

A. What did you think of the performances of sing-

ers? Questions to consider: 

 How well you could hear them?  Did you 

 understand what they were saying? 

 Were their characters believable? 

 Could you feel the emotions of the characters? 

 Did anyone stand out for you? 

B. What did you think of the music? Questions to consider: 

 Did you enjoy the music? 

 How did the music feel to you? 

C. What did you think of the production? 

  Questions to consider: 

 What did you think of the costumes? 

 What about the set? Was it interesting?

3. Finally, you can end your review with a recommen-
dation to see the opera and maybe a description of 
who might like it. If you didn’t enjoy the opera, that 
is fine too. In that situation you can make recom-
mendations on changes that you think would make 
it more enjoyable.

4. Publish the reviews through the school website, a 
newsletter or send them to Vancouver Opera to 
publish via social media. 

FURTHER RESOURCES
An analysis of the themes found in Pushkin’s story written for secondary students: 
http://www.gradesaver.com/eugene-onegin/study-guide/themes

The study guide for Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin as prepared by the Metropolitan Opera offers more in-depth activi-
ties on the music and the opera itself.
https://www.metopera.org/metoperafiles/education/Educator%20Guides/Ed%20Guide%20pdfs/EugeneOnegin.16-17.guide.pdf

Opera 101 is a fantastic resource for all of the most frequently performed operas. theopera101.com

Opera America has created a detailed resource for educators that focuses on how opera can be utilized in the classroom.
https://www.operaamerica.org/applications/notes/



EDUCATION INFORMATION
Vancouver Opera Education: Nurturing hearts, opening minds and broadening creativity through opera.

2018-2019 SEASON 
Everyone

 TD Student Dress Rehearsal

 Professional Development opportunities for K-12 educators

Elementary Programs

 Project Opera - VO’s Artist In Residence Program

Secondary Programs

 Work Experience for students in Grades 11 and 12 for all four mainstage productions

 Opera Experience including in-class visits from VO artists

 NEW Project Opera for Secondary Humanities classes

Learn more about Vancouver Opera’s education program at vancouveropera.ca/learn or by contacting 
Courtney Dugan, Coordinator, Education and Community Projects at cdugan@vancouveropera.ca or 604 331-4835.
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OPERA 
CAMP

WRITE, STAGE AND PERFORM AN ORIGINAL OPERA!
Opera camp is a fun-filled musical and theatrical experience. Led by VO Teaching Artists, this 
full day program is a hands-on opportunity to create something never seen before. The Teen 
Intensive includes master classes as well as opportunities to create and build the set. 

JUNIOR SUMMER CAMP (8 - 12 YEARS OLD)
JULY 16TH –JULY 20TH | 9:00 AM TO 4:30 PM

TUITION: $275 PLUS GST

TEEN INTENSIVE (12–16 YEARS OLD)
JULY 3RD – JULY 13TH | 9:00 AM TO 4:30 PM

TUITION: $550 PLUS GST
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SEASON SPONSOR FESTIVAL PATRON

Martha Lou Henley, C.M.

VANCOUVER OPERA
FESTIVAL SPONSOR

PRODUCTION SPONSORS

THE OVERCOAT
A MUSICAL TAILORING

The McGrane-Pearson 
Endowment Fund

EUGENE
ONEGIN

VO Education and Community Engagement are made possible in part through the generosity of the following supporters:


