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Visiting Center 
City doesn’t have 
to be a tough trip.   

Blumenthal Performing 
Arts Center
130 N. Tryon St
Charlotte, NC 28202

Ride. Hop on the Lynx 
Lightrail.  Check out 
the options here.

Drive. Directions from 
door to door here.

Park.Participating 
garages are just $5.  
Find details here. 

Attending an opera in the 
Belk Theater is an experi-
ence not to be forgotten. The 
performance you are attending is 
the final dress rehearsal in which 
the cast performs one last full 
run through of the opera before 
opening night. Just like a regular 
performance, there will be an 
intermission(s) between acts. 

Upon entering the the-
ater, notice the production 
crew’s station in the orchestra 
level seating (the lowest 
level of seating). The crew is set 
up with computers and head-
sets to allow them to commu-
nicate with people backstage 
to ensure that the performance 
runs smoothly. During this final 
rehearsal they will be making 
sure all cues and technical fea-
tures of the performance are in 
place. Also notice the supertitles      
(English translations of the lyrics 

being sung) that are projected 
onto a screen above the stage. 

Please remember that this 
is a working performance 
and the performers on 
stage are very aware of their 
audience, especially a distracting 
audience. The polite au-
dience member should 
always refrain from talking and 
stay seated during a perfor-
mance. Nothing shows more 
respect and appreciation for the 
performers on stage than 
giving them your full attention.

Give a shout out to the cast af-
ter a beautiful aria or at the end 
of the evening – literally!  Shout 
“Bravi!” for a job well done to the 
whole cast, “Brava!” to the diva 
who aced it, or “Bravo!” to the 
guy who left it all on the stage.  

 

 General Information (30 min)        pg. 2-4
     •About The Belk Theater    
     •About Opera Carolina 
     •Verdi: Man of the Music

 Pre-Performance Activities (35 min)      pg. 5-8
     •Introducing the Opera & Main Themes   
     •Synopsis: Rigoletto in 3 Mins OR Traditional
      •What to Listen For - Music Videos 

 Performance-Day Activities (20 min)        pg. 9
     •About the Opera & Expectations

 Post-Performance Activities (30+ min)  pg. 10-12
     •Writing Reflection
     •Text Analysis: Perspectives on Women
     •Activate with the Arts: Create!
   

THE BELK THEATER
Make any seat in the house the best one

Get there

Then, now, & years from now
Let’s take a journey back to 1948: 
the Charlotte Music Club is formed 
by a handful of arts enthusiasts who 
realize that Charlotte’s artistic 
landscape –but more importantly, 
cultural community– would be en-
hanced by opera performances.  Fast 
forward to today: Opera Carolina is 
a 70 year-old company that’s still 
blossoming, hitting new highs with 
each season of glorious music, drama, 
and all that encompasses the operat-
ic art form.  Your resident Opera con-
tinues to bring high-quality standards 
of the operatic repertoire to stages 
near you, but is also continually striv-
ing to perform lesser-known gems.  

What does our future hold?  A rich 
commitment to our community –
which we take seriously– to continue 
enriching the lives of citizens from all 
walks of life; a continual quest to produce 
excellent opera from all eras on 
our stage; and, most important-
ly, to connect our community. 

The people 
In the early days of Opera Carolina, 
volunteers designed the sets, built cos-
tumes, sang in the chorus, filled leading 
roles and, of course, sold tickets and held 
fundraisers to support the company.

Now a fully professional company 
that not only produces Opera per-
formances on a big scale but also 
travels programs into local schools and 
community venues, we never forget 
the legacy of the original volunteers 
who made this company the what it is 

today.  Opera Carolina is rooted in the 
Carolinas; 90% of our company live and 
work right here in our region, comple-
menting the international artists who 
join the resident company to perform 
on our mainstage.  We guess you can 
say we’ve got Carolina on our mind.  

