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WHAT iS OPERA?
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A story told through music with the power of the human 
voice.

ABOUT HGO
Houston Grand Opera (HGO) is one of the largest, most innovative, and most highly acclaimed opera 
companies in the United States. HGO was the only American finalist for Opera Company of the Year in the 
2019 International Opera Awards, and the only American company to be nominated twice. In fulfilling its 
mission to advance the operatic art, to serve the Houston community, and to be a global leader in the future 
of opera, HGO has led the industry in commissioning and producing new works (72 world premieres to date) 
and in training and nurturing promising young artists and administrators. The company contributes to the 
cultural enrichment of Houston and the nation through a diverse and innovative program of performances, 
community events, and education projects that reaches the widest possible public. HGO’s pioneering 
community engagement initiative, HGO Community and Learning, has served as a model for other arts 
organizations. HGO has toured extensively and has won a Tony, two Grammy awards, and two Emmy awards. 
It is the only opera company to win all three honors.

ABOUT HGO Community & Learning
Houston Grand Opera Community & Learning initiatives have engaged with Houston’s dynamic, diverse 
and multigenerational population since 2007. By providing authentic and enriching experiences through 
collaborative partnerships with schools, families, community organizations, and curious members of society, 
Community and Learning explores the intersection between the art of opera and the needs of the people 
HGO serves. Initiatives include developing new operatic works and conversations that resonate thematically 
with the Opera’s audiences and, each season, offering popular, accessible programs like the Student 
Performance Series, Opera to Go!, and Storybook Opera in over 100 schools in Houston and throughout Texas. 

ABOUT HGO AND New Works
In fulfilling its mission to advance the operatic art to serve an ever-evolving audience, HGO leads the field 
in commissioning new operas with 73 world premieres to date. In addition to commissioning operas of all 
scales and for all audiences, HGO explores new work development through the commissioning of song cycles, 
chamber works, choral works, and more. With an additional 14 world premieres in a variety of genres, Houston 
Grand Opera boasts 87 new work world premieres to date.
 Among HGO’s notable premieres are five operas by Carlisle Floyd, three operas by Jake Heggie, well 
as Cruzar la Cara de la Luna by José “Pepe” Martínez and Leonard Foglia, Nixon in China by John Adams and 
Alice Goodman, The Little Prince by Rachel Portman and Nicholas Wright, Monkey and Francine in the City of 
Tigers by Kamala Sankaram and David Johnston, Little Women by Mark Adamo, and Florencia en el Amazonas 
by Daniel Catán and Marcela Fuentes-Berain, the first opera in Spanish to be commissioned by a major US 
company.

ABOUT HGO



THE MyTH:
“Opera is melodramatic and everybody dies.”

THE FACTS:
Opera is a medium of expression with different genres, like TV 
shows or films. There are genres of opera that are melodra-
matic where everyone dies. However, there are also genres of 
opera that are comedic, romantic, horrific, gory, scary, and ad-
venturous. The whole range of human emotion is experienced 
in opera, and there is at least one genre of opera for everyone.

THE MyTH:
“Opera singers wear horns and blond braids.”

THE FACTS:
Sometimes they do! In Die Walküre by Richard Wagner, where characters 
from Norse mythology populate the story, singers are often costumed 
with horns and braids, especially in traditional productions. However, 
contemporary designers and directors have also costumed Wagner’s 
characters in clothing inspired by our present-day, futuristic fantasies, and 
even hazmat suits. Moden operas like The Shining, based on the Stephen 
King book and movie, skip the horns entirely, and costume the characters 
in clothes you might see in 1975. Costume designers are pros at matching 
clothes with the story, time, and place an opera is set in – just like in TV 
shows, films, and musicals. 
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OPERA My THS vS. FACTS



THE MyTH:
“Opera is in italian and i won’t understand it.”

