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The Purpose of this guide: 
 
This study guide is intended to aid you, the teacher, in increasing your students’ understanding and 
appreciation of opera. As this may be many of your students’ first opera, providing this information before 
attending the performance will increase their familiarity with the material and therefore produce a positive 
experience.   
 
Through this guide we will provide you with background on the composer, history of the source material for the 
opera, a synopsis of the story, and activities that can be incorporated into your curriculum. If you have a limited 
amount of time we suggest that you concentrate on the cast of characters, the plot synopsis, and some of the 
musical and dramatic highlights of the opera. 
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Background Information: 

 
Information for teachers and middle and high school students 

 

What is OPERA? 
 
When most people think about opera they picture someone wearing horns, and singing in a loud voice. And, 
someone must also die at the end of the opera, right? Well we are here to tell you that opera is much more 
than that. First, Opera is a story told through music. The music can be accompanied by an orchestra and 

opera singers train for years to be heard over the orchestra. To sing like this, an opera singer must be in 
incredible physical shape and in fact, many opera singers supplement their vocal training with physical training 
such as yoga, tai chi, and dance.  

Opera began in Italy when a group of artists and great thinkers of the time formed a group called the Florentine 

Camerata. The Camerata wanted to recreate the ancient Greek form of theatre – which they believed was 

sung. Opera quickly caught on and became a popular form of theatre throughout Europe. Its popularity is 

probably due to the fact that it combines visual art (sets, costumes), drama (the story, acting), dance 

(sometimes even a full ballet) and music (the orchestra, the singing). Operas are based on myths, folktales, 

great works of literature, biblical stories, fantasy, as well as real-life stories. Operas are written in many 

languages. Recently opera houses began to use supertitles (or surtitles), which are like captions for opera. 

Even if you don’t speak the language of the opera, you will know what is going on by watching the super titles 

above the stage.  

Opera is special because it takes so many people to make it work. Several elements put together make opera 

a spectacle for your eyes AND ears. First, singers who perform in operas have different voice types. Women 

singers are designated as Soprano (high), Mezzo-soprano (medium), and Contralto (low). Men are 

categorized as, Tenor (high), Baritone (medium), and Bass (low). Principals are the singers who have 

“named” roles such as Pamina in The Magic Flute or Mimì in La bohème. The group of singers who assist the 

action are called the Chorus. Sometimes, a children’s chorus helps to tell the story (Carmen, Turandot, Hansel 

and Gretel). Most operas also use Supernumeraries or “supers”. These actors do not sing but serve an 

important role on stage by participating in the story as extras in the opera (just like in a movie).  

The stage director helps the singers by telling them where and how to move on the stage. The conductor 

helps the singers with the music and leads the orchestra and singers during the performance. A costume 

designer creates and builds the costumes that the singers, dancers and supernumeraries will wear. The set 

designer creates what the set will look like and the lighting designer helps create the desired mood or effect 

using special lights. All of the designers work as a team to help to create an opera. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5 

Opera Definitions 

 Aria – a song in an opera 

 Baritone – the mid-range male voice 

 Bass – the lowest male voice 

 Bel Canto – Beautiful Singing 

 Bravissimo – a word used in praising an opera performer 

 Choreography – dancing 

 Coloratura Soprano – a soprano who specializes in music that is distinguished by agile runs 

and leaps 

 Composer – one who writes music 

 Conductor – the leader of the orchestra and performance 

 Costume Designer – the artist who designs the clothing worn by the performers 

 Curtain Call – occurs at the end of the performance when all the cast members and the 

conductor take bows. This can occur in front of the curtain or on the open stage 

 Diva – literally, “goddess” in Italian. An important female opera star. The masculine form is divo 

 Duet – a song for two people to sing together 

 Farce – A light dramatic work in which highly improbable plot situations, exaggerated 

characters, and often slapstick elements are used for humorous effect. 

 Intermission – a break between acts of an opera. The lights go on and the audience is free to 
move around. A Brief History of Root Vegetables has one 15 minute intermission 

 Librettist – the person who writes the text of the opera. This can be an original story – like Cosi 
Fan Tutte ï or an adaptation from an existing work – like Verdi’s Otello adapted from 
Shakespeare’s Othello 

 Libretto – the text or words of an opera 

 Melody – a group of notes organized to make up a musical phrase – like a sentence 

 Mezzo-Soprano – the mid-range female voice 

 Opera – a dramatic presentation which is set to music. Almost all of it is sung, and the orchestra 
is an equal partner with the singers. Like a play, an opera is acted on stage with costumes, 
scenery, makeup, etc. Opera is the plural form of the Latin word opus, which means “work.” 

