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THE WORK: 

WERTHER

An opera in four acts, sung in French
Music by Jules Massenet
Libretto by Édouard Blau, Paul Milliet,  
   and Georges Hartmann
Based on the novel The Sorrows of  
  Young Werther by Johann Wolfgang       
  von Goethe
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WHAT TO E XPEC T FROM WERTHER

IN MANY OPERAS, THE FOCUS OF ATTENTION IS ON WOMEN WHO LOVE TOO MUCH, LOVE 

wantonly or foolishly, or love their way straight to a tragic end. Jules Massenet’s Werther is 

different: It is a study of the seething emotions that can overwhelm a young man. When the 

poet Werther falls in love with a woman who can never be his, he believes his fate has been 

sealed. But what ultimately drives the story of this opera is not fate but a decision—the shocking 

decision of a romantic youth facing the strongest feelings he has ever known. 

 Massenet based his opera on a best-selling book from a century earlier, Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, first published in 1774. The 24-year-old Goethe 

wrote this semi-autobiographical novel as a series of letters in which his protagonist recounts 

his love for Charlotte, a young woman who is betrothed to another man. This impossible, ever-

intensifying love leads the self-absorbed Werther to suicide. But where Goethe brought his 

readers into Werther’s feverish mind, Massenet and his librettists open out into the community, 

offering rich, full characterizations of Charlotte; her husband, Albert; and a society in which 

the protagonists’ passions collide with convention and honor.

 This guide delves into Werther as both a late 18th-century literary phenomenon and a 

masterfully crafted work for the 19th-century operatic stage. The materials on the following 

pages include an introduction to Geothe’s novel, a historical overview of Massenet’s life and 

work, and a listening activity that will bring the opera’s music and story to life in the classroom. 

By delving into Werther’s music, drama, and design, this guide will forge interdisciplinary 

classroom connections, inspire critical thinking, and help students enjoy and engage with 

this Final Dress performance at the Met.

Access Opera: Open Rehearsals for Students 

is made possible by a generous gift from Robert and Jane Toll

Major sponsorship is provided by 
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ABOUT THE ME TROPOLITAN OPER A HOUSE

The Metropolitan Opera is a vibrant home for the most creative and talented singers, conduc-

tors, composers, musicians, stage directors, designers, visual artists, choreographers, and 

dancers from around the world.

The Metropolitan Opera was founded in 1883, with its first opera house built on Broadway 

and 39th Street by a group of wealthy businessmen who wanted their own theater. In the 

company’s early years, the management changed course several times, first performing 

everything in Italian (even Carmen and Lohengrin), then everything in German (even Aida and 

Faust), before finally settling into a policy of performing most works in their original language.

Almost from the beginning, it was clear that the opera house on 39th Street did not have 

adequate stage facilities. But it was not until the Met joined with other New York institutions 

in forming Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts that a new home became possible. The 

new Metropolitan Opera House, which opened at Lincoln Center in September of 1966, was 

equipped with the finest technical facilities of the day.

Each season the Met stages more than 200 opera performances in New York. More than 800,000 

people attend the performances in the opera house during the season, and millions more 

experience the Met through new media distribution initiatives and state-of-the-art technology.

Jonathan Tichler/
Metropolitan Opera



4

A GUIDE TO WERTHER

This guide includes a variety of materials 
on Massenet’s Werther.

• The Source, The Story, and Who’s 
Who in Werther

• A Timeline:  The historical context 
of the opera’s story and composition

• A Closer Look:  A brief article 
highlighting an important aspect of 
Massenet’s Werther

• Guided Listening: A series of 
musical excerpts with questions and a 
roadmap to possible student responses

• 10 Essential Musical Terms: 
Musical terminology that will help 
students analyze and describe 
Massenet's work

• Student Critique: A performance 
activity highlighting specific aspects 
of this production, and topics for a 
wrap-up discussion following students’ 
attendance

• Further Resources:  
Recommendations for additional study, 
both online and in print

This guide is intended to cultivate students’ interest in Werther, whether or not they 

have any prior acquaintance with opera or the performing arts. It includes activities 

for students with a wide range of musical backgrounds and seeks to encourage 

them to think about opera—and the performing arts as a whole—as a medium of 

both entertainment and creative expression.