The House
If the paragraphs before didn’t sell you 
on our commitment to our communi-
ty, maybe information on the Opera 
Center will. Opera Carolina now resides 
in the historic Biberstein house, in the 
Elizabeth neighborhood.  The last 
remaining historic home in the 
Uptown radius, Opera Caroli-
na’s digs are as much a part of 
the community as is the company.  

Built in 1906, the Biberstein House 
was designed and lived in by R. C. 
Biberstein, one of the noted mill 
architects of the Southeast.  Mr. 
Biberstein is credited with build-
ing many of the mills in the Charlotte 
region, including the Highland Park #3 
mill.  Mr. Biberstein eventually moved 
his business into this house, his talents 
and self-designed home playing a role 
in the New South Industrial movement.  
Today, the home is registered as a Char-
lotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmark.

The house has since been adapt-
ed into offices and is now the 
proud home of Opera Carolina.  The 
Opera Center hosts the company’s 
administrative offices but also serves 
as space for auditions, recitals, and 
more.  Our doors are always open. 

Opera Carolina
 invested in our coMMunity and its life

Shout Out

TOC
Table of Contents

http://www.lynxcharlotte.com/
https://www.operacarolina.org/season-and-tickets/plan-your-visit#nav-venues
https://www.operacarolina.org/season-and-tickets/plan-your-visit#nav-parking


The great Italian composer Giuseppe 
Fortunino Francesco Verdi was born in 
the town of La Roncole on October 10, 
1813.  When he was still a child, Verdi's par-
ents moved to Busseto, where the future 
composer's education was greatly 
facilitated by visits to the large library 
belonging to the local Jesuit school. He also 
began his first lessons in musical composition. 

Displaying big talent from a very 
early age, Verdi was assistant organist at 
the small local church by the time he was 
10. Not long after, he became an assis-
tant conductor of the Busseto orchestra 
and an organist at the town church.  At 
age 19, Verdi tried to enter the Milan Con-
servatory but was rejected – “Lacking in 
musical talent” said the admissions people!  
Despite the bad news, he continued to study 
privately while attending operatic perfor-
mances and concerts among high society. 

This helped convince young Giuseppe that 
writing for theater was the path for him. 

His first opera, Oberto, opened at La 
Scala –one of the world’s most renowned 
opera houses- in 1839 and was a success. His 
next opera, the comedy Un Giorno di Regno 
(King for a Day), was a complete failure and, 
on top of that, he lost his wife and two young 
children to illness within the same year.  
Verdi nearly gave up until he was convinced 
to persevere. His next opera, Nabucco, (1842) 
was another success and secured Verdi's 
reputation as a major figure in the music 
world – one of the Architects of the artform. 

Verdi retired to Sant'Agata, and 
wrote his great Requiem Mass (an 
oratorio).  He died on January 27, 1901 
– he was nearly twice Mozart’s age. 

 Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) 

  Man of the Music
 One of opera’s most famous names, Verdi was a monumental crafter of the 
 operatic art form whose journey dominated the scene for nearly 50 years. 

Verdi’s operas 
La traviata, 

Rigoletto, & Aida 
are among the 

most performed 
operas in the world

 to this day!

28
operas written

Pre-Performance
INTRODUCTION 

Consider the following with the whole group 
before reading the synopsis:

The opera is set in 16th centu-
ry Mantua,  or Renaissance-era 
Italy. Several of Shake-
speare’s plays, including 
Romeo + Juliet, are also set 
in Mantua; however it was 
not the original setting Verdi 
had in mind. He was forced to 

change the setting because of political censorship. 

THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT THE 
SETTING

Verdi takes a cue from 
Shakespeare in this op-
era, both with the setting 
of Mantua in Renaissance 
Italy, which was a fea-
tured location in multiple 
Shakespeare plays, but 
also in his use of a storm 
to usher in the tragic 
drama of the opera. As 
the tragedy unfolds, the 
storm outside rages, cre-
ating a physical embod-
iment of what the char-
acters are experiencing. 
Shakespeare used this 
technique a couple hun-
dred years earlier in 
plays like Twelfth Night 
and King Lear. Also no-
tably used in both of 
these plays, is the motif 
of disguises. Just like in 
Rigoletto, the characters 
disguise themselves as 
other people, which al-
ways serves to confuse 
the plot and lead to ei-
ther a tragic or comedic 
ending. 