 Opera Buffa (Italian) – an opera about ordinary people, usually, but not always comic. First 

developed in the eighteenth century 

 Opéra Comique - is a genre of opera that contains spoken dialogue, arias, and occasionally 
recitatives. It emerged out of the popular opéra comiques en vaudevilles of the Fair Theatres of 

St Germain and St Laurent (and to a lesser extent the Comédie-Italienne), which combined 
existing popular tunes with spoken sections. Associated with the same name Paris theatre, 
Opéra-Comique, opéra comique is, despite its name, not always comic or light in nature – 
Bizet’s Carmen, likely the most famous opéra comique, is a tragedy. It is sometimes confused 
with 18th-century French version of the Italian opera buffa, in French known as opéra bouffon. 

 Orchestra pit – sunken area in front of the stage where the orchestra sits 

 Properties (props) – objects that are used or carried by a singer or performer on stage 

 Recitative – the sung dialogue in an opera which is not as melodic as an aria 

 Scenic Designer – the artist who designs the elements on stage 

 Set – walls, furniture, etc. that create space or location 

 Soprano – the highest female voice 

 Stage Director – the person who oversees stage movement, scenery, costumes, etc. 

 Stage Manager – the person who coordinates and manages elements of the performance 

 Supertitles (or surtitles) – the English translations of the opera’s language, in this production 

Italian, that are projected above the stage during a performance to help the audience follow the 
story. Much like subtitles in a foreign film 

 Synopsis – a summary of the story of an opera 

 Tenor – the highest male voice 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/opera
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      A Brief History of    

          Root Vegetables 
                         Music and Libretto by David Heuser 

 
About the composer / librettist é 

 
David Heuser began composing almost immediately after his first piano lessons at the age of seven, writing 
short tunes in imitation of the exercises he was studying. He continued to write music throughout his childhood, 
some for piano, chorus, and wind ensemble, and some for the rock bands he was in. After high school, he 
attended the Eastman School of Music and then the Indiana University School of Music, where he received his 
doctorate degree in music composition in 1995. A native of New Jersey, Heuser has resided in San Antonio 
since 1997. He is a Professor at the University of Texas at San Antonio, where he teaches music composition 
and theory, electronic music, and serves as Associate Chair of the Music Department.  

Heuser is a storyteller, crafting emotional journeys for 
listeners, but his stories go beyond words to things only 
music can speak to. His over 70 compositions range from 
exuberant orchestral works to intimate chamber pieces. 
His most characteristic works are rhythmically active, 
strongly melodic, and often deal with extremes of tempo, 
dynamics and register. Just as a painter fills space, a 
composer fills time, and it is Heuser’s goal to lead the 
listener through the time his music occupies in a way that 
is compelling and moving.  

Heuser's music has been performed by various groups 
and individuals and on festivals and conferences 
throughout the United States and abroad. He has received commissions from such ensembles as the San 
Antonio Symphony, the New York Youth Symphony, the SOLI Chamber Ensemble, and the Texas Music 
Festival Orchestra. Heuser has won the 2007 Columbia Orchestra American Composer Competition, the 2006 
Fauxharmonic Orchestra Composition Contest, and, most recently, was awarded a grant from the Artist 
Foundation of San Antonio. He is currently writing a comic opera.  

Heuser’s music is published by Non Sequitur Music, and works of his can be found on recordings on the 
Albany Records (Cauldron and Not here, but there), Capstone (Still Life With Fruit), and Equilibrium (Deep 
Blue Spiral) labels. Heuser is a founding member of the Composers Alliance of San Antoino (CASA), and his 
work White Towns can be found on that group's first CD "Works by San Antonio Composers Performed by San 

Antonio Performers" 

Websites: 

 
David Heuser: http://www.davidheuser.com/ 

   

 
 
 

http://music.utsa.edu/
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/
http://www.albanyrecords.com/cgi-bin/miva?Merchant2/merchant.mv+Screen=PROD&Store_Code=AR&Product_Code=TROY490
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/cauldron.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/nothere.htm
http://www.capstonerecords.org/CPS-8721.html
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/stillife.htm
http://www.equilibri.com/recordings/rec_49.eq
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/dbs.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/dbs.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/CASA.htm
http://whitetowns.htm/
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/CASACD.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/CASACD.htm
http://www.davidheuser.com/
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David Heuser Timeline 
 

World Events Year Heuser Events 
Grace Slick performs for the first time with Jefferson 
Airplane in October. 

1966 David Heuser born October 28 in Matawan, New 
Jersey 

 
The lunar module Eagle lands on the lunar surface. 
The world watches in awe as Neil Armstrong takes his 
historic first steps on the Moon. 