In particular, this guide will offer in-depth introductions to:

• The creation and reception of Goethe’s novel

• How Massenet and his librettists adapted the novel for the opera stage

• Creative choices made by the artists of the Metropolitan Opera for this production

• The opera as a unified work of art, involving the efforts of composer, librettist, and     

  Met artists

Ken Howard/Metropolitan Opera
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In a small town in Germany, a poet falls madly in love with a young woman. Unfortunately, she is already engaged to be married. 

Unable to possess her, the poet finds himself falling into a web of jealousy and obsession—from which his only escape is death.

Ken Howard/Metropolitan Opera

THE S TORY

SUMM A RY
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In May of 1772, the young poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe moved to the German town of Wetzlar. Within a few years, 

Goethe would prove to be one of the most influential polymaths of his age, and his written output would include not only 

poems, plays, and novels but also natural sciences, minerology, anatomy, physiology, optometry, and even a scientific 

discourse on the nature of colors. Yet in 1772, Goethe had only a few poems and a single play to his name, and he had gone to  

Wetzlar with the intention of attending law school. Shortly after arriving in Wetzlar, he made the acquaintance of two local 

court secretaries, Christian Kestner and Karl Wilhelm Jerusalem; then, at a dance on June 9, he also met Kestner’s fiancée, 

Charlotte Buff. Goethe’s friendship with Kestner and Buff would soon become uncomfortably close, and on September 

11, Goethe extricated himself from the relationship by skipping town. Jerusalem, meanwhile, had gotten embroiled in his 

own love affair with a married woman, and in October he shot himself. By then, however, Goethe had arrived in Koblenz, 

where he met a young woman with black eyes by the name of Maximiliane von La Roche. Goethe’s youthful dalliances 

and love affairs would likely have been consigned to the dustbin of history had he not, a year and a half later, mined these 

experiences for his first novel, the story of a young man desperately in love with an engaged woman named Charlotte with 

riveting black eyes. When the hero, Werther, realizes that Charlotte will never be his, he shoots himself.

 The resulting book, The Sorrows of Young Werther, is an epistolary novel, constructed as a series of letters that relate 

the story. Unlike most examples of the genre, however, Werther is not structured as a correspondence: All of the letters are 

written by Werther to a single individual, and Goethe includes neither “responses” from the addressee nor letters by (or to) 

any other character in the story. The result is that, in addition to a heartbreaking story of impossible love, the novel offers 

us a psychological portrait of a tortured soul: As Werther’s love progresses, we experience—through his own voice—his 

agonized descent into obsession and death.

THE SOURCE:  THE SORROWS OF YOUNG WER THER  
BY JOH A NN WOLFGA NG VON GOE THE

Ken Howard/Metropolitan Opera
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PRELUDE

While singing Christmas carols with her children, a mother suddenly collapses and dies. Her heartbroken family buries 

her in the frozen ground. Winter melts into spring, but still the family grieves.

ACT I: The Bailiff’s house, early July

The newly widowed Bailiff is, oddly, rehearsing a Christmas carol with his young children on a warm summer evening. 

Since the death of his wife, his eldest daughter, Charlotte, has been looking after the family. Two of his drinking friends 

stop by and discuss the young poet Werther, who is to escort Charlotte to a ball that evening. They also ask about  

Charlotte’s absent fiancé, Albert. 

 After the family disappears into their house, Werther appears. Looking around him, he reflects on the beauty of 

nature, which seems to him full of hope and possibility. Charlotte returns, dressed for the ball. She gives her younger 

siblings a treat and leaves them in the care of Sophie, her 15-year-old sister. Werther watches. He is deeply touched 

by the idyllic scene. 

 Werther and Charlotte leave for the ball, and the Bailiff sets off to join his friends at the inn. Sophie remains alone 

as night falls. When Albert suddenly appears, Sophie is surprised: He has been gone a long time, and he told no one 

that he was planning to return home. Sophie and Albert talk happily of his planned marriage to Charlotte, which can 

finally take place now that he has returned.

 Charlotte and Werther dance at the ball. Each feels a remarkably strong connection to the other. When they return 

to the Bailiff’s house, Werther praises Charlotte’s beauty and devotion to her family. Werther passionately declares 

his love for her, and they are about to kiss when the Bailiff calls out from the house that Albert is back. The spell is 

broken. Charlotte tearfully tells Werther that she promised her mother she would marry Albert: She cannot dishonor 

her mother’s memory by breaking the engagement. Werther is devastated by this news.

