
I'm not sure that today's children listen to a lot of classical opera. When I was growing up, Saturday 

afternoons were a time when the children in my family needed to be very quiet. Texaco sponsored the 

Metropolitan Opera of the week and my mother was absolutely fanatical about hearing each week's 

performance. WETA-FM still continues the tradition today on Saturday in Washington. Ed Sullivan often 

had opera singers in his weekly variety show and we would imitate what we thought were pretty crazy 

sounds. I remember seeing a black-and-white version of Madame Butterfly when I was probably about 

10 and being pretty mesmerized by the story especially the last scene where she kills herself. How cool 

was that. But overall I think opera is an acquired taste and it's taken me quite a few years to develop it. 

The Washington National Opera offers what they call an opera “look-in” once a year at the Kennedy 

Center. Most of the time these look-ins have been designed for older students. But this year we were 

invited to bring students down to the look-in for the new production of Moby Dick. Pretty easy story for 

all the boys and girls to understand, crazy Captain Ahab chases white whale all over the ocean for 

revenge for losing his leg. Mostly male singers so pretty easy on the ears. And the time period of the 

story overlaps a little bit of both fourth and fifth grade social studies. So with thanks to the Home and 

School Association for helping get five buses, on Friday morning we set off to see bits and pieces of this 

production. 

An opera look-in is an opportunity for boys and girls to actually understand some of the magic of 

stagecraft. There is some singing so that children can listen to voices that have been trained to sing in 

this style. The orchestra always has a little piece where they get to demonstrate how music can set 

different moods. This year the orchestra performed a selection demonstrating how water can be 

represented and how trumpets can make the sound of a whale breathing come to life. The costume 

specialist came out and showed how a two legged man can turn into Captain Ahab and his peg leg with 

some special harnesses and straps and a specially designed coat that camouflages the good leg that's 

being held up. One of the characters, a young seamen named Pip was played by a woman (it’s called a 

pants role). She gave a pretty good demonstration of flying across the stage in a harness. All interesting 

stuff to be sure. 

Most interesting is the use now of projection images during an opera. The orchestra performed the 

prelude with a large black screen across the stage. Projected on the screen were stars that were turned 

into constellations and eventually the mast of a large ship appeared in the midst of the stars. To 

demonstrate small boats chasing the whale the singers climbed up the backdrop wall and had the 

outlines of boats projected around them. There was a demonstration on how to project on a flat surface 

and what adjustments are done when the surfaces are curved to make the picture still clear for the 

viewer. I must admit that this was the section of the morning that I found the most interesting. As we 

headed back to the buses this was what the students were buzzing about. How they took those pictures 

and made the scene come to life for them.  

This new production of Moby Dick was written in 2010 and designed to use all these new electronic 

advances. Other operas are being updated in a similar way by having the story moved to a different time 

period with updated costumes and sets. Because as much as I listened to a lot of operas growing up, it 

wasn't until I actually got to see performances on stage where they started to make a lot of sense. The 



music is glorious and I certainly have sung a lot of opera choruses over the years. But getting to see the 

action along with the music is what really makes the art form it is. I expect that it will take a long time 

for many of the boys and girls who went on last Friday's field trip to develop a love of opera. Many of 

them won't at all. But realizing all the other effort that goes into making a production will make nights 

seeing the Lion King, or Mary Poppins, or even some rock band unnamed at this time a little more 

exciting for them. The goal of an arts integration school isn't to create lots of little artists, though we 

have quite a few that have gone on to really exciting opportunities in the arts. I think the goal is to give 

children an appreciation of the work that goes into making art. So thank you to the National Opera for 

including younger children this year in the look in. Moby Dick is a little difficult for elementary school-

age children. But this summer the Lion King will be playing at the Kennedy Center and if they haven’t 

already seen it your boys and girls will be astounded. I wish they had a look-in.  I would love to know 

how they make those animals move across the stage! 

 