 
1969 

 
Heuser sleeps through the whole thing. 

 
George Steinbrenner purchases the New York 
Yankees 

 
1973 

 
Begins taking piano lessons from Mrs. Wolman 
next door; Heuser composes his first piece, 
“Waterfall.” International acclaim does not last. 

 
A Japanese World War II soldier, Second Lieutenant 
Hiroo Onoda, surrenders in the Philippines. 

 
1974 

 
Stops taking piano lessons because (according to 
his parents) of his not practicing enough. After 
lessons stop, he suddenly starts practicing more. 
This move reveals deep secrets about his 
personality. 

 
Apple Computer Company is formed by Steve Jobs 
and Steve Wozniak. 

 
1976 

 
Heuser begins taking drum lessons from Mr. 
Pheasant at Strathmore Elementary. Plays in the 
school band. Begs parents for a drum set. 

 
Star Wars opens in cinemas and subsequently 
becomes the then-highest grossing film of all time. 

 
1977 

 
Joins his first rock band, “Warrior,” for whom he 
writes We Go Perfectly. International acclaim does 
not last. Name change to “The Wreckage” doesn’t 
solve any problems. Heuser gets a beautiful 1967 
Ludwig Champaign-sparkle drum set. His mother, 
oddly enough, actually likes to hear him practice. 

 
Cal Ripken, Jr. starts the first game of what eventually 
becomes his record-breaking consecutive games 
played streak of 2,632. 

 
1982 

 
Heuser writes his first large ensemble work, 
Conquest Overture, for his middle school band. 
First rehearsal is a dud as he’s transposed all of 
the parts wrong; second rehearsal goes much 
better. 

 

Def Leppard drummer Rick Allen gets in a serious car 
accident, severing his left arm. 

 

1984 
 

Sells his drum set (a move he still regrets) and 
switches to keyboards in his rock band (now “The 
Coast”). Gets the lead in Bye, Bye Birdie. Takes 
theory classes, and (finally) gets back to piano 
lessons with the wonderful Anne Hannah (who did 
not live next door).  

 

Mikhail Gorbachev becomes General Secretary of the 
Soviet Communist Party and de facto leader of the 
Soviet Union. 

 

1985 
 

Graduates as salutatorian from Matawan Regional 
High School. In his graduation speech, he 
mentions that his great-grandfather, grandfather, 
and father all attended Matawan Regional High 
School. Vows to leave the area so his children are 
spared having all that history on their shoulders.  

 

Nintendo releases the Game Boy portable video game 
system in North America. 

 

1989 
 

Graduates with honors from the Eastman School of 
Music. 

 

Woodstock '94 begins in Saugerties, New York. It is 
the 25-year anniversary of Woodstock in 1969. 
 

Yahoo! is founded in Santa Clara, California. 
 
 
 
 

 

1994 
 
 

1995 
 
 
 
 

 

Marries his high school sweetheart, Cherie Wilson. 
Everyone goes “aw, isn’t that cute.” 
 

Graduates from the Indiana University School of 
Music with a Master of Music and Doctor of Music 
in composition. Wins a New York Youth Symphony 
First Music Commission. Cauldron, for orchestra, is 
premiered at Carnegie Hall, NYC in February 1996. 



 

8 

 
Dolly the sheep, the first mammal to be successfully 
cloned from an adult cell, is born at the Roslin Institute 
in Midlothian, Scotland. 
 
 
 
One million men gather for Promise Keepers’ "Stand 
in the Gap" event in Washington, DC. 
 
 
 
The year number was a palindrome the next 
palindrome year will be 2112. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another second is added, 23:59:60, called a leap 
second, to end the year 2005. The last time this 
occurred was on June 30, 1998. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Year of Mozart, marking the 250th anniversary of the 
birth of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. 
 
 
 
 
Barack Obama is elected the 44th President of the 
United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
International Year of Natural Fibres. 

 
1996 

 
 

 
 
 

1997 
 

 
 

 
2002 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

2006 
 
 

 
 
 

2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2009 

 
Heuser’s doctorate in composition not quite the 
ticket to quick employment he thought it would be. 
Gets by by living in Delaware where his wife has a 
job and relying on his 60-words-a-minute typing 
skills (yes, he was a Kelly girl boy).  
 
Heuser and his wife celebrate the birth of their first 
child, Gwyneth. Heuser interviews for a position at 
UNC-Greensboro. Decides to teach at UT-San 
Antonio instead. Fortunately they’re hiring.  
 
