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STUDY GUIDE OBJECTIVES
Opera is an art-form that benefits from “spoilers”; the more prepared students are in advance of attending the performance, the 
deeper and richer their experience will be!

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 designed to engage students in learning about the opera they will be attending 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 following as the minimum 
commitment to preparing for the performance.

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

• Students can 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 use before the performance and/or after the performance to 
provide teachers with the ability to tailor lessons to their classrooms. Each lesson also contains an overview, specific objectives 
and a list of the materials 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 includes specific learning objectives and can be adapted for use in most arts and humanities coursework. Elementary 
teachers will be able to modify the activities to meet the needs of their students with little difficulty.

Throughout the secondary arts education curriculum, the big ideas are connected to the role the arts play in society and in our 
individual lives. The activities within this study guide address the following themes found within the specific big ideas at each 
grade level:

1. Dance, drama, music and visual arts are each unique languages for creating art and communicating.

2. The arts are an essential aspect of building community and interpersonal relationships.

3. The arts reflect and respond to the cultures within which they are performed. Creative works are socially constructed and 
often challenges the status quo.

4. Personal and collective identity is explored, expressed and impacted through arts experiences. 

These larger concepts can be linked to the big ideas found in the social studies and English/French language arts curriculum. 
The study guide has also been prepared in consideration of the First People’s Principles of Learning and whenever possible, 
activities will include resources that address the learning standards related to Indigenous knowledge and education.

The study guide for La Traviata was prepared by Rebecca Paulding with Colleen Maybin, Director, Education 
and Community Engagement. 
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GETTING READY
THREE QUESTIONS YOU SHOULD ASK (AND HAVE ANSWERED) BEFORE COMING TO THE OPERA

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 developed 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 perform 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 director, 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 memorized 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! 

PHOTO BY NANC PRICE,
COURTESY OF EDMONTON OPERA
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SYNOPSIS
ACT I

Violetta Valéry knows that she will die soon, exhausted by her restless life as a courtesan. At a party she is introduced to Alfredo 
Germont, who has been fascinated by her for a long time. Rumor has it that he has been enquiring about her health every day. 
The guests are amused by this seemingly naïve and emotional attitude, and they ask Alfredo to propose a toast. He celebrates 
true love, and Violetta responds in praise of free love. She is touched by his candid manner and honesty. Suddenly she feels 
faint, and the guests withdraw.

Only Alfredo remains behind and declares his love. There is no place for such feelings in her life, Violetta replies. But she gives 
him a camellia, asking him to return when the flower has faded. He realizes this means he will see her again the following day. 
Alone, Violetta is torn by conflicting emotions—she doesn’t want to give up her way of life, but at the same time she feels that 
Alfredo has awakened her desire to be truly loved.

ACT II

Violetta has chosen a life with Alfredo, and they enjoy their love in the country, far from society. When Alfredo discovers that this is 
only possible because Violetta has been selling her property, he immediately leaves for Paris to procure money. 

Violetta has received an invitation to a masked ball, but she no longer cares for such distractions. In Alfredo’s absence, his father, 
Giorgio Germont, pays her a visit. He demands that she separate from his son, as their relationship threatens his daughter’s 
impending marriage. But over the course of their conversation, Germont comes to realize that Violetta is not after his son’s money—
she is a woman who loves unselfishly. He appeals to Violetta’s generosity of spirit and explains that, from a bourgeois point of view, 
her liaison with Alfredo has no future. Violetta’s resistance dwindles and she finally agrees to leave Alfredo forever. Only after her 
death shall he learn the truth about why she returned to her old life. 

She accepts the invitation to the ball and writes a goodbye letter to her lover. Alfredo returns, and while he is reading the letter, his 
father appears to console him. But all the memories of home and a happy family can’t prevent the furious and jealous Alfredo from 
seeking revenge for Violetta’s apparent betrayal. 

At the masked ball, news has spread of Violetta and Alfredo’s separation. There are grotesque dance entertainments, ridiculing 
the duped lover. Meanwhile, Violetta and her new lover, Baron Douphol, have arrived. Alfredo and the baron battle at the gaming 
table and Alfredo wins a fortune: lucky at cards, unlucky in love. 

When everybody has withdrawn, Alfredo confronts Violetta, who claims to be truly in love with the Baron. In his rage Alfredo calls 
the guests as witnesses and declares that he doesn’t owe Violetta anything. He throws his winnings at her. Giorgio Germont, who 
has witnessed the scene, rebukes his son for his behavior. The baron challenges his rival to a duel.

