
 1 

 
Garsington Opera for All 
 

Semele (2017) 
 

Learning Pack for Teachers 
 
 
 

Composer: George Frideric Handel 
Librettist: William Congreve, after Ovid 
First Performance: 10 February 1744 at the Covent Garden Theatre, London 

 
 
Handel was the most prominent composer of the 18th century, composing within the Baroque 
style and period.  He composed new work quickly and most of his opera’s and oratorios use the 
format of opera seria, where the objects are based in classical myth, histories or romantic legends. 
In the last 60 years, Handel’s music has been the most commonly revived of his peers. 
 
A few interesting things to note about Handel’s composition: 

• The da capo aria  
Handel uses recitative to push the story forward in his opera’s and then uses arias to allow 
us to hear the inside thoughts and workings of the characters.  Da capo arias in Handel’s 
work tend to be based on a very small number of words which are repeated in different 
ways to show different moods and thoughts of the character.  The aria tends to be in three 
parts.  Parts one and two differ in mood and thought and part three returns to the 
beginning (da capo meaning from the top – in Italian it translates as ‘from the head’).  The 
only difference is that the singer will add ornamentation and vocal flourishes.  In Handel’s 
time, these ornamentations could be really over the top as they were an opportunity for 
the singer to show off what their voice could do.  Today they are less decorated to allow 
the story of the opera to continue.  

• Trouser roles 
Occasionally in opera, women are cast to play men.  This is because of where the composer 
wants the character’s voice to sit (in this case higher than a male voice tends to sing).  This 
is called a trouser role.  Handel was writing music at a time when Castrati singers were 
very fashionable and would be seen as the superstars of the music world.  Over time, and 
as this fell out of favour, the roles were often taken on by women dressed as men.  Today 
these roles may be sung by a woman, or a man singing at countertenor range.  

• Coloratura 
Handel aria’s often feature runs – a collection of lots of changing notes that feel very fast 
and all take place on one word.  This collection of notes is called coloratura and means ‘to 
colour’ the music.  Often Handel will use this in moments of high emotion for his singers.  
The feeling is often that they can no longer hold back their thoughts and the music and 
words pour out of them.   

 
For further explanation of terms, see the glossary on p10. 
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SEMELE 
  

Semele is an oratorio, which draws upon Greek mythology.  In the story, the mortal Semele is 
snatched away by Jupiter, a god after whom she pines and taken to the heavens to live with him 
there.  His wife Juno, goddess of marriage, is furious to hear the news and vows to revenge herself 
upon them both.  She enlists the help of Somnus, god of sleep to exact her revenge – ending in 
Semele’s destruction.  The story asks questions about the measures we will take to secure the 
affections of someone we love, revenge, jealousy and betrayal, adoration and the power of 
dreams.  
 
CHARACTERS  
 

Gods of the ancient world had both Greek and Latin (Roman) names.  Here`s a chart of some of 
the characters mentioned in the opera and the name with which we will refer to them.  
 

Semele, daughter to King Cadmus Soprano 

Jupiter, King of the gods, god of the sky, law, and fate Tenor 

Juno, goddess of marriage, wife of Jupiter Mezzo-soprano 

Cadmus, King of Thebes Bass 

Athamus, Prince of Boeotia Countertenor 

Iris, messenger of Juno, goddess of rainbow Soprano 

Ino, sister of Semele Mezzo-soprano 

Somnus, god of sleep Bass 

Apollo, god of music, poetry, prophecies and healing. Tenor 

High Priest Bass 
 

* In previous productions of this work, Athamus has been played by a mezzo-soprano/alto singer 
in male costume (a Trouser Role). 
 
DOING IT YOURSELF 
 

There are lots of exciting and dramatically rich themes to begin exploring the opera, Semele.  In 
our workshops, we will be working with both primary and secondary schools.  The following pack 
is to support you in replicating some of the things you see or applying these exercises to other art 
forms and operas.  
 