Heuser and his wife celebrate the birth of their 
second child, Julian.  
Heuser’s harrowing electronic piece Cúchulainn's 
Warp-Spasm, is named one of the top-ten San 
Antonio classical music events for the year in the 
San Antonio Express-News. Since then, Heuser’s 
music has been cited five more times on the 
paper’s year-end list. The Pittsburgh Post Gazette 
has also honored him in a similar fashion in 2004 
for his humorous song-cycle Immaculate, Bored, 
Off-Key and Vain.  
 
Writes A Screaming Comes Across the Sky for the 
Texas Music Festival Orchestra. The piece quickly 
wins two awards (the Fauxharmonic Orchestra 
International Composition Contest and the 
Columbia Orchestra’s American Composer 
Competition). For a while, it has more honors (2) 
than performances (1), which Heuser finds 
depressing. 
 
Heuser completes the chamber opera The Golden 
Ax for the Cactus Pear Music Festival. He is 
inspired by its success to contemplate writing a full-
length opera, a decision he has occasionally 
regretted since. 
 
Heuser composes Something Miraculous Burns for 
the San Antonio Symphony; the work premieres in 
November 2007. Then the Texas Music Festival 
Orchestra, after the success of Screaming¸ asks 
for another (longer) piece, commissioning Three 
Lopsided Dances. Heuser reacts to the success of 
his orchestral music by deciding to write an opera. 
Heuser begins to write and compose the full-length 
opera A Brief History of Root Vegetables. His last 
minute plea to change the title to A Brief History of 
Australian Parrots falls on deaf ears.  
 
Heuser has composed over 70 works by now, so 
he guesses it’s not just a hobby. During the course 
of the year, his music is performed in such places 
as San Antonio, New York City, Hawai’i, 
Washington, D.C., San Francisco, Dallas, 
Annapolis, Denton, Miami, Lexington, San Marcos, 
Fresno, Utah, Canada, and Germany. Also, two 
more CDs come out with his music on them. 
Despite all this, international acclaim does not last.  
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An Interview with David Heuser é 
 
When did you begin composing music? 
I began shortly after I started taking piano lessons in second grade. I started to write little one line piano pieces 
that were like the ones I was learning. I was lucky, because no one told me not to write music ï that happens 
to some people. I was also lucky because no one made too big of a deal about it. So, the impulse to write 
always came from me, which I think is an important thing for any artist. 
 
What kinds of things do you write now? 
I write all kinds of music, all of which might be called contemporary classical music ï itôs in the tradition of 
Beethoven and Schubert and Stravinsky, but it doesnôt sound like them, necessarily. Itôs just like contemporary 
painters who work in the tradition of Rembrandt and Van Gogh and Picasso, but donôt look like those painters. 
Anyway, I write music for orchestra, chorus, chamber music for things like string quartets, vocal works, and 
solo works for all kinds of instruments. I also have a few works that use electronic or computer music as well. 
Ok, I havenôt written for classical guitar ï maybe next yearé 
 
Is this your first opera? 
A few years ago I wrote a short half-hour opera on an Aesop fable for the Cactus Pear Music Festival (which is 
here in San Antonio). Itôs for only two singers and woodwind quintet. Itôs a lot smaller than A Brief History of 
Root Vegetables. It was supposed to be a childrenôs piece, but it was performed on a regular festival concert 
with an adult audience and everyone had a good time! Go figure. (It also just got released on a CD with other 
works Cactus Pear commissioned for young audiences. Plug.) 
 
Why did you decide to write a full opera? 
Itôs been something Iôve been thinking about for a few years. It began with a couple of basic ideas (all of which 
made it into the opera): I wanted to do a comedy, I wanted it to be about a family, I wanted it all to take place in 
one day at one location, and I wanted to push many aspects of traditional opera. For example, I wanted to 
invite in any influence I wanted to. So if youôre paying attention, youôll see the Marx Brothers, Monty Python, 
the Firesign Theatre, Arrested Development, and a bunch of other stuff.  
 
Most operas have a librettist who writes the words and a composer who writes the music. You wrote 
both. Why? 
A lot of good advice came my way about opera over the years, and it always seemed to include the mandate: 
donôt write your own libretto! Well, I did it anyway! There were two reasons, I think. I didnôt really know anyone 
else to ask, and I also had such a strong feeling about the ideas I had for the opera. Plus I really wanted to 
challenge myself and sometimes the fear of doing something youôve never done before is a great feeling. After 
youôve done it, the feelingôs even better! 
 
