f you received your training

more than five years ago,

you may not be aware of
some additions that have been
made to the program since that
time. The Unified Design
Concept and the position of
Historian have enhanced the
opera experience for many stu-
dents since 1997. What follows
is a brief description of these
areas of focus. By attending
advanced training you will learn
much more about these enriching
elements of Creating Origina
Opera.

The Unified Design Concept
alows students whose jobs entail
design elements  (costume
designers, set designers, electri-
cians, composers and public rela-
tions officers) to work together to
produce an integrated design that
depicts the theme of the opera
They are asked to cregte a color,
shape, line and texture for their
theme. These elements can then
become the basic building blocks of design for each group as they approach their
individua tasks. When the color, shape, line and texture have been agreed upon,
students should work together to create a “concept box.” Using a cardboard box
(copy paper boxesareidedl) students may use construction paper, cardboard, foam,
craft gticks, tape, glue, markers, or anything else on hand to create an abstract
design representing their theme. It should not be literdl. For instance, a theme of
“gports’ may use a jagged line to represent the ups and downs of competition; it
should not useaball shapejust because many sportsuse balls. This concept isread-
ily understood by fourth graders and above, and can be learned with practice by
younger students. All groups then have access to alibrary of design ideas that can
ad them in their work. The composers, for example, may choose to utilize the
jagged line when creating a melody. Their tune may consist of large legps up and
down. As the groups proceed with their design work, they should recall the unified
design that they created with the other groups and examine whether any of the dle-
ments may be of use to them. This will keep the theme accessible to them at dl
times and will help them to revedl a coherent message to the audience.

In addition to the obvious advantages of a unified design, this concept provides
important preparatory work for the designers before they have ascript with which
to work. With this background, they will be much better prepared for the tasks
that will be required of them later.
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A set designer puts finishing touches on a flat for “Jump In and Care With Us” produced by the Ridge Street School, Rye Brook, NY.

The position of Historian is very exciting, as it empowers students to do
some of the tasks you have probably been doing yourself, i.e., kegping a his-
torical record of the work done by the company. Historians can collect and
archive materials from all groups as they progress, starting with early sketches,
discarded ideas and the actual materials used by each group (wire from the
electricians, construction materials from carpenters, etc.) They should aso pho-
tograph each group at work, concentrating on candid shots that truly commu-
nicate what each group is accomplishing along the way. All of these materials
are organized into a display that audience members will have a chance to view
when they come to opera performances. Historians interview various members
of the company throughout the production process and incorporate quotes from
these interviews into their display. The exhibit may consist of strictly physical
items or it may be a multi-media exhibit with video or digital photos on acom-
puter. It is aways a nice touch to include recordings of the opera music to
accompany the display.

These brief descriptions serve as an introduction to Unified Design Concept
and the position of Historian, but they are not substitutes for hands-on training
from the Metropolitan Opera Guild. Make a resolution now to attend COO
Advanced Level Training in New York City this summer!

—Jo Harney, COO Northeast Regional Coordinator



..staging/acting is perhaps the areathat is most vulnerable in

maintaining an appropriate level of expectation and execution. , ’

ACTING ACCORDINGLY

MAINTAINING ARTISTIC STANDARDS IN COO PERFORMANCES

The primary focusin Creating Original Operais
always on “the process” The eventual public
performance of the origina opera is the find
step in that process. Unlike most high school,
college and professional theaters, it is not a crit-
icaly reviewed, must-make-a-profit situation
where the future of the program succeeds or fails
based on the audience’s opinion of the fina
product. In Creating Origina Opera the entire
process is evaluated, and the students overall
growth is the test of the success of the COO
experience.

This understanding is a blessing and a curse
for us asteachers. We can easily fall into accept-
ing elements of the final performance that do not
share the integrity of the rest of the process.

While the standards for electrics, design, flat
construction, publicity, writing, composition and
other jobs are fairly easy to define and guide to
success, the highly personal area of staging/act-
ing is perhaps the area that is most vulnerable in
maintaining an appropriate level of expectation
and execution. s

How can we all make certain that the basics of good staging and
acting are being maintained? Think of the early days in the COO
process as the time to begin teaching acting skills, how to work as an
ensemble (a team) and how to move on the stage. The following are
some helpful guidelines for teaching the process of basic acting that
will lead to effective staging:

A. How to make an entrance/exit

B. How to make a*“cross”

C. How to “cheat” out to the house in al dialogue and singing,
even in highly dramatic confrontations

D. How to be hyper-aware of cutting oneself or another actor off
from any part of the house at all times

E. How to control stage combat such as pushing, hitting or
slapping

F. How to take afall or afaint

G. How to avoid the most common un-met challenge of young
performers: wandering in a scene

H. How to stay “in character” at all times

I. How to avoid upstaging oneself (a quite common problem with
most young performers)

J. How to always be listening, reacting and giving to the other
actors in the scene, not just saying or singing lines or making
certain blocking moves at the correct time

The Little Fireworks Kids Opera Company, New Hampshire Estates Elementary
School, Silver Spring, MD. © NEA Today

If you begin with this type of orientation and insist that your per-
formers have these general skillsin practice at all times, the acting in
your final public performance will be more effective and ultimately
more moving for the audience. And isn’t that the primary goal of all
theater?

Finaly, use your eyes and ears. Does the work look and sound
energetic? Is the “picture” interesting? Can the performers be under-
stood? Always set a high bar for the students work and yours.
Becoming an excellent performer and director is part of “the process.”

It'sagreat tradition, so let’s be sure that we are al striving for these
basic standards from the beginning. Happy directing...

—Joseph Golden, COO Advisor & Department Head of the Schwob
School of Music, Columbus State University, Columbus, GA

MOG Note: Learn more about elements of staging and performing at
the COO Southern Regional Conference, Columbus State University,
February 2004, and COO Advanced Teacher Training, New York City,
Summer 2004. For more information, please email coo@operaed.org