WARMING UP YOUR COMPANY 
 

Opera is about communicating a story using your body and your voice.  Therefore, it is important 
to get our bodies and voices warmed up and ready to work.  Detailed below are a few exercises 
you could try: 
 
THEATRE WARM UPS 
 

Tap 8 
Starting with the head and working your way down the body this exercise begins with 8 taps of 
head followed by 8 taps of the shoulders, knees and toes.  Repeat the steps above but tap 6 times, 
then 4, 2 and ending with one tap of each body part.  You can add a cheer or chant or dance to the 
end.  
Extensions 

• You can work to get them speaking this at a faster rhythm.  
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• You can miss out numbers or substitute a number for a clap, stamp or other sound. 

• Try saying it with different voices types/sound qualities (whispered or adding an emotion).  
 
Shake it Off 
A variation of Tap 8 but using right arm, left arm, right leg, left leg.  Start with 8 shakes of each in 
order, and then decrease to 6 of each, 4 of each, 2 of each and end with 1 shake of each.  Get the 
group to strike a pose or chant something together at the end so we are excited about reaching 
our goal.  
Get the group to think about energy, clarity and balance so it looks as good as possible.  
Extensions 

• Instead of counting, I sometimes make this about magic or a bee being in the body.  Make 
the shake more elaborate and unbound and pass the shake from different parts of the 
bodies (including noses, ears, tummies etc.).  A silly and fun way to get us moving.  

 
Clap and Shh 
Around the circle, one by one, pass a clap around as quickly as you can.  Every member of the 
group should get to clap and you are not allowed to clap until the person next to you has passed it 
to you.  
Extensions 

• Try getting faster – time the young people and see if you can set yourself a new record.  

• Send a shh around the circle in the opposite direction.  Make sure the direction indicated is 
really clear.  

• Pass the clap in one direction and the shh in the other simultaneously.  See if both stories 
come back to you (they will meet in the middle).  Remind young people that it will get 
slower here in order for it to work and try and remove all extra sounds other than the clap 
or the shh.  

• As above but get them to focus on an object in the middle of the circle (watch, keys) so 
they can’t watch the sound moving around the space.  

• As above but get them to do it with their eyes closed.  They may need to take a small step 
into the circle and closer together for this.  
 

Hip Hop 

• When I say hip, you say hop 

• When I say hop, you say hip etc.. 

• Hip – Hop 

• Attention (salute) – wobble wobble wobble (touch floor) 

• Knight (roll hands) – fever (point in air) 

• Roller (arch arms forward) – coaster (hands back as if screaming) 

• Ginger bread house (hands above head in roof shape) – come in my pretties (witch voice 
leaning forward) 

• Crick (click hands low) – crack (jump and clap in air) 

• Call the cops (old lady witnessing a robbery) – leg it (all run and change positions in circle) 

• Last person to arrive back is the next person who stands in the middle of circle to lead the 
call and response. 
 

Knights and Castles 

• You call out the following instructions, the cast walk around the space in between.   

• Knights – 2 people, one makes a chair other sits on it with arm in air 
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• Joust – 3 people, two make the horse the other is the joust rider 

• Castles – 5 people, four make a circle joining hands in air like the turrets of a castle, one 
person is inside being the damsel in distress! 

• Boats – 6 people, sit on floor with legs either side of each other rowing 
 
VOCAL WARM UPS 
 

People can get a little scared of vocal warm-ups, and nervous of rights and wrongs.  But truly there 
is nothing to worry about.  They can and should be fun, and something both leader and group can 
look forward to.  
 
If you are to work over a number of sessions and weeks, then don’t think you must do something 
different each time.  The opposite, in fact; build a small repertoire of warm-ups which you and the 
group undertake, in the same order, at the start of each session.  This way, not only do you have 
to ‘lead’ it less and less as the group become familiar with each exercise and what’s coming next, 
but the whole thing takes on a somewhat ritualistic quality – focusing the group on the work 
ahead.  And for this reason, don’t think of these ‘warm-ups’ as something to do only before 
performance or a particularly singing-related activity: they’re a good way to begin every session. 
 
So, the three areas of warm-ups to always cover are: 1) physical – good posture, waking up the 
facial muscles, controlled breathing; 2) warming up the voice gently; and 3) diction – a few 
tongue-twisters to get the heart racing! 
 