How long did it take you to write the opera? 
I began the libretto in September of 2008. I began writing the music about a month later. I finished the opera in 
piano score about a year later. But between editing it (and teaching at UTSA), scoring it for the instrumental 
ensemble took longer than I wanted it to. I finally finished the last parts for the orchestra in early February, a 
month before the premiere. A bit too close for comfort! So this is pretty much all Iôve done for around a year-
and-a-half. 
 
What is the opera about? 
I can only tell you what I think itôs about - I suspect each audience member will have their own view of it, of 
course. I assume it will be obvious itôs about a dysfunctional family and that at some point they all start looking 
for something. And a couple characters fall in love and lots of people behave badly. And thereôs a guy who can 
only say ñrutabaga.ò But what I think itôs about is interruption. Right from the first scene, youôll see a variety of 
methods I employ to break into the ñnormalò flow of the drama. Some are obvious, like when the stage hands 
enter during the love duet and begin moving the sets around for the next scene. There are also less obvious 
ones. One of my favorites is the long diversion explaining why Claudio can only say ñrutabaga.ò It seems 
completely unnecessary at the time and is so full of tangents. The real joke is that by the end of the opera, it 
turns out the story is kind of important. I also show a complete disrespect from the frame ï the idea that the 
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action takes place on stage, stays on stage, and the characters donôt know thereôs an audience, and so on. 
Youôll notice that most characters are aware of the audience and know they're in an opera. 
 
Whatôs your favorite part of it? 
Thatôs tough ï theyôre all so much like children of mine! But one of the first things I wrote was Fayeôs drunken 
song ñI Knew Coming Back Here Was a Mistake,ò and I still really like that tune. Look for it in Act II, Scene 2.  
 
Why is it called A Brief History of Root Vegetables? 
Look, itôs an absurdist opera, so it deserves an absurdist title. Truthfully, though, if you stick around, all will be 
explained. Sort of. 

 
The Music of David Heuseré  
 
Follow the links below to hear the representative music by composer David Heuser. For a complete listing of 
Dr. Heuser’s music go to http://www.davidheuser.com/works.html.  
 
Orchestra: 

 Three Lopsided Dances (orchestra - 2008) 

Band and Wind Ensemble: 

 Dragons (wind ensemble - 1987) 

Opera: 

 The Golden Ax (an opera in one act for soprano, baritone, and woodwind quintet - 2006) 

Piano Music: 

 November Sonata (2004) 

String Music: 

 Thin Green Traces (vln, pno – 2006) 

Percussion Music: 

 Not here, but there (12 percussionists - 2006)  

Vocal: 

 Arrows (baritone, piano or baritone, clarinet, cello and piano, 2006) 

Choral: 

 The Cuckoo and the Moon (SATB - 2004) 

Electronic and Computer Music: 

 Going to Vermont (amplified marimba, computer music - 2003) 

 

http://www.davidheuser.com/works.html
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/TLD.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/dragons.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/goldenax.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/november.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/TGT.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/nothere.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/arrows.htm
http://www.davidheuser.com/cuckoomoon.htm
http://www.nonsequiturmusic.com/vermont.htm
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About the storyé 

 

Cast of Characters and vocal range: 

 

The children and grandchildren (and their spouses) of Madam Odelia Smyth-Maggót and Pembroke Smyth-
Maggót Senior: 

Pembroke Smyth-Maggót, Jr. (son of Odelia & Pembroke Senior) baritone 
Trophy (his wife) mezzo-soprano 
Pembroke III, known as Pemmie (son of Pembroke, Jr. and Trophy) tenor 
Elaina (Pemmie’s wife) mezzo-soprano 
Valerie (oldest child of Pembroke, Jr. and Trophy) mezzo-soprano 
Bridget (youngest child of Pembroke, Jr. and Trophy) mezzo-soprano 
Faye Smyth-Maggót (daughter of Odelia & Pembroke Senior, Pembroke Jr.’s older sister) mezzo-

soprano 
Talbot Blagh (her ex-husband) lyric baritone  
Travis Blagh (their son) tenor 
Claudio, the family gardener baritone 
Joy, a childhood friend of Travis lyric soprano 
The Narrator baritone 
Pembroke Smyth-Maggót, Senior (also known as the Mysterious Stranger) bass/baritone 
The Producer mezzo-soprano (originally written for baritone) 
Stagehands 1 and 2 baritones 
Policewoman: mezzo-soprano 

 
Young townspeople, movers, police, lawyers, astronauts, Nepalese people, and root vegetables. 

 
Synopsis 

 
Act I, Scene 1: The home of Madam Odelia Smyth-Maggót, at sunrise. 
Travis, a young man, comes home from a night out on the town and sings about the joys of the early morning. 
Everyone else in the house yells at him to shut up because they are trying to sleep. The Narrator then begins 
to explain the situation to the audience when he is also told to be quiet by the disturbed sleepers. So we wait 
for some time to pass. 
 