THE FACTS:
Musical storytelling has been part of human expression for millennia, 
in all cultures and areas of the world. The Western European roots 
of what we call opera today began in Italy over 400 years ago, so 
a lot of the first operas are in Italian. As opera spread across the 
globe, they were written in many more languages: French, German, 
Czech, Russian, Spanish, Vietnamese, English, and many more. No 
matter what language it’s performed in, though, you’ll always be 
able to understand it: opera houses project English translations of 
the text above the stage so you know what they’re singing. Beyond 
the words, you can close your eyes and concentrate on the sound 
of the instruments and voices to understand the universal emotions 
being expressed. 
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vocabular y Guide 
ACCOMPANiMENT: 
The musical background provided for a principal 
part

ARiA: 
A musical piece for solo voice focusing on 
emotional expression

BARiTONE: 
A middle range voice with a range of G2-E4 on the 
scale

BASS: 
The lowest of the voices with a range of E2-C4 on 
the scale

CHORUS: 
A group of singers who sing and act in a group, 
never as soloists

COLORATURA: 
Elaborate ornamentation of a vocal line, or a voice 
having the ability and agility to sing many notes 
quickly, usually in an extended range

COMPOSER: 
The person who writes the music 

CONDUCTOR: 
The person who leads the orchestra

DUET: 
A musical piece for two performers

ENSEMBLE: 
Two or more singers singing and expressing their 
emotions at the same time

FiNALE: 
The last musical number of an act or show. It 
usually involves most of the cast and often repeats 
musical themes from the show

LiBRETTiST: 
The person who writes the words of an opera

LiBRETTO: 
Literally “little book,” this is the text or words of 
an opera

MEZZO-SOPRANO: 
Mezzo translates in Italian to middle. This voice is 
in the middle range of A3-F5 on the scale

OPERA: 
A story told through music with the power of the 
human voice

PROPS: 
Objects placed on the stage and used by the 
actors; an abbreviation of the word “properties”

RECiTATivE: 
A type of text setting in which the music matches 
more directly spoken rhythms and inflections, 
usually accompanied by a keyboard instrument

SCORE: 
The printed page upon which all the vocal and 
instrumental music of    an opera is written

SET: 
The scenery used on the stage to show location

SOPRANO: 
The highest voice, with a range of C4-A5 on the 
scale

STAGE DiRECTOR: 
The person who decides how the singers will move 
on stage and how they will act while they are 
singing their parts

TENOR: 
A high voice with a range from B2-G4 on the scale
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Synopsis

Set desgins by Torsten Louis

The opera opens with the Royal Monkey family in their Monkey Palace.  As the Monkey King’s 
eldest son, Monkey is often told that he’s destined to inherit the throne. But Francine knows 
that she can do anything a boy can, especially her trouble-making brother. Before the pair can 
settle their dispute, however, their father arrives with terrible news: Lord Tiger and his villians 
have pilfered the Monkey Kingdom’s treasury, stealing all of their gold--and their bananas, 
too!

Despite this news, Monkey and Francine remain calm. After a game of Crocodile Crunch and a 
warning from their mother never to venture into the forest alone, the siblings head to bed. As 
Francine reads her book, however, hungry Monkey spies the moon outside their window and 
mistakes it for a dumpling. He crawls out onto a tree branch and reaches for the moon to take 
a bite, but instead goes tumbling out of the tree towards the river below.

Monkey lands on the riverbank and spies someone lurking in the water. It’s Crocodile, who 
listens to Monkey’s story of the dumpling moon and assures the hungry Monkey that the 
best treats are on the other side of the river. Crocodile tricks Monkey into riding on his back 
and tries to eat him, but Monkey escapes and runs back to the palace. He tells Francine about 
Crocodile. Francine convinces Monkey to skin Crocodile. Monkey agrees. But when he returns, 
Francine is gone! Monkey quickly realizes that the Tigers have kidnapped her.

The Tiger Queen captures Monkey as he tries to resuce Francine. She takes them both to the 
City of Tigers, where Lord Tiger promises to eat them as a snack. Thinking quickly, Francine 
uses Crocodile’s skin to fool the Tigers into letting her and Monkey go. 

The siblings return to Monkey Palace with the stolen gold and bananas. Proud of their son, 
Monkey King and Queen tell him that he will soon be King. But Monkey insists that Francine 
become co-ruler with him. Together, he says, they can accomplish anything.
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Characters

Costume design sketches by Clair Hummel

The young princess of the Monkey Kingdom and Monkey’s sister.  
Francine loves reading books and has a special fondness for poetry.  
She enjoys bugging her brother and dreams of adventure.

