Your online assignment is to participate in a discussion board conversation related to 2 contemporary versions of the Orpheus story, both the same opera written by Gluck and first performed in 1762.  One has subtitles; the other doesn’t.  You won’t need them.  Jot down notes as you watch these to remind you of things to say during the discussion. 
1.  Let’s take a look at the overtures first.  Overtures are the most underrated (but one of the more important) elements of opera and musical theater.  Most people think an overture is just a little extra time for people to find their seats, but much thought and effort goes into it.  Though it’s an independent composition, it often includes musical elements you’ll hear throughout the performance.  It sets the stage, the mood of the play, and sometimes foreshadows what will come.  

This first overture is from a 2006 performance at the Sydney Opera House done for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.  Sit back, it’s over 6 minutes long.  It cuts into three segments: the orchestra, the audience, and the stage activity.  Nymphs and shepherds join Orpheus at the grave of Eurydice as part of the funeral rites.

2.  This next version was done in 2000 in Paris conducted by John Eliot Gardner.  The overture music here is the same as what you just heard.  How does what you see influence the mood of the music? Which of the two is most effective for you and how you have interpreted the myth?  Why?

3.  Still with the same version we have Orpheus’ first words, the only word, actually, he seems able to speak: her name.  The mourners do all the talking on his behalf.

4.  The same scene in the  version will surprise you.  Orpheus is played by a woman!  The first time Gluck wrote this piece, he did it for the castrati star of the time, Gaetano Guadagni.  Castrati eventually lost their popularity and were virtually nonexistent by the mid 19th century.  Gluck had rewritten the work for a lower voice, but some audiences preferred the original version.  During the 19th and 20th centuries they solved this problem by having a woman sing the part of Orpheus, usually a contralto.  Does this change anything for you?

5.  This Australian version shows the beginning of Act 2.  Orpheus is in Hades now, confronted by the furies who have no intention of letting him descend further.  They threaten to release Cerberus on him.  Eventually his music placates them.  This is a very high tenor for a man to sing, all the more challenging since he assumes a pose with his arms over his head.

6.  The problem in this opera is not that Orpheus can’t bear not knowing if she is behind him.  It’s her not understanding why he doesn’t look at her.  She can’t accept it.  She is sure he has stopped loving her, and she would rather face death than life without his love.  The female in the background, by the way, is Amore (Cupid).  Amore opens and closes this opera.

7.  This is one of the most famous arias, and you will probably recognize it.  It’s the moment Orpheus realizes he has lost Eurydice.  “All formsof language have been exhausted to praise the stupor of grief, the passion, the despair expressed in this sublime number” …Dictionaire des Operas.
8.  In the opera, Orpheus decides to commit suicide so he can join Eurydice in Hades.  Amore stops him, and immediately rewards him for his devotion to his wife by returning Eurydice to life.  What is your opinion of that?  So now examine the two productions at the conclusion of the opera with the chorus, Orpheus, Eurydice, and Amore.  In both versions we’ll start with the trio (Amore, Eurydice, Orpheus) with the chorus following.  Which one appeals to you most and why? 