A NOD TO SHAKESPEARE

A revenge plan gone wrong, Verdi’s Rigoletto 
is full of bad behavior. Lust, lies, revenge, and 
disguises all lead to a tragic ending. 

THE STORY IN SHORT

Shakespeare emoji credited to Twitter and 
Sir Patrick Stewart. 

Palazzo (palace) del Capitano, 
Mantua Italy

  1. What is the difference between flirting and harass-
     ment? How can you tell when a line has been 
     crossed?

  2. What is a modern example of someone guilty of 
      wrongdoing escaping the punishment because 
      he/she was in a position of power? How does power 
      change a person’s behavior?

  3. What is the meaning of the following statement: 
      “What goes around comes around”? Do you agree 
      or disagree?

THINGS TO CONSIDER AND DISCUSS

https://www.wqxr.org/story/212895-when-verdi-was-savaged-censors/


Check out the Synopsis in one of two ways: 
1. Traditional Synopsis (on the right)
2. Try the “Activate with the Arts: Act it Out - Rigoletto in Three Minutes!” activity (on the 
left) in place of reading the synopsis and filling out the “Who’s Who in Rigoletto” work-
sheet (page 13).  

Pre-Performance

SYNOPSIS 

 ACTIVATE WITH ARTS:
 ACT IT OUT! 

Distribute synopsis and “Who’s Who in 
Rigoletto” printouts to students (optional). 
Depending on the needs of the class, teach-
ers may wish to allow students to read the 
synopsis and fill out the “Who’s Who” chart 
individually or to do it together as a whole 
group. 

ACT I
Mantua, the 16th century
“And if one woman pleases me today, tomor-
row, like as not, another will.”

During a lavish party at his palace, the Duke of 
Mantua lightheartedly boasts of amorous con-
quests (in modern language: the ladies he’s 
played) while putting the moves on his latest 
prize, Countess Ceprano. Meanwhile, his hunch-
back jester, Rigoletto, makes fun of her husband. 
The Duke’s courtiers, who have all at one time or 
another been embarrassed by Rigoletto’s jokes, 
plot to punish the hated buffoon after the party 
ends. Attention is diverted when Monterone, an 
elderly nobleman, enters to denounce the Duke 
for seducing his daughter. After Rigoletto ridi-
cules him and the Duke places him under arrest, 
Monterone curses both the Duke and his jester.

On his way home that night, Rigoletto broods 
over Monterone’s curse. Greeted at home by his 
daughter, Gilda, whom he keeps hidden from the 
world, he reminisces about his late wife and then 
warns the governess, Giovanna, to admit no one. 
As Rigoletto leaves, the Duke slips into the gar-
den, tossing a purse of money to Giovanna to 
keep her quiet. The nobleman declares his love 
to Gilda, who has noticed him in church – the 
only place she’s allowed to go. He tells her he is 
a poor student named Gualtier Maldè, but at the 
sound of footsteps, he rushes away.

 TRADITIONAL SYNOPSIS

  Rigoletto in Three Minutes:  
 Student volunteers silently act out   
 an abbreviated plot

 1. Act out each of the parts in the 
    following script.

 2. Remember to think about the follow 
     ing as you act out the scene:
  • your body position in relation to the   
     other actors
  • your facial expressions

 Narrator: Meet the main characters in   
 the opera (student actors should silently 
 act out their role as the narrator reads 
 about their character):
 