Mother to our two young heros, she wishes her kids weren’t such a 
handful sometimes.

This feline ruler has an enormous ego and a constant need for 
validation.  He’s taken all the gold and bananas from the Monkey 
Kingdom.

The young prince of the Monkey Kingdom and Francine’s brother.  
His real name is George but he likes to go by “Monkey” insead.  
He’s often told that someday he’ll be king which fills him with 
pride. However, he’d often rather be eating bananas or getting into 
trouble.

Father to our two young heros, he loves his family but worries about 
the kingdom.

A smooth talker, but ultimately not too bright.

The obsequious wife who constantly praises the Tiger Lord. She also 
has a flair for choreography.

FRAnCIne

MonKey

MonKey Queen

MonKey KIng

TIgeR KIng

TIgeR Queen

CRoCoDILe
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Cast

Francine
Siwei Zhang, Soprano

Monkey
Piero Regis, Tenor

Francine (cover) 
Priscilla Salisbury, Soprano

Monkey Queen
Lord Tiger

Luisana Rivas, Mezzo-Soprano

Monkey King
Queen Tiger/Crocodile

Fernando grimaldo, Baritone



Praised as “strikingly original” (ny Times), Kamala Sankaram has received 
commissions from Beth Morrison Projects, HeRe Arts Center, opera on Tap, 
and Anthony Braxton’s Tri-Centric orchestra, among others. As a resident 
artist at HeRe Arts Center, Kamala created MIRAnDA, a steampunk murder 
mystery, which was the winner of the new york Innovative Theatre Award 
for outstanding Production of a Musical. THuMBPRInT, her second opera 
(written in collaboration with playwright Susan yankowitz), premiered in 
the 2014 PRoToTyPe Festival, was featured on nPR’s Weekend edition, and 
produced as part of the 2016/17 season at LA opera. 

As a performer, Kamala has been hailed as “an impassioned soprano with 
blazing high notes” (Wall Street Journal). She is the frontwoman for the band 
Bombay Rickey, whose debut album won the 2015 Vox Pop Award for Best 
eclectic Album from the Independent Music Awards. In addition to her musical 
pursuits, Kamala has been a voice actor on Comedy Central, and holds a PhD 
in Cognitive Psychology from the new School for Social Research.
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Creators

David Johnston is an award-winning playwright, librettist, and screenwriter. 
His plays have been performed and read at The new group, Moving Arts, 
The neighborhood Playhouse, HB Playwrights Foundation, and ensemble 
Studio Theatre. new york productions with Blue Coyote Theater group 
include Coney; Conversations on Russian Literature; a new adaptation of 
The oresteia (Time out Best of 2007); Busted Jesus Comix (gLAAD nominee 
2005, London, Los Angeles, DC Cap Fringe); A Bush Carol, or george Dubya 
and the Xmas of Evil; and Effie Jean in Tahiti (the latter two with music and 
lyrics by Stephen Speights). Current projects include the Czech Republic 
premiere of Busted Jesus Comix in Prague, May 2016; a new film directed 
by Kevin newbury with music by Jimmy Lopez, epiphany V; a new play-in-
development, Pelicans; and Monkey & Francine in the City of Tigers. Since 
2012, David has been the executive director of exploring the Metropolis, 
Inc., the only New York City-based nonprofit focused exclusively on 
workspace issues for performing artists, organizations, and facilities.  For 
more information, visit - http://davidjohnstonplaywright.com/
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Libretto influences

Hanuman is stated by scholars to be the inspiration for the allegory-filled adventures of the mon-
key hero, Sun Wukong, in the Xiyouji (Journey to the West) – the great Chinese poetic novel.  He is 
a monkey born from a stone who acquires supernatural powers through Taoist practices.

Another source of inspiration were the Amar Chitra katha comic books, which aim to spread 
knowledge and create a better awareness about Indian mythology. 

According to David Johnston, the characters in this brand 
new story were inspired by age-old folktales, epic poems, 
modern comic books, and even Kung Fu movies.
 
This includes the Ramayana, an ancient Indian epic poem 
which narrates the struggle of the divine prince Rama 
to rescue his wife Sita from the demon king Ravana.  
Hanuman is the monkey-companion of Rama.  He is 
viewed as the ideal combination of “strength, heroic 
initiative and assertive excellence” and “loving, emotional 
devotion.”  He symbolizes the human qualities of inner 
self-control, faith and service to a cause, hidden behind the 
first impressions of a being who looks like a monkey.
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Ragas form the melodic framework of Hindustani music, a form of classical music 
from northern India. Ragas are most similar to greek modes, like the Dorian and 
Phrygian scale. Ragas gain their character from the number of notes within a scale, 
the actual pitches, the order of pitches in ascending versus descending passages, 
and the relative importance of notes within the scale. 

Scales are notated using swara, which is similar to solfege in Western music (made famous in The 
Sound of Music by Rodgers & Hammerstein):

Sa (Do), Ri (Re), Ga (Mi) Ma (Fa), Pa (So), Da (La), Ni (Ti)

As with western scales, notes in ragas may be raised or lowered by a 
half step. This is usually indicated by case, so in a scale starting on C, 
an E flat would be written as lowercase “ga.”

Descending (avaroha) passages may use different notes than 
ascending (aroha) passages, so you’ll usually be given the swara for 
each.

Sudh Sarang
Aroha - S m R M P n S
Avaroha - S n D P M P D P m R S

Chandranandan (Raga for the Moon)
Aroha - S g m d n S
Avaroha - R S n d P m g m g S

Musical influences
Composer kamala Sankaram combined several musical styles to create 
this unique, world premiere.  She drew from her diverse artistic background 
which inspired a fresh take on opera.

Some of Kamala’s inpirations influences include:

• Bollywood legend RD Burman. His song “Mera Pyaar Shalimar” is a 
good example of his ability to combine Latin influences with Indian 
music.  

• Mulatu Astatke, the father of ethiopian jazz, and his song “Mulatu of 
ethiopia.”

• Frances Bebey’s “Sanza nocturne” which mixes traditional sanza 
(mbira) with psychedelia.

The music of Monkey & Francine also uses two Hindustani ragas, Sudh 
Sarang and Chandranandan.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAAFE1u6fuY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAAFE1u6fuY
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Create your own comic strip!

Librettist David Johnston said comic books were a big inspiration in the creation of this opera.  
Simply add more blocks if you need them.  Will you write a sequel to this opera or a brand new story?  
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Monkeys and Crocodiles
Monkeys are haplorhine primates, a group consisting of about 
260 known living species. Many monkey species are tree-dwelling 
(arboreal), although there are species that live primarily on the ground, 
such as baboons. Most species are also active during the day (diurnal). 
There are two major types of monkey: new World monkeys from South 
and Central America and old World monkeys from Africa and Asia. 
Monkeys are generally considered to be intelligent, particularly old 
World monkeys.

Monkeys range in size from the pygmy marmoset, which can be as small as 4.6 
in and just over 3.5 oz. in weight, to the male mandrill, almost 3.3 ft. long and 
weighing up to 79 lbs. Diets differ among the various species but may contain 
any of the following: fruit, leaves, seeds, nuts, flowers, eggs, and small animals 
(including insects and spiders). 

Some characteristics are shared among the groups; most new World monkeys 
have prehensile tails while old World monkeys have non-prehensile tails or no 
visible tail at all.  Since our opera is based on eastern folk tales, our monkeys 
would be old World monkeys!

Crocodiles (Crocodylidae) are large aquatic reptiles that live throughout 
the tropics in Africa, Asia, the Americas and Australia. A total of 14 extant 
species have been recognized. All crocodiles are semiaquatic and tend 
to congregate in freshwater habitats such as rivers, lakes, wetlands and 
sometimes in brackish water and saltwater. They are carnivorous animals, 
feeding mostly on vertebrates such as fish, reptiles, birds and mammals.  

Crocodiles have narrow and long heads, with a more V-shaped than a 
u-shaped snout compared to alligators. Another obvious trait is that the 
upper and lower jaws of the crocodile are the same width, and when the mouth is closed, all teeth are 
visible.  All crocodiles are tropical species that, unlike alligators, are very sensitive to cold.

Size greatly varies among species, from the dwarf crocodile 
to the saltwater crocodile. The saltwater crocodile, found 
throughout Southeast Asia, northern Australia and in our 
opera, can grow to sizes over 23 ft. and weigh 2,200 lbs.  We 
cannot confirm or deny if the saltwater crocodile’s favorite 
dish is Monkey heart.
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And Tigers,  Oh My! 

The tiger (Panthera tigris) is the largest cat species, most recognizable for their pattern of 
dark vertical stripes on reddish-orange fur with a lighter underside. Tigers are apex preda-
tors, primarily preying on ungulates such as deer and bovids (not bananas!).

They are territorial and generally solitary but 
social animals, often requiring large contigu-
ous areas of habitat that support their prey 
requirements. Tigers once ranged widely 
across eastern eurasia, from the Black Sea in 
the west, to the Indian ocean in the south. 
over the past 100 years, they have lost 93% 
of their historic range. The remaining six tiger 
subspecies have been classified as endan-
gered by the International union for Conser-
vation of nature (IuCn).

Tigers are among the most recognizable and popular of the world’s megafauna. They have 
featured prominently in ancient mythology and folklore, and continue to be depicted in 
modern films and literature. They appear on many flags, coats of arms, and as mascots for 
sporting teams. The tiger is the national animal of Bangladesh, India, Malaysia and South 
Korea. The Bengal tiger population occurs in Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and nepal, in allu-
vial grasslands, subtropical and tropical rainforests. Males attain a total nose-to-tail length 
of up to 120 in. and weight between 397 to 569 lbs. 

The Tiger Dance Festival celebrates 
the harvest festival of onam and the 
beginning of their new year.  This tra-
dition is celebrated with great enthu-
siasm in the village of Thrissur which 
is located about 50 miles outside of 
Kochi. This popular festival highlights 
a popular folk dance in which partici-
pants simulate a tiger being stalked 
by a hunter.  our director and cos-
tume designer took inspiration from 
such festivals.



HGO General Opera Lesson Plans

Lesson Title: opera Poetry                  Subject: Language 
Arts

integrated Subjects: Fine Arts          Grade levels:  elementary School, Middle School, High 
School

Objective: Students will write a poem about an operatic performance

Materials Needed: Paper and writing tools

Lesson: After students watch the performance, instruct them to write a poem about what they saw.  Poems 
can be in any style and any length in accordance with your eLA curriculum for your grade level. 

Here is a brief list of poetry styles that you may select from

Haiku
Sonnet
Limerick
ode
Ballad
Abecedarian
Prose
epigram

Students can create drawings or collages to go with their poems.  Display them in class or the hallway. 

Assessment: Students will be assessed on creativity and on following the format of the poetry style select-
ed.

Differentiation/Extensions: Number of stanzas and lines written can be modified for students  at lower or 
higher learning levels.
Have students write poems about opera using the vocabulary in the first lesson.  Collect all poems to create 
a class book of opera poetry. 

TEkS

elementary School english Language Arts
K- 110.11.b.2.C, 110.11.b.2.D; 1st – 110.12.b.8; 2nd – 110.13.b.7; 3rd – 110.14.b.6; 4th – 110.15.b.4; 5th – 110.16.b.4

Middle School english Language Arts
6th – 110.18.b.4, 110.18.b.6, 110.18.b.15.B; 7th – 110.19.b.4, 110.18.b.7, 110.18.b.15.B; 8th – 110.20.b.4, 110.18.b.8, 110.18.b.15.B

High School english Language Arts
High School english Language Arts Level I – 110.31.b.3, 110.31.b.9, 110.31.b.14.B
High School english Language Arts Level II – 110.32.b.3, 110.32.b.10, 110.32.b.14.B
High School english Language Arts Level III – 110.33.b.3, 110.33.b.11, 110.32.b.14.B
High School english Language Arts Level IV – 110.34.b.3, 110.34.b.12, 110.34.b.14.B
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