ACT II: A grove of linden trees, late September

The town prepares for a party for their pastor’s 50th wedding anniversary. Charlotte and Albert have already been 

married for three months. Werther has maintained a friendship with the couple, but he is tormented by the idea that 

Charlotte belongs to another man. To Werther’s surprise, Albert seems to understand what he is going through, and 

in a moment of candor he tells Werther that he, too, would find it unbearable if he lost Charlotte. Werther assures 

Albert that he thinks of Charlotte only as a friend. 

 Sophie enters and happily invites Werther to dance that evening at the party, but Werther, brooding on a garden 

bench, avoids her overtures of friendship. When Charlotte appears, however, he cannot prevent himself from recalling 

their first meeting. It is clear that Werther still loves her. Charlotte reminds him that she is now married. For both of 

their sakes, she says, he must leave town and not return until Christmas. Charlotte quickly departs.

 Left alone, Werther thinks about the one sure way of ending his suffering: suicide. Sophie returns to invite him to 

the festivities, but he brusquely replies that he is departing forever and rushes off, leaving her in tears. When Sophie 

tells her family that Werther has left, Albert realizes that Werther is still in love with Charlotte. The celebration for the 

wedding anniversary begins.

S Y NOPSIS
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VOICE TYPE

Since the early 19th century, singing 
voices have usually been classified in six 
basic types, three male and three female, 
according to their range:

SOPRANO
the highest voice type, normally 
possessed only by women and boys

MEZZO-SOPRANO
the voice type lying below the soprano 
and above the contralto; the term comes 
from the Italian word “mezzo,” meaning 

“middle” 

CONTRALTO
the lowest female voice type, also called 

“alto”

TENOR
the highest standard voice type in adult 
males

BARITONE
the voice type lying below the tenor and 
above the bass

BASS
the lowest voice type

ACT III: Charlotte and Albert’s house, Christmas Eve

Alone in her library, Charlotte obsessively re-reads Werther’s letters, admitting to 

herself that she loves him as much as he loves her. Sophie arrives and tries to cheer 

her up, but Charlotte is inconsolable. 

 Suddenly Werther appears, utterly desolate. He tells Charlotte that he’s still in 

love with her, and he begs her to admit that she loves him. But as his pleas turn to 

threats, Charlotte becomes increasingly terrified, torn between her love for Werther 

and her fear of him. When Werther kisses Charlotte, she panics and runs from the 

room, swearing that they will never meet again. Werther replies that, for him, this 

is a death sentence. 

 Albert returns home. He knows that Werther has returned, and he asks Charlotte 

if she plans to see him. Then the servant hands him a note from Werther asking to 

borrow Albert’s pistols. Charlotte fears that Werther is going to use the guns to kill 

himself, but Albert orders his wife to hand them over. As soon as Albert leaves the 

room, Charlotte rushes off to save Werther.

INTERLUDE

Desperate to reach Werther before he kills himself, Charlotte runs through the snow 

to his cramped study. Werther begins to write a letter, but he soon abandons it. 

Then he takes one of Albert’s pistols out of its case and shoots himself.

ACT IV: Werther’s death

Charlotte arrives to find Werther mortally wounded. He asks her not to call for 

help, since he’d rather spend the last moments of his life enjoying her presence. 

She admits that she has loved him since they first met. As the children’s Christmas 

carol is heard outside, Werther dies in Charlotte’s arms.
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WHO’ S  WHO IN WERTHER

Character Pronunciation 
Guide

Voice Type The Lowdown

Werther A young poet vehr-TEHR Tenor

The brooding poet Werther falls 
head-over-heels in love with 
Charlotte. When he finds out that she 
is engaged to another man, the grief 
sends him on a downward spiral to a 
violent end.

Charlotte A young woman, 
engaged to Albert

shar-LOHT Mezzo-soprano

Ever since her mother’s death, 
Charlotte has taken care of her 
younger siblings. She is deeply 
attracted to the young poet Werther, 
but her sense of duty will stand 
between her and this new romance.

Sophie Charlotte’s sister soh-FEE Soprano Sweet and naïve, Sophie loves her 
sister and wants her to be happy.

A bailiff Charlotte and Sophie’s 
father

Bass or Baritone

The Bailiff is never given a name: 
His identity is entirely based on his 
family. He mourns his dead wife 
while hoping for a good future for his 
daughters Charlotte and Sophie.

Albert Charlotte’s fiancé ahl-BEHR Baritone

Charlotte promised her dying mother 
that she would marry Albert. Now, 
no matter what she feels for Werther, 
she cannot break her promise.
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1774

1842

1848

TIMELINE

On February 1, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, a 24-year-old writer in Germany, begins the 

novel The Sorrows of Young Werther. Goethe will later claim that he completed the book 

in four weeks. The novel is phenomenally successful.

Jules Massenet is born on May 12 in Montaud, a town in the Loire region of France. His mother 

is a gifted amateur pianist, and Massenet will receive his earliest music lessons from her.

The Massenet family moves to Paris.

Massenet, only 11 years old, begins studying piano at the Paris Conservatory. He is an 

excellent pupil, and in 1859 he wins the conservatory’s first prize for piano students. 

Massenet begins formal composition lessons at the conservatory. The following year, he 

wins not only second prize in the conservatory’s composition competition but also an 

honorable mention in the contest for the Rome Prize, the most important compositional 

award in Paris. While at the conservatory Massenet earns extra money by giving private 

music lessons and playing piano and tympani in the cafés and theaters of Paris.

Massenet wins the Rome Prize, which funds two years of study in Rome. While in Italy, he 

meets the pianist and composer Franz Liszt, who introduces him to Louise-Constance de 

Gressy, a young French woman traveling through Italy with her mother. De Gressy and 

Massenet will marry on October 8, 1866. Their only child, Juliet, is born eighteen months later.

The Franco-Prussian war breaks out. Massenet joins the French National Guard.

1853

1861

1863

1870
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A group of French composers founds the Société nationale de musique (“National 

Music Society”), intended to support young French composers. In the wake of the 

French-German hostilities of the previous year, the organization also hopes to develop 

a distinctly “French” style that can hold its own against the “German” style currently 

popular in Europe. Massenet is a founding member.

Massenet is appointed director of composition at the Paris Conservatory; he will stay 

in the position for 18 years. He also enjoys his first taste of international acclaim when 

his opera Le Roi de Lahore (which premiered in Paris the previous year) receives a 

tremendously successful performance in Turin.

In a letter to a friend, Massenet mentions that he has been thinking about writing an 

opera based on The Sorrows of Young Werther. Nevertheless, he waits until 1885 to 

begin work on the opera. 

Massenet finishes the score for Werther. He offers it to Paris’s Opéra-Comique for the 

premiere, but the organization turns him down. 

On May 22, Massenet meets Sibyl Sanderson, a 22-year-old American soprano. He 

is instantly taken with her voice (and likely her beautiful face as well). Over the next 

decade, Massenet will write many of his most important female roles for her.

Werther finally premieres on February 16 in Vienna. 

Werther is performed for the first time in Paris, where it is enthusiastically welcomed 

by the French musical establishment. Many critics laud the distinctly “French” style 

of Massenet’s music (despite the German literary subject), and a critic in the Paris 

newspaper Le Monde declares, “Goethe has said somewhere that ‘where words leave 

off, music begins’; in the score of Werther words and music are so closely allied as to 

seem born of one and the same inspiration.”

On August 13, Massenet dies in Paris.

1878

1880

1892

1893

1912

1887

1871
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A CLOSER LOOK

WER THER- M A NIA

It would be difficult to overstate the impact that Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther had on late 18th-century 

Europe. Within a few years of its publication, it had become an international phenomenon, with everyone from novel-

ists to Chinese porcelain manufacturers eager to capitalize on the novel’s success.

 On the literary front, authors began offering their own versions of Goethe’s story. In 1775, only three years after the 

work’s publication, a German author published a version of the narrative told from Charlotte’s perspective; a decade 

later, an English writer published a similar version, titled Letters of Charlotte during her Connexion with Werther. 

Another tactic was to offer readers a less sorrowful version of Goethe’s great tragedy. The German critic Friedrich 

Nicolai, for instance, wrote a work titled Die Freuden des jungen Werthers (The Joys of Young Werther), which ends 

with Albert allowing Charlotte to marry Werther and the two lovers living happily ever after. 

 On the mercantile front, artisans were all too ready to give consumers the Werther-paraphernalia they so eagerly 

desired. Women wore a perfume called “Eau de Werther,” and