• The Duke - ladies’ man and big time 
   player

• Rigoletto - the Duke’s hunchbacked  
   court jester

• Gilda - Rigoletto’s innocent, sheltered    
   daughter

• Courtiers - the Duke’s sneaky, two-
   faced entourage 

• Courtiers’ wives and daughters - all get 
   hit on by the Duke

• Monterone - the angry father of a 
   young woman the Duke has seduced

• Sparafucile/Maddalena - a sleazy  
   assassin and his sister

 ACTIVATE WITH ARTS: ACT IT OUT!  TRADITIONAL SYNOPSIS

Tenderly repeating his name, Gilda goes to her 
bedchamber. Meanwhile, the courtiers stop 
Rigoletto in the alley by his house. They tell him 
they are going to abduct Ceprano's wife, and 
convince him to help. After tricking him into 
wearing a blindfold, they hold a ladder against 
his Rigoletto’s garden wall, break into his house 
and kidnap Gilda. Hearing his daughter’s cry for 
help, Rigoletto tears off his blindfold and rushes 
into the house, discovering only her scarf. He re-
members Monterone's curse.

ACT II
The Fooled Fool Vows Revenge

In his palace, the Duke is distraught over the dis-
appearance of Gilda. When his courtiers return, 
saying it is they who have taken her and that 
she is now in his bedchamber, he joyfully rush-
es off to the conquest. Rigoletto enters warily, 
looking for Gilda. The courtiers at first taunt him 
and prevent him from seeing the Duke. They are 
astonished to learn the girl is not his mistress – 
but his daughter. Gilda runs from the Duke’s bed-
chamber and tells her father of her courtship and 
abduction. As Monterone is led to the dungeon, 
Rigoletto vows to avenge them both. 

ACT III
The Storm and a Murder

At night, outside a run-down inn on the outskirts 
of town, Sparafucile tells his sister/accomplice, 
Maddalena, that they are to be paid for the dead 
body of her next customer who, unknown to 
her, is the Duke. Outside the tavern, Gilda and 
Rigoletto watch their victim arrive, and make 
his advances on Maddalena. Rigoletto sends his 
daughter off to disguise herself as a boy for her 
escape to Verona. He pays Sparafucile to murder 
the Duke.

As a storm rages, Maddalena sends the Duke to the bedroom. She argues with her brother about 
murdering him, for she likes him too much. Sparafucile agrees to kill their next visitor instead and 
to substitute that body for the Duke’s. Gilda has returned, disguised as a boy, and overhears them. 
Resolving to sacrifice herself for her beloved Duke, despite his betrayal, she enters the inn and is 
stabbed. Rigoletto comes back to claim the body and gloats over the sack Sparafucile gives him, 
only to hear his supposed victim singing in the distance. Frantically cutting open the sack, he dis-
covers his dying daughter. Monterone's curse is fulfilled.

Narrator: The Duke throws a party for all of his 
friends, the courtiers, and hits on all of their 
wives and daughters at the party. Rigoletto, 
his court jester mocks all of the courtiers and 
makes fun of them. Monterone shows up, angry 
with the Duke for seducing his young daugh-
ter. Rigoletto makes fun of him and his daugh-
ter and Monterone puts a curse on he and the 
Duke. Meanwhile, the courtiers plot to get re-
venge on Rigoletto for making so much fun of 
them. 

Later, when Rigoletto gets home he makes sure 
Gilda is safe and goes out again. The Duke comes 
right behind him pretending to be a poor young 
student and seduces Gilda. As soon as he hears 
footsteps he runs away. The courtiers show up 
to get their revenge on Rigoletto by kidnapping 
his daughter. They take Gilda and bring her to 
the Duke, who again puts the moves on her. 
Rigoletto shows up at the Duke’s mansion and 
Gilda tells him about what happened. Rigoletto 
plots revenge against the Duke for seducing his 
daughter.

At a seedy inn outside of town, Rigoletto has 
paid Sparafucile and Maddalena to murder the 
Duke. Maddalena is supposed to seduce him 
and then kill him. However, she gets a crush on 
him instead and Sparafucile tells her she can kill 
the next person who comes into the inn instead. 
Gilda hears their conversation and decides to 
sacrifice herself for the Duke, who she still has 
feelings for. She walks in, Sparafucile stabs her 
and wraps her up. Rigoletto, thinking the deed 
is done, hears the Duke’s voice. He frantical-
ly unwraps the body bag and sees his dying 
daughter inside. Monterone’s curse is fulfilled!

