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American Opera

Chapter Overview

In an opera, dialogue usually is sung in recitative.  Two significant operas of the 1920s, both by white composers for black casts (Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess and Virgil Thomson’s Four Saints in Three Acts) were intended for a Broadway audience.  More recently, as opera has assumed a vital role in American musical theater, operas have addressed various aspects of current and past American life.  Differences between opera and musical have become difficult, if not impossible, to define.
Listening Example

67. George Gershwin: “Bess, You Is My Woman Now” from Porgy and Bess

68.  Philip Glass, Einstein on the Beach, Act IV, Scene 3, “Spaceship”
Optional Listening Examples

Gian-Carlo Menotti: “To This We’ve Come” from The Consul
Scott Joplin: “A Real Slow Drag” from Treemonisha
Suggestions for Further Listening

George Gershwin: Overture, “Summertime,” “I Got Plenty o’ Nothin’,” and “It Aint’ Necessarily So” from Porgy and Bess
Gian-Carlo Menotti: Amahl and the Night Visitors
Terms to Review

opera

recitative

aria

da capo

chorus

Treemonisha

libretto

overture

chamber opera
Key Figures

Mary Carr Moore

Virgil Thomson

Gertrude Stein

Gian-Carlo Menotti

Carlisle Floyd

Philip Glass

Visuals

A scene from Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess
A scene from Menotti’s Amahl and the Night Visitors
A scene from John Adams’s Nixon in China
Critical Thinking

Why do you think Americans have been slow to cultivate enthusiasm for opera?  And why do you think operas (American and other) are enjoying increasing popularity here now?

Why do you think movies and television commercials often use famous opera themes to heighten emotion or to sell products?  Do you think repeated hearing of an opera excerpt on a radio or TV commercial increases the popularity or detracts from appreciation of the music?

Do you believe it is possible to “suspend disbelief” and forget that opera singers are singing rather than speaking their lines?  Is this suspension of disbelief more likely to occur while viewing an opera or a musical (movie or live)?  Why?

Were do you think opera directors should place their primary emphasis, when hiring singers:  On acting?  Stage presence?  Singing?  Physical appearance? Other?
Further Topics for Essay or Discussion
Would you prefer to hear an opera in its original language, even if it is not a language you understand, or in English?  Discuss the pros and cons of each of these customs.
Do you believe supertitles in English are helpful, or distracting, for an opera that is sung in a foreign language?  Why do you think a number of American opera houses now use supertitles even for operas sung in English?
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