Physical 
Standing well is a good way of ensuring the voice has the best chance of working.  Feet slightly 
apart, (shoulder-width, or one foot under each hip), and shoulders relaxed and down.  Arms 
hanging by the side; not crossed or in pockets.  It’s important the chest is open and there is no 
tension.  Try palms facing forwards – it feels a little strange at first but it’s amazing how such a 
simple adjustment opens the chest and makes a difference.  Then take a few gentle but deep 
breaths in through the nose (without tensing or raising shoulders!), and out through the mouth 
(without collapsing the shoulders or slumping).  Then give the face a rub – wake up the muscles.  
Make big faces, then little scrunched up faces.  
 
Warming up the voice 
Try drawing a pattern in the air with your finger, and giving that pattern a vocal sound. If the 
pattern goes high or low, swoops quickly or slowly, then the sound does the same.  Try this to a 
hum first, and everyone can take a breath when they need it.  Perhaps they write their name in 
the air, or draw a picture. Next do it to an ‘aah’, then an ‘oo’ and finally an ‘ee’.  Encourage big 
outstretched-arm movements, so the voice goes from highest to lowest. 
 
Go on a motorbike ride.  Not literally!  But hop on an imaginary motorbike and blow out through 
your lips, making a buzzing (‘engine’) sound.  Breathing when you need to, everyone can go on 
their own (standing-still) pretend-journey, clutching handle bars, swerving right and left, speeding 
up and slowing down.  
 
Diction 
This is all about ‘the teeth, the lips, the tip of the tongue’.  In fact, that is a popular warm-up line 
to say out loud, since it involves lots of facial shapes, consonants and vowels.  Sing it on a note, or 
up a scale, or simply say it.  Everyone knows a few tongue-twisters to have a go at (e.g. Peter Piper 
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picked a peck of pickled peppers, or Red Lorry-Yellow Lorry etc.), but simple gobbledygook 
phrases, spoken by the leader and echoed back by the group, work just as well.  
E.g. Pipper-popper-pepper-popper-pipper-popper-poo (the group repeat), titter-totter-tetter-
totter-titter-totter-too, ninny-nonny-nenny-nonny-ninny-nonny-noo, Scooby-dooby-scooby-
dooby-scooby-dooby-doo, Yabba-dabber-yabba-dabba-yabba-dabba-doo… and so on.  Once a few 
have been learned, you can choose a different person to lead and the group will copy.  It’s 
important each word is pronounced clearly and precisely.  
 
Songs 
Complete your warm-up with a song (or two).  There is no magic to what makes a good warm-up 
song.  Anything the group enjoy singing will work.  Let It Go, Don’t stop believin’- it can be 
anything.  Ballads are better than rock numbers because they have longer, lyrical melody lines.  
Try moving the starting pitch up for a second-time-through, to encourage use of a slightly higher 
register (though never stray into pinched territory.  The sound must always be open and free).  
Tony Chestnut is a silly, ingenious song which is simple to learn, but really has value when actions 
are introduced.  

 
 
The actions are simply pointing at the body part you are singing about: Toe-knee Chest-nut (head) 
nose eye love-him (heart)… that’s what (you decide!) toe-knee-nose. 
 
TELLING THE STORY 
 

Below are three different exercises you can use to get your class involved in telling the story of 
Semele together.  This idea can be adapted to any other opera or story you might want to tackle.  
Note: These have been written for the oldest age group and might not all be appropriate in content 
for primary aged children. You will know your children best so feel free to alter them, drop 
elements of the story, pick up others and create something which reflects the maturity and ability 
of your group.  
 
1) Dilemmas 
 

These dilemmas can be used to get people engaging with the subject matter before they know 
anything about the story.  Get the group to stand together in the middle of the space, ideally in a 
line across the length of a room.  Label one side of the room ‘Yes’ and one side of the room ‘No’ – 
always keep this the same.  Ask the group the questions below.  They have to show their answer 
by moving to the correct side of the room.  These are meant to deliberately force people to make 
a decision even though there are many factors which would affect their answer.  You can get 
people to volunteer to explain their position in the form of debate.  Make sure everyone is 
listening and people have an opportunity to respond.  For now, these are in an order that 
corresponds with the structure of the opera.  You can use this as an introduction to the themes or 
use it in order to tell your story, peppering the synopsis between questions.  
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Intro questions 
- Marmite is delicious 
- Salt popcorn is better than sweet popcorn.  
- Do you believe in love at first sight? 