Act I, Scene 2: The same, a few hours later.  

After the Narrator explains that the extended Smyth-Maggót family has come to their ancestral home for the 
funeral of the family matriarch, Madam Odelia Smyth-Maggót. Pembroke, Jr. tries to take control of the plans in 
preparation for the funeral the next day, but is interrupted by other members of the family and, especially, the 
Narrator. The two get into an argument, but, in defending himself, Pembroke, Jr. ends up arguing with his son, 
Pembroke III, known as Pemmie. Meanwhile, we learn that: Faye (Pembroke Jr.’s sister) has already been 
drinking quite heavily; her ex-husband, Talbot, won’t stop talking about his morning bike ride and that he likes 
energy bars; Trophy, Pembroke, Jr.’s wife, has lost her compact and has trouble focusing on much else; 
Valerie, Pembroke Jr.’s oldest child, is looking for something to eat besides energy bars; and Pemmie’s wife, 
Elaina, tends to be more than a little critical of him. 
 
After arguments boil over, everyone leaves except Valerie and Pemmie, who is quite dejected by his inability to 
stand up to his father. He sings about his dreams of travelling the world, but is undermined by the Narrator 
(who keeps injecting himself into Pemmie’s song). Pemmie eventually gives up. As he leaves, Travis 
(Pemmie’s cousin) comes downstairs with Bridget (Pemmie and Valerie’s youngest sister). As they greet 
Valerie, there is a knock at the door. Claudio, the family gardener and a dear friend to the cousins, enters. We 
quickly learn Claudio can only say the word “Rutabaga.” After stopping the Narrator from telling Claudio’s story, 
Valerie and Bridget tell it with the help of Claudio, Travis, and a group of young friends who have come by. We 
learn Claudio reached this sad state of affairs when he was cursed by a witch as a young boy. 
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With a rousing cheer for Claudio, the group of friends launch into a chorus about how great it is to be young 
and carefree. Travis seems melancholy, though, and he steps forward to sing about how confusing love can 
be, and how he can’t commit to just one girl. Just then Joy, a childhood friend, appears in the garden, and 
Travis takes off after her. The Narrator is also smitten with Joy and tries to follow. Instead, he gets rushed off 
the stage by the young people, who then go off to the pub.  
 
A Mysterious Stranger appears and expresses his concern for the family, but he decides to wait to see what 
will happen next before acting. The Narrator reappears, somewhat disheveled from his encounter with the 
young folks, and expresses concern that the Mysterious Stranger is not in his script. 
 
Act I, Scene 3: Madam Smyth-Magg·tôs bedroom, a little while later.  

Pembroke, Jr. is in his mother’s room while movers take her things furniture out. He wonders who will mother 
him now that his mother is gone, and, when alone, he pulls out his lovey, Mr. Snuggles, and sings to him. A 
mover interrupts him, and as the last piece of furniture is removed, he spies his mother’s journal on the floor. 
The Narrator, disguised as a mover, tries to stay behind and stay involved in the scene, but Pembroke, Jr. 
discovers him and tosses him out. As Pembroke, Jr. begins to peruse the journal, he is embarrassed to find out 
all of the entries seem to be of a sexual nature. Finally, he gets to the last entry in which his mother relates 
how his Father gave her a priceless ruby (in a red jewelry box locked with a red key) twenty years before, right 
before he left for a trip to Nepal – a trip he never returned from as he was killed by an avalanche. Convinced 
the ruby is still in the house, Pembroke, Jr. becomes excited. Trophy comes along, and he tells her they must 
begin to search for the jewelry box, but must keep it a secret, especially as he really needs the money to cover 
his embezzlement from the family business (which is energy bars). Trophy wonders if this has anything to do 
with her missing compact or perhaps aliens from outer space. Just as they rush off to catch the movers before 
the furniture is taken away, they bump into Elaina. After they go, Elaina finds the journal, which they 
accidentally left behind, and she reads about the ruby as well. The three sing about what finding the jewel will 
do for them. 
 
Act II, Scene 1: The garden outside the house, at about the same time. 

Joy and Travis meet in the garden and express their love for each other, as well as their concerns for their 
relationship. The Narrator appears and tries to get between the lovers to express his own feeling for Joy, but 
Claudio jumps him and chases him offstage. Travis assures Joy that their class differences (he has money; 
she doesn’t) don’t matter to him. They are interrupted by the stagehands preparing for the next scene and 
must hurry to finish their song. After they leave, the Mysterious Stranger appears and again decides to wait 
before acting.  
 
