During that same week, a week in which I contemplated our lack of attention toward script analysis, I was asked by the chair of the Opera Department to watch two Puccini one-acts that were in their last week of rehearsals.  I was supposed to give acting notes to the singers.  One of the pieces was a comedy, call Johnny Schicci, and the second a tragic opera called Seur Angelica.  Both were sung beautifully at the rehearsal I watched, and both were acted very badly.  The comic opera was not at all funny, though the places where it was supposed to be were painfully clear.  The tragic opera, if it was moving at all, was so as a result of the music and lovely singing, but not because of the effect the acting had on the story.

Jonny Schicci is a farce, and like so many comic operas, it is dependent on disguise and mistaken identity; and the resulting misunderstandings these devices cause.  The characters are, for the most part, superficial and one-dimensional.  Each is vain, or greedy, or cheap, or selfish.  What makes the story funny is the plot complications caused by the characters’ misunderstanding of the situations as they unfold and their need to get the things they want.  The audience watching the story, because they know more than the characters on stage, are able to delight in both the anticipation of what the misinformed characters will do, and in the eventual misguided actions themselves – those expected and otherwise.  

Farce is formulaic material.  Certain choices will work and others will not.  A careful reading of the script would tell the actor/singers the kinds of choices they should make – if they recognize the kind of play they are in. In a farce the actors have two important obligations – the first is to react to the unfolding story every time new information is delivered, and the second, to make huge acting choices because, for the characters they play, each situation is life and death.  If the actors cannot deliver in these two areas, the audience’s expectations will not be met.  The singer/actors in the rehearsal I saw failed in both categories, and what I watched was simply not funny.  I should point out here that, as is often the case with opera, the director spent little or no time during rehearsal analyzing the storyline, and most of the singer/actors had considered nothing beyond the music they were singing, not even the meaning of the words they sang.  

The dramatic opera centered on a young woman who had been forced by her rich family to enter a convent after giving birth out of wedlock. She had been forced to abandon her infant, and for years had been deprived of any news of her child.  When, after seven years, her austere aunt, a powerful princess, visits her in order to have some papers signed, the young nun has the opportunity to find out about her child and, perhaps, negotiate a visit with him.  

The key scene in the opera is, of course, the scene between the princess/aunt and her fallen niece. The former requires the niece’s signature, and the latter very badly needs some news of the child she brought into the world.  For both characters, the situation is a dramatic one.  They each need something from the other, and both find themselves in a position in which they might have to give up something in order to get something back.  Further, both have reasons to be uncomfortable about the meeting.  Each has cause to be ashamed.  The aunt has treated her niece cruelly; the niece has shamed her powerful and influential family.  Yet, the reason they are together in this room, to get what they need, is the real source of dramatic interest for the audience.  It is the source of conflict, and that conflict can, if each actor plays her objective strongly, provide the throughline of action, or in other words, tell the story of the scene.

Invariably in opera, the music provides the audience and actors with obvious clues about the emotional content of the situation.  It is therefore redundant for the actors to focus on what they are feeling, yet that is exactly what the singers were doing in the rehearsal I saw.  From beginning to end both actors were indulging in two primary emotions, sadness and anger.  When, in the scene, the young nun had to beg for a chance to see her child, she venomously hurled her arms around her aunt’s ankles as though she was trying to maliciously trip the princess rather than attempting to beg for forgiveness.  The aunt, for her part, seemed more like a cardboard villain from a gaslight melodrama than a human being struggling to decide between her feelings of forgiveness and her need to uphold an ancient judgment. Yes, the music and voices were beautiful, but there was no acting going on on stage.  If anything, the emoting of the performers took away from the effect created by the music, and certainly did nothing to create and maintain the moment-to-moment story the librettist had written.
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