Semele themed 
- Love is more important than family.  
- Should you get married to someone if they’re not perfect? 
- Do you always do what your parents tell you to do? 
- Can you fall in love with someone before you’ve even met them? 
- The grass is always greener on the other side.  
- Equality is the most important thing in a successful relationship. 
- Would you stick by a friend even if you thought they were in the wrong? 
- Would you do something you know is against the rules if the price is right? 
- Can you go back on a promise? 

 
2) Synopsis Split 
 

Divide your class into six groups.  To prevent them from only working with people they know, you 
can number them 1-6 around the room and then ask all the number 1s to work together etc.  This 
is great for getting your young people to work with a wider circle and to hear new perspectives.   
Provide each group with a numbered bit of paper detailing their part of the story.  Each group is 
responsible for telling their section of synopsis.  Firstly, get them to read their section aloud to 
each other (but making sure no one else overhears).  They then have to stage it somehow.  They 
can do this using tableaux (freeze-frames), modern dance, mime, acting etc.  They must decide 
where their audience is and they should allocate someone to play the role of narrator (they can 
take it in turns) to ensure that the rest of the class get the story as clearly as possible and to 
prevent you from having to fill in the gaps.  Time permitting, you can decide if you want to add 
rules on how much text they can create.  Once they’ve prepared their sections, show them to the 
rest of the group in order.  Groups watch the story re-enacted bit by bit to learn it as a whole.  
Extension 

• You may choose to leave the last section and get the class to make it together en-masse.  

• The group can return to this, practicing their delivery and other groups can provide 
constructive feedback 

• You could extend this by adding everyone into each part of the scene and build it in more 
detail.   

• This can be scripted or part of a general writing exercise.  
 

1) Semele, daughter of King Cadmus, is due to be married to Prince Athamus but keeps 
finding excuses to delay the wedding.  She is secretly in love with Jupiter, King of gods and 
although she has never laid eyes on him, she is determined to love only him.  Her sister Ino 
doesn’t want her to marry Athamus either as she is in love with him herself.  King Cadmus 
is furious at the delay and orders Semele to go ahead with the wedding.  Just before it 
takes place, roaring thunder begins to sound and a fire ignites on the altar of the temple.  
The priests are certain this is a sign that the gods are unhappy and order everyone to run 
for their lives.  
 

2) Having fled the temple, Ino confides to Athamus that she loves him.  They are interrupted 
by King Cadmus who tells them that, while running away from the temple, Semele has 
been snatched up by a giant eagle and flown away.  The priests tell him that the eagle was 
in fact Jupiter, and he should rejoice knowing his daughter has been taken away to the 
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heavens.  Semele arrives in Jupiter’s kingdom and is shown to a palace that he has built 
especially for her.  She is blissfully happy.  

 
3) Juno, goddess of marriage and Jupiter’s wife, is appalled to hear from her messenger Iris, 

that Jupiter has brought Semele away from earth and has built her a palace to live in.  Juno 
vows to take her revenge upon Semele.  Iris tells her that the palace is guarded by two 
dragons.  Juno knows she will require help if she is to make it inside.  She immediately sets 
off to find Somnus, god of sleep to enlist him in her plan to make Semele pay.  

 
4) Now that she has finally achieved her dream to live in Jupiter’s kingdom, Semele finds that 

it is not as great as she thought it would be.  Jupiter is hardly ever there, only occasionally 
coming to visit her.  She finds herself lonely and bored.  She is also worried that, not being 
a goddess herself, Jupiter will soon grow bored of her.  Although Jupiter has tried to create 
a paradise for her, she is in need of human company.  On seeing her unhappiness, Jupiter 
summons forth her sister Ino to give her company and talk to her of home.  

 
5) Juno arrives in the cave of sleep and asks Somnus to help her with her plans of revenge.  

Unhappy at being woken, Somnus tries to send her away but Juno promises him all of his 
dreams and desires if he helps her. He agrees and the plan is set in motion.  Somnus will 
first make the dragons guarding Semele’s palace sleep so that Juno can enter.  He will also 
send Jupiter a dream that will make him grant whatever Semele wishes of him.  On arriving 
in the kingdom, Juno disguises herself as Semele’s sister Ino and tells her that in order to 
become a goddess, Semele must make Jupiter appear to her in his natural form rather than 
as a human.  

 
6) Jupiter awakens from his dream and goes to find Semele.  He sees that Semele is again 

upset and, under the lull of Somnus’ dream he agrees to grant her whatever she wishes to 
make her happy again.  Now that she has his word, she demands that he appear before her 
in his natural form.  He knows it will not end well and that his godlike form will be too 
much for her to bear but having given his word, he agrees.  He appears to her and she 
immediately dies.  Juno gloats and Jupiter mourns.  Back on earth, they learn of Semele’s 
fate.  Apollo, god of music and healing, brings them news that from Semele’s ashes, a son 
and god (Bacchus, god of wine) has been born.  

 
3) Tableaux Story 
 

The group can either be split into smaller groups of equal size for the duration of the exercise or 
you can play a game which gets them to continuously find new groups.  Get the class moving 
around the room with Stop and Go (detailed below).  Call out a number and get the class to find 
groups of that size before the end of a countdown (10 seconds is plenty of time).  Encourage them 
to get into groups with the people closest to them at the time the group size is announced.  Any 
people left over can be added into the existing groups.  From these groups ask them to make a 
tableaux /frozen picture/photograph.  They should be telling the story with their faces and their 
bodies.  Start off with ideas like a roller coaster ride, a scary movie, and food fight etc.  The class 
can take it in turns to look and comment on what makes the most exciting images (interesting 
shapes, people being at different levels etc).  You can then use these tableaux to tell your story.  
Note – this does lead to more ambiguity so it’s up to you to try and tell the story to keep it on track. 
Sometimes you can pick a tableau which has the closest likeness to the story and get everyone else 
to relax and look at it.  Or you can get everyone to relax while you tell him or her the story.  
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1) An unwanted wedding 
2) A terrible storm 
3) Attack of the giant eagle (they could make this in groups) 
4) Paradise 
5) I want revenge! 
6) A family reunion (you could cut the Ino story here if you wanted to keep things simpler) 
7) Crazy dreams 
8) Promises 
9) Winners and losers 

 
Extensions 

This activity can be used to begin any creative work.  Once you have a strong tableau in place, 
you can build upon this by: 

1. Bringing it to life for three seconds 
2. Adding words (keep it simple) 
3. Creating a scene and having the tableaux fall at the beginning middle or end.  

• Group tableau – you can get the whole class to make a giant tableau which is great for 
setting big scenes.  

• This can extend to character development, story writing, letter writing, and script work.  
 
STAGING A SCENE 
 

If you’re not used to staging work with your group, this can feel intimidating but here is a 
stagecraft exercise you can use to get the group following your instruction.  The below exercise 
provides a tool kit for you and the group you are working with to have a common language when 
creating movement.  Where possible, link it to the topic you are exploring (i.e. shouting ‘Apollo’ 
could make everyone reach up towards the heavens).  
 
Stop and Go 
Get your group to move around the room adhering to the following instructions.  Add them in one 
after the other and over time.  

• Find a space (spread out evenly within the parameters of your working space) 

• Go (walk around the room) 

• Stop (stop) 
While moving, encourage the group to keep filling the spaces.  

• Change direction (individuals must walk in a different direction). 

• Centre (make a group in the middle of the room – this shouldn’t be so tightly packed that 
you can’t do any of the other instructions.) 

• Clear the space (move to the edges of the room) 

• Fold (slow motion collapse to the floor) 

• Unfold (stand back up) 

• Favourite place (point to a space in the room that you think is important.  Stare at it like 
under a spell) 

• Look (turn and look at someone across the space.  It’s quick and sharp and once you’ve 
turned you have to hold it.  If ‘look’ is said again, look somewhere new.  You don’t have to 
be making eye contact with the person you’re looking at.  Extend how far you can lean to 
look, use different levels etc.).  

• Speeds (1-5) or (super slow- super speedy). Make sure everyone is walking at the same 
speed.  Accuracy is the most important.  
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o Speed 1 slow motion 
o Speed 2 calm walk 
o Speed 3 normal walking speed 
o Speed 4 bit of a rush 
o Speed 5 rush 

If you’re worried about safety you can just ask one or two people to go at faster speeds.  
Always remind them that stopping is important.  