Act II, Scene 2: Inside the house, a little while later. 
Elaina and Pemmie argue and search for the ruby and argue some more. Faye complains about her family. 
Trophy comes to her for help with her search and ends up spilling the beans about the ruby. Talbot learns 
about the ruby from Faye and goes looking in Elaina and Pemmie’s room for it. Meanwhile Elaina and Pemmie 
go looking for it in Valerie and Bridget’s room. Talbot accidentally tells Valerie about the ruby. Claudio brings 
up some ice. Pembroke, Jr. discovers Trophy drunk and passed out in Faye’s room and gets really mad. 
Valerie tells Bridget about the ruby, and, when the two of them come back to their own room, Elaina and 
Pemmie have to quickly return to their room, which means Tabot and Faye have to quickly return to their room. 
Pembroke, Jr. confronts Faye about Trophy’s condition; Faye confronts Pembroke, Jr. about his 
embezzlement. Everyone decides to search downstairs for the jewelry box at the same time; they all meet on 
the landing. The Narrator, who’s script is now in tatters, gets run over by the whole lot of them and then chased 
by Claudio. The Mysterious Stranger appears and is told now isn’t the time. After several false cries of “I’ve 
found it,” Pemmie and Pembroke, Jr. find the missing jewelry box at the same time. The Narrator jumps in, and 
just about everyone gets mad at him for always interrupting. They all quit the opera. Travis and Joy, who spent 
most of the scene making out, wonder where everyone has gone. The audience is asked to please stand by. 
 
Act III, Scene 1: Nepal, 20 years before. The stage. 

The Lawyers sing about the joys of billable hours. The worried Producer tries to come to terms with the cast. In 
the end, they decide to forbid the Narrator from speaking for the rest of the opera. Soon other complaints are 
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brought up. Eventually the Lawyers hammer out an agreement while singing about billable hours some more. 
The audience is told that the show will now skip to the last scene.  
 
Act III, Scene 2: Near Earth orbit, 100 years in the future. 

 
Act III, Scene 3: A brief history of root vegetables. 
 
Act III, Scene 4: In the living room, a few moments after Act II, Scene 2. 

The Narrator, under police escort, is unable to silence himself and is ejected. Pembroke, Jr., Elaina and 
Pemmie (who now wants to be called Beowulf) argue over who should get the jewelry box. Pemmie challenges 
his father to roll dice for it, and he matches his father’s roll again and again. Finally, Pemmie wins, but quickly 
caves to his wife’s insistence that she hold on the box. Valerie comforts Pembroke, Jr. The Mysterious Stanger 
suddenly appears and reveals that not only did Pembroke, Sr. survive the avalanche, but he is in fact 

Pembroke, Sr. No one is surprised. He helps lift Claudio’s curse and Claudio sings a song about how great it is 
to speak other words beside “rutabaga.” He also tells everyone about Pembroke, Jr.’s embezzlement, and 
Travis and Joy’s secret love affair. Pembroke, Jr. is chastised by his father, but it turns out no one really cares 
that Joy is so much poorer than Travis. Travis suddenly seems less interested in her. Claudio then reveals that 
the Narrator has had the key ever since someone threw it at him in Act I, Scene 1. The Narrator is brought 
back out on stage and searched. In addition to the key, the cast finds several other items on him, including 
Trophy’s compact.  
 
The jewelry box is opened, but contains only a piece of paper which reveals that the ruby is in Nepal. Trophy 
tells Pembroke, Jr. she’s divorcing him, and he leaves distraught, followed by Valerie. Faye, Talbot, Pemmie 
and Elaina decide to leave immediately (skipping the funeral) in order to go after the ruby in Nepal. Pembroke, 
Sr., Bridget and Claudio decide to live together at the house, and invite Travis and Joy to stay with them. After 
they leave, Travis and Joy sing their love song again, but Travis cuts it short and, instead, runs off with the 
Policewoman who’s been guarding the Narrator. Joy leaves in tears. The Narrator calls after her. Realizing he 
is alone on stage, he straightens himself up as best he can, and tells the audience the moral to the opera. 
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Activities: A Brief History of Root Vegetables 
Try some or all of the following activities to enhance the educational experience of your students before, during and after 
the performance. The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) listed represent only a sampling of how introducing 
students to live theatre performances can enhance their education. 

 

Before Going to the Opera 
 

Connect and motivate.  
TEKS. LANGUAGE ARTS. 7.3, 7.4, 8.3, 8.4, HS 3, 4 THEATER 7.3, 7.4, 8.3, 8.4, HS 3, 4 MUSIC 7.5, 8.5, HS 5 

 

Read and Discuss the Synopsis:  

 What do you know about the story of A Brief History of Root Vegetables? What do you think is the point of the 
story? 

 Should the opera end with a happy ending? Why or why not?  

 What do you think the opera will be like? 
 

Listen to musical examples - http://www.davidheuser.com/Mine.mp3: 

 What does the music express about the opera or characters? 

 How does the music make you feel? 

 Can you visualize what the opera will be like when you listen to the music? 

 
What is Opera? 
TEKS. MUSIC 7.4, 7.5, 8.4, 8.5, HS  THEATER 7.4, 8.4, HS  

 

 Discuss the differences between Opera, Musical Theatre, and Plays 

 Discuss the history or the beginnings of Opera 
o A brief history can be found at: http://www.operagifts.com/history_of_opera.php 

 Discuss the different orchestra instruments used in the “pit” for an opera 

 For more information see The Opera Guild of San Antonio’s teacher’s guide, What is Opera? 
 

Discuss audience etiquette. 
TEKS. MUSIC. 7.5, 7.6, 8.5, 8.6 High School 5, 6. THEATER.7.5, 8.5, HS 5. 

 
Discuss the following with the students prior to attending the performance: 

 Is it alright to laugh? Cry? 

 Is it alright to applaud? When? 

 What does “Bravissimo” mean and when is it appropriate to call out during an opera performance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.davidheuser.com/Mine.mp3
http://www.operagifts.com/history_of_opera.php
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During the Performance of the Opera 
 

Look. 
TEKS. THEATER 7.5, 8.5, HS 5. MUSIC 7.5, 7.6, 8.5, 8.6, HS 5, 6 

 
What do you see? Notice the following: 

 colors 

 sets 

 costumes 

 hair and make-up 

 movement - choreography 

 lights 

 conductor 

 orchestra 
 

Listen. 
TEKS. MUSIC 7.5, 7.6, 8.5, 8.6. HS 5, 6 

 

 How does each scene begin? 

 What arias or other songs are sung? 

 How does the music change the mood? 

 What makes the music sound militaristic or martial? 

 Note the skill of the singers. 

 What are the voice ranges of the singers? 
 

Think. 
TEKS. THEATER 7.5, 8.5, HS  5 

 What problems happen in the opera? 

 How are the problems solved? 

 
After Going to the Opera 

 

React to the experience. 
TEKS. MUSIC. 7.6, 8.6, HS 6. THEATER. 7.5, 8.5, HS 5.  
 

Write or talk about the following: 

 Did you like the opera or not? Why or why not? 

 What did you like best or least? 

 How would you rate the student performances? 

 Discuss the different voice types in the opera. 

 Discuss the director’s concept. Did you like his interpretation? Why or why not? 

 How did the orchestra support the story?  

 What is the message at the end of the opera? 

 The plot of the opera is very convoluted.  How much time passes during A Brief 
History of Root Vegetables? 
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Retell the story. 
TEKS. THEATER 7.2, 8.2, HS  2 
 
What was the main idea of the opera? Who were the main characters? What was the sequence of the plot? Was the 
opera serious or comic or a combination of the both? 
 

 Write about the performance as if you are a critic. 

 Retell the entire story in 50 words or less. 

 Write a headline for a newspaper article that expresses the main idea of the opera. 

 Act out your favorite scene using words and gestures. 

 Turn the opera into a dance and present your favorite part. 

 Write a song to express a lesson to be learned from the opera. 

 Draw a picture to illustrate a scene in the opera. 
 

Write something original. 
TEKS. MUSIC: 7.4, 8.4, HS 4. 

 

 Write a song for one of the characters in the opera. 

 Write a song for a character in story of your choice. 

 Write a story, song, poem or skit with ideas from the opera. Examples: 

 Root Vegetables 

 San Francisco 

 California 

 Family 

 Rubies 

 Love 

 Curses 

 
Research. 
TEKS. MUSIC. 7.5, 8.5, HS 5.  

 
Find out more about one of the following: 

 opera 

 careers in opera 

 composition 

 contemporary opera composers 

 world premiere operas 

 
Design. 
TEKS. THEATER 7.3, 8.3, HS  3 
 
Create your own scenic design for the production. 

o Keep in mind the following: 
Á What time period do you want to set your opera? 
Á What scenic elements are necessary to tell the story? 
Á How can your scenery support the singer’s need to project their voice? 

 

Additional Resources 
  
 Opera Guild of San Antonio: http://www.operaguildsa.org/ 

http://www.operaguildsa.org/