Pre-Performance
SYNOPSIS (continued)

https://www.britannica.com/place/Mantua-Italy


Pre-Performance
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR
(10 minutes)
Play the following excerpts from the opera to prepare students to recognize the major 
pieces. Teachers should share the notes about each song with the students as they play 
the song. 

La donna è mobile
Perhaps opera’s most recognized tune, this aria is for 
a tenor voice, or the highest male voice. Sung by one 
of the most famous opera singers in history, Pavarotti,  
this piece bluntly reveals the Duke’s philandering, male 
chauvinist ways.  “Women are as fickle as feathers in 
the wind, simple in speech, and simple in mind.” 

This aria, or opera song, is for the soprano voice, or the 
highest female voice. A modern representation of Gilda’s 
aria of love for the poor student. Listen to the way the 
music is flight-like or bird like, as the text mentions “my 
desire will fly to you on the wings of thought.”

This type of singing is one of the early examples of the 
bel canto style of opera.  

Caro nome

This is an example of a duet, or song for two singers 
to perform together. This duet is for a soprano, or the 
highest female voice, and a baritone, which is the low-
est male voice. In this song, Rigoletto vows to avenge 
the curse Monterone placed on them and avenge the 
Duke’s actions against Gilda, while Gilda tries to per-
suade her father to forgive. 

Si, vendetta tremenda vendetta (Act II Finale)

The Act III quartet, or song written for four singers, fea-
tures all four vocal parts: the Duke (tenor, or higher male 
voice), Maddalena (mezzo, or lower female voice), Rigo-
letto (baritone, or lowest male voice), and Gilda (soprano, 
or highest female voice). Each singer’s part reflects his or 
her motives, thoughts, and revelations and paves the way 
for the opera’s final dramatic action. Listen to the way the 
parts diverge throughout the song and then eventually 
unify in the final seconds.

Bella figlia dell’amore

Performance Day
ABOUT THE OPERA & EXPECTATIONS 
(20 minutes)

ABOUT THE OPERA EXPECTATIONS

Relay the following information to the 
students: 
• Opera is a drama (play), that is sung! 
• Opera uses many different art forms to tell 
   stories.

What to listen for/look for in Rigoletto 

Discuss the following question as a whole 
group: 

  How could each of these art forms help to 
  tell the story in an opera?

Music 
Lyrics

Dialo gue
Costumes

Sets 

Remind students to look out for each of the 
above elements in the performance.

Review the following terms from the previous 
lesson: aria, baritone, tenor, soprano, mezzo 
soprano, quintet, duet.

Remember to read up on Verdi on pg. 4

Performance Expectations 
Discussion

Discuss the following question as a 
whole group: 

What does being a respectful and 
engaged audience member look 
like? 

Class & Stage Movement 

Relay to students that the way 
a character moves can indicate 
their class or station in society. For 
example, nobility or aristocracy will 
move more nobly and bows to anyone 
of a lower class may appear slight. 

Discuss what the opposite may look 
like. 

What might be other indicators of 
class on the stage?

(Hint: consider the some of the words list-
ed in script on the left.)

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/30/arts/music/30tomm.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hT1bLf_0Ilc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xCFEk6Y8TmM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bJ96iv00wKw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xDkYkOHj20


Post-Performance
EXTENDING THE OPERA

Reflect on Rigoletto by answering the following questions: 

1. Who is at fault for this tragedy? The Duke? Rigoletto? Gilda? Sparafucile and  
    Maddalena? Fate? Is anyone innocent? Explain your position using examples 
    from the opera. 

2. Revenge is one of the main motivators for the characters in Rigoletto. Why do 
    you think people are drawn to the idea of revenge? Do you think revenge is still 
    motivating to modern people? Why or why not? Are there any times that 
    revenge is worth the costs? Is revenge ever “free”? 