ACT III

Violetta is dying. Her last remaining friend, Doctor Grenvil, knows that she has only a few more hours to live. Alfredo’s father has 
written to Violetta, informing her that his son was not injured in the duel. Full of remorse, he has told him about Violetta’s sacrifice. 
Alfredo wants to rejoin her as soon as possible. Violetta is afraid that he might be too late.

The sound of rampant celebrations are heard from outside while Violetta is in mortal agony. But Alfredo does arrive and the 
reunion fills Violetta with a final euphoria. Her energy and exuberant joy of life return. All sorrow and suffering seems to have left 
her—a final illusion, before death claims her.

ABOUT THIS PRODUCTION

A co-production with Manitoba Opera, Edmonton Opera, Pacific Opera Victoria, Vancouver Opera, and Opéra de Montréal
Sets built by Edmonton Opera Properties and Costumes built by Pacific Opera Victoria
The performance will last approximately 2 hours and 35 minutes. There will be one intermission.
First performed at Teatro la Fenice, Venice, 06 March 1853.
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ABOUT
GIUSEPPE VERDI

Giuseppe Verdi was born in 1813 and grew up in a small village in the northern part of Italy, where his father was an innkeeper.  
He began his musical career by playing the organ for the local church.  Verdi caught the eye of a wealthy donor, Antonio Barezzi, 
who helped Verdi move to Milan.  Verdi fell in love with Barezzi’s daughter, Margherita, and the two were married soon after.  
Despite a lukewarm approach to his earliest operas, he persevered and began to write operas that were well received by audiences 
across Europe. This was despite the tragic loss of both his children and his wife less than five years after he married.  

In 1842 Verdi managed to overcome his unhappiness and wrote one of his most famous operas - Nabucco.  After its success, he 
began the most prolific part of his career composing two operas per year.  During this time, he composed Rigoletto, Il Trovatore and 
in 1853, La Traviata.  Verdi wrote a total of 26 operas, many which are still performed today.  His compositional style developed 
over the course of his career. The large-scale choruses found in Nabucco became less prominent as he started to write arias that 
moved straight into the music that followed. This was a change for audiences who were used the more segmented approach that 
had been prominent for almost 200 years. As he moved into the final stages of his career, Verdi continued to push the boundaries 
of opera with dramatic story telling, large orchestras, and grand productions.

LA TRAVIATA

La Traviata translates as “The Fallen Woman.” The Italian libretto is written by Francesco Maria Piave and is based on the French 
play La Dame aux camélias, which was itself was adapted from the novel by Alexandre Dumas fils. The novel was indeed based 
on a true story. There are conflicting accounts of what exactly inspired Verdi to write La Traviata. The play that the opera is based 
on was being performed in Paris when Verdi was there but whether he attended the play or not remains unclear. This was also 
a time in Verdi’s life when he was openly living with the actress Giuseppina Strepponi despite not being married. The real-life 
Violetta was a courtesan named Marie Duplessis. As her string of lovers became increasingly prominent, Marie became one of 
the most influential women in the 1820’s in Paris. However, Marie developed tuberculosis and died at the age of 23. Verdi’s opera 
was originally named Violetta, and the first performance took place on March 6th, 1853 at the La Fenice opera house in Venice. 
However, even as Verdi was finishing up writing the score, rumours began to circulate about the opera’s scandalous subject matter. 
Censors from Venice forced Verdi to shift the setting back by nearly 100 years for the premiere performance. Today, however, 
the opera is usually set in the mid-nineteenth century, just as Verdi intended. La Traviata was a major influence on the popular 
Hollywood films Pretty Woman and Moulin Rouge.

THE FALLEN WOMAN, THE COURTESAN, AND VO’S PRODUCTION

During the 19th century, a woman’s virtue was a highly prized commodity. To be “fallen” was an umbrella term that was applied 
to women of all ages who had fallen out of society’s favour. Art and literature from this time period reflected on how important it 
was for women to uphold societal norms, and how destructive it would be for them should they fall from society. Courtesans held a 
unique place within upper society. Despite their status as “fallen women”, they were intimately involved with the noble and wealthy 
men of society. This is the main reason La Traviata was deemed so scandalous when it premiered. The main character in the opera, 
Violetta, is a courtesan who chooses love over the independence her career afforded her. In telling her story, Verdi was reminding 
audiences that courtesans are a part of society in a way that was very bold and forward.

In the production presented by Vancouver Opera, the director Alain Gauthier was inspired by the dichotomy between being 
admired by society in general but not being accepted into society as equals. The setting of this La Traviata has been moved to 
1920’s Paris and the courtesan is reimagined as a performer who has scandalized society.

“Artists, like courtesans, make people dream, but they are often prisoners of the image they project.

Inspired by the audacious, sometimes scandalous, but always free-spirited Josephine Baker, we’ve decided to move the action into 
Paris of the 1920s, with its joie de vivre and its glamorous lifestyle. After World War I, an insatiable taste for life led Europeans 
– and Parisians in particular – to an immoderate taste for money, luxury, pleasure, extravagance, arts … and women. In post-
war Paris –the capital of all pleasures – cabaret artists were considered the first modern-style celebrities; reporters followed them 
everywhere, and newspapers reported on their doings, including their pastimes and rivalries. Stars like Baker were admired and 
marginalized, just as Violetta Valéry is in La Traviata. Worshiped in their own environment, these women could have easily been 
rejected when confronted by a more conventional segment of society. The sometimes-shocking aspects of their lives, as well as the 
freedom they exercised in their life choices, may have kept them from being accepted as respectable women.” 
— Alain Gauther

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Dame_aux_camélias
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

LESSON ONE: KNOW BEFORE YOU GO! (Listening Activity)
Category:  Before Performance/Quick

Overview:  Verdi wrote beautiful, big melodies and dramatic, expressive orchestral music. He often took a character that  
 was insignificant in society and put them centre stage –like the courtesan Violetta. This aria is from Act One  
 of La Traviata, and really is a showstopper. Violetta has just learned that a shy young man named Alfredo is in  
 love with her. For the first time in her life, Violetta feels a need to have true love, but is also troubled by her  
 serious illness. She wonders if the promise of true love is worth giving up her life of freedom, fame and fortune? 

Objective:  The objective of this lesson is to ensure students are familiar with music from the opera. They should be able to  
 consider the impact of repeated listening to enhance their understanding of a piece of music.

Materials: •    High – quality recording of “A forse lui...Sempre Libera” 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jrq6xdVwdf8

 •  8.5 x 11 piece of paper divided into 4 columns (Landscape)

Lesson: 1. This lesson makes an ideal opening activity for the three or four classes before attending a performance.  
   Simply have the students listen to the aria straight through while writing down what they are hearing, feeling  
   and questioning each time.

 2. To get them started the first time, brainstorm a list of things they “could” listen for including:

  • Type of voice (female, male, unsure, soprano, tenor, etc.) 
  • Instruments they hear (violin, cello, trumpet, piano, etc.) 
  • Tempo – fast, slow, both, etc. 
  • Form – does the aria have sections they can identify – does anything repeat? 
  • How does it start? How does it end 
  • What emotions could be used to describe the music? 
  • How does it make them feel? 
  • What questions do they have? I wonder....?

 3. At the end of each listening session, collect the paper and continue with the lesson

 4. Repeat the listening activity at each lesson and encourage the students to add to their list. The questions can  
   be used again to focus on new aspects of the aria.

 5. After the final listening session, lead a group discussion on how their understanding and appreciation of the  
   music changed over time. Did it grow on them? Were they able to anticipate each section? What did they  
   hear at the end that they didn’t hear at the beginning?

Extension: Repeat the listening activity with another aria or ensemble number from the show OR have students bring in a  
 song that is unknown to others in the class. Encourage students to use music that is meaningful to them and  
 repeat the process. When does a piece of music “stick?” Why is some music easy to listen to repeatedly while  
 other music becomes less interesting over time?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jrq6xdVwdf8 
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

LESSON TWO: BLACKOUT POETRY
Category:  Before Performance/Quick

Overview:  Stories that resonate with us are often retold through multiple art forms. Blackout poetry takes text from a page,  
 and creatively turns it into something personal and reflective. Students have the option to connect the text  
 through an artistic representation of drawing/design on the page. 

Objective:  The objective of this lesson is to encourage students to find different forms of expression and art within text –  
 specifically opera libretto. They will find ways to react creatively to different styles of language that all connect  
 on a larger scale—the opera itself.

Materials: •    https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/blog-posts/john-depasquale/blackout-poetry/ 
   (Scholastic blog post on blackout poetry)

 •  Copies of the libretto excerpts (See Appendix A) 
 •  Sharpies 
 •  Rulers 
 •  La Traviata soundtrack (playing softly in background)

Lesson: 1. Introduce the concept of blackout poetry.

 2. Explain the importance of finding “anchor” words – a word that stands out to you because it is packed and  
   loaded with meaning and significance. These anchor words are individual to each creator of the poetry

 3. Have students carefully read through the English translation, so they can find a passage that resonates with them

 4. Take a moment for questions/comments/wonderings

 5. Process: 
  • Select words that are meaningful and resonate with the overall theme of the text. Underline the words. 
  • Play with the selected words by reading them out loud. Add or remove words until the poem settles  
    into itself. Make adjustments based on meaning, flow, and word order. 
  • Black out words not selected. 
  • Rehearse. Again, play with the text by emphasizing words in different ways, the speed the text is  
    spoken, and/or the volume of the performance.

 6. Have students perform their poetry while the soundtrack of La Traviata plays in the background.

 After the performance, start a discussion about how the text came alive when the students started pulling it  
 apart and turning it into something else. Was it more personal? Did you connect with it more? Why did you  
 choose the text – what stood out for you? How does one make words sound and feel more interesting?

https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/blog-posts/john-depasquale/blackout-poetry/ 
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/blog-posts/john-depasquale/blackout-poetry/ 
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BLACKOUT POETRY
LIBRETTO EXCERPT #1

Act One – Violetta is thinking about the possibility of choosing to love Alfredo.

“Sempre Libera”

Free and aimless I frolic 
From joy to joy, 

Flowing along the surface of life’s path as I please. 
As the day is born, 
Or as the day dies, 

Happily I turn to the new delights 
That make my spirit soar.

ALFREDO 
Love is a heartbeat throughout the universe, mysterious, altering, the torment and delight of my heart.

VIOLETTA 
Oh! Oh! Love! Madness! Euphoria!

LIBRETTO EXCERPT #2

Act Three – Violetta and Alfredo sing about their future knowing that Violetta is about to die.

“Parigi O Cara”

ALFREDO 
We’ll leave Paris, my dearest, 
Together we’ll go through life. 

In reward for your past sorrows, 
You’ll bloom into health again. 

Breath of life, sunshine you’ll be to me, 
All the years to come will smile on us.

VIOLETTA 
We’ll leave Paris, my dearest, 
Together we’ll go through life. 

In reward for your past sorrows, 
I’ll bloom into health again. 

Breath of life, sunshine you’ll be to me, 
All the years to come will smile on us.
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

LESSON THREE: CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE
Category:  After Performance/In Depth

Overview:  Haven’t you always wondered “what would have happened if...?” The tragic tale of La Traviata follows one  
 young woman’s hopes, dreams and desires, as she struggles with a serious illness. But what if you could  
 change that? What if you could give your audience the choice – the power to choose their own adventure! 

Objective:  The objective of this lesson is to let students experiment with story and choice. After having seen the live  
 production, they will begin thinking about La Traviata in a new way. With a copy of the synopsis, students will  
 then create a shortened version of La Traviata using text and drawings. It is up to the individual student to  
 create choice for the reader. Maybe Violetta doesn’t fall in love. Maybe Alfredo has a serious illness. By  
 experimenting with different story directions and endings, students will begin to understand what it takes to  
 create an epic operatic plot.

Materials: •  La Traviata synopsis 
 •  8.5 x 11 blank paper 
 •  Pencils, pencil crayons, felt markers, crayons 
 •  Examples of choose your own adventure novels/graphic novels https://romeoandorjuliet.com/

Lesson: 1. Using the synopsis as a guide, students brainstorm alternate choices available to Violetta and Alfredo. Begin  
   by highlighting moments when these two characters make a decision and who else is involved.

 2. Have students sketch out or write a new scene based on a different choice. How does it start? What is the  
   choice? Where could the story go from there?

 3. Work in partners to share and receive feedback on their ideas.

 4. Select one or two examples from the class to review together. Reflective questions can focus why a character  
   might be motivated to do one thing or another and/or outside forces that impact a character’s choices.

 5. Finally, share all of the alternate scenes and then collaborate to create a new story arc for Violetta and }  
   Alfredo. Maybe this version has multiple different endings!

Extension:  Take the activity another step further and have students consider the choices the Violetta and Alfredo might  
 make if the story was set in present day. How would technology change the story? What social barriers would  
 be relevant today?

https://romeoandorjuliet.com/
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FURTHER RESOURCES
Metropolitan Opera House 
https://www.metopera.org/globalassets/discover/education/educator-guides/traviata-la/traviata.16-17.guide.pdf 

Opera Austrailia 
https://opera.org.au/home/productions/la-traviata/cheat-sheet

For more information about Vancouver Opera’s Education Programs for elementary and secondary students, please visit 
vancouveropera.ca

VANCOUVER OPERA EDUCATION DEPARTMENT

Colleen Maybin

Director, Education and Community Engagement

cmaybin@vancouveropera.ca

Courtney Dugan

Coordinator, Education and Community Programs

cdugan@vancouveropera.ca
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