• Add levels - high (tall shape) or low (small shape).  
Extensions 

• Add spacing detail.  Gas for far apart walking, liquid for walking close together and rock for 
centre (touching this time).  Links with sciences too.  Add sounds effects for each (gas - 
bubbling, water – hissing, etc.) 

• Mood walks – think about how they would walk if they were feeling a certain way 
(happy/sad). They can try this individually or you can pick unanimous speeds etc.  

• Opposites – can play opposites with instructions go/stop/high/low etc.  

• Character walk – thinking about characters we have you can add in details about them 
(characteristics like moody, playful etc.).  How would they walk using different speeds etc.? 

o What action would they have? 
o What might they say?  
o Can get these characters to meet each other.  See Y4 plan for details.  

 
Exploring the ancient gods 
This exercise is aimed at primary age students. 
You were introduced to the characters in Semele on page 2 and you can see that the gods are very 
influential on the lives of the characters in our opera.  Jupiter, god of the sky breaks up a wedding 
with mighty thunder, Somnus, the god of sleep can enter peoples’ dreams, Apollo, god of music 
would be welcome at any party!   

• Split into groups of 4-5 

• Make up a new god that would benefit your lives 

• As a group decide on a scenario that the god influences – (perhaps a god of party food 
delivers all your favorite food) 

• Rehearse this scene as a group 

• Perform the scenes to the rest of the class 
 
TEACHING A CHORUS 
 

Included in this pack are three excerpts from the opera, which may be suitable for teaching to 
your group: 
 
Endless pleasure is the shortest and simplest (both vocally, and in piano accompaniment).  A 
creative extension to this might be for your group to compose ‘verses’ (words and music) related 
to fun and pleasure, and use the Handel as a linking ‘chorus’.  
 
Where e’er you walk is the most well-known melody from the opera, and although written as a 
single solo, it could be split across various soloists from your group, or indeed sung as a chorus.  
Although there are a lot of notes in the accompaniment, the tempo is very slow, so it’s not as 
difficult as it appears. 
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Lucky omens is for chorus at the beginning and end, with a duet in the middle.  You may have 
soloists who could sing this central section, or simply use the outer sections.  
 
These sections have been chosen not only for their ‘singability’ by a younger group, but also 
because they have strong dramatic themes that may be transferable for inclusion in your own re-
interpretation of the opera.  
 
GLOSSARY 
 

Aria 
 

A moment in which a singer enjoys a solo moment with the audience.  The 
aria, meaning ‘on the air’ 

Baroque A style of music from the 17th and 18th centuries.  

Bass A classical voice singing in the lower range of the male voice. 

Countertenor A classical voice singing in the higher range of the male voice (falsetto); often 
heard in sacred music. 

Da capo aria An aria style from the Baroque period, which sees the music performed in 
three sections.  Sections one and two usually vary in speed and mood and the 
third section is a repeat to the beginning (da capo meaning ‘on the head’ or 
from the top).  Singers would often add ornamentation on the repeat of 
section one.  

Falsetto When the male voice sings beyond its usual vocal range accessing the higher 
parts of their voice. 

Mezzo-soprano A classical voice singing in the lower range of the female voice.  

Opera A story that is told through the voice with singing and staging.  

Opera seria A style of opera usually on a serious or classical theme.  

Oratorio Like an opera, an oratorio includes the use of a choir, soloists, an ensemble, 
various distinguishable characters, and arias.  It tends to be unstaged 
although in recent years, people have begun staging Handel oratorios. 

Ornamentation Musical flourishes that decorate a melody line.  These are often a series of 
fast notes and can be long runs or short embellishments.  

Recitative Music that is sung with a speech like quality.  

Run A rapid series of musical notes often sung on the same word.  

Soprano A classical voice singing in the higher range of the female voice.  

Tableaux A frozen picture or freeze frame made by a set of actors.  

Tenor A classical voice singing in the higher range of the male voice without using 
falsetto.  

Trouser role Where a female singer is cast to play a man’s role and will appear in men’s 
clothing. 
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