3. Historically, men in power have treated women similarly to the Duke. Are the 
    times changing for men in power and their treatment of women? What are 
    some modern examples of men in power mistreating women? Why did they 
    get away with it for so long? What, if anything, is different now than in the 
    time of Rigoletto?

WRITING REFLECTION

Current Connection: Our Life & Times

DUKE
I never yield my heart
to one beauty more than another.
Feminine charm is a gift bestowed
by fate to brighten our lives.
And if one woman pleases me today,
tomorrow, like as not, another will.
Fidelity – that tyrant of the heart –
we shun like pestilence.

Only those who want to should be faithful;
without freedom there is no love.

MADDALENA
He’s an Apollo,
that young man; I love him,
he loves me...let him be...
let’s spare him.

GILDA (to herself)
He betrayed me, yet I love him; great God,
I ask for pity on this faithless man!

DUKE
Women are as fickle
as feathers in the wind,
simple in speech,
and simple in mind.
always the loveable,
sweet, laughing face,
but laughing or crying,
the face is false for sure.
Women are as fickle, etc.
If you rely on her
you will regret it,
and if you trust her
you are undone!
Yet none can call himself
fully contented
who has not tasted
love in her arms!

GILDA
What! A woman like that weeps, and I do 
nothing
to help him! Ah, even if he betrayed my 
love
I shall save his life with my own!

Post-Performance

ANALYZING TEXT: PERSPECTIVES ON WOMEN

The Duke in Rigoletto makes his views on women very clearly understood. 
Using your knowledge of the opera, assess the following excerpts from the 
text and write an essay that addresses the following: What does the Duke 
believe about women? How do his beliefs influence his actions throughout the 
opera? Do the women in Rigoletto prove or disprove his beliefs? Use examples 
from the texts provided, as well as examples from your memory of the perfor-
mance. Make at least one connection to current events in American culture. 

EXTENDING THE OPERA



Share the following instructions with students:

Communicate your point of view on one or more of Rigoletto’s main themes/motifs (listed be-
low) through one or more of the following artistic mediums: 
 • Acting - skit, script, video 
 • Movement - dance, movement-based acting
 • Music - write, perform, mix/edit existing music
 • Visual arts - draw, paint, design, sculpt, build (could be physical or digital)

For example, you could use music and visual arts to represent the link between power and con-
sequences. 

 Main themes and motifs in Rigoletto:
 • Revenge
 • Power vs. appropriate consequences
 • Getting what one deserves 
 • Women, their nature and role in society
 • Disguises
 • Storm
 • Consequences/karma

 

ACTIVATE WITH ARTS: CREATE YOUR POINT OF VIEW!

Post-Performance
EXTENDING THE OPERA

Explore these articles for more information on censorship in Verdi’s time: 

     • When Verdi was Savaged by the Censors

     • Censorship (and Verdi)

     • Social Control and the Censorship of Giuseppie Verdi’s Operas in Rome

      • What is censorship?

      • Who was responsible for censoring opera in Verdi’s time and country? 

      • What country was Verdi living in? What countries were the censors living in?  
         Do you find anything strange about this? Why was it allowed? 

      • For what three things could something be declared offensive? 

      • Do you think Verdi’s Rigoletto was meant to be political? Why or why not? Use   
         the texts, what you know about Rigoletto, and any further research needed to 
         support your position.

Shakespeare’s King Lear and Verdi’s Rigoletto have a lot in common. Explore the similar-
ities in the use of storm and disguise motifs in Shakespeare’s play and Verdi’s opera. 

MORE ON CENSORSHIP

CONNECT WITH OTHER GREAT WORKS

Worksheet 
WHO’S WHO IN RIGOLETTO

While reading the Synopsis, use the worksheet below to chart the characteristics 
and relationships of the main characters in the opera. (Ex. Draw an arrow from 
Rigoletto to the The Duke and write “works for” to indicate their relationship.)

Rigoletto

The Courtiers GildaThe Duke

 http://www.wqxr.org/story/212895-when-verdi-was-savaged-censors/
http://www.utahopera.org/index.php/censorship
https://www.jstor.org/stable/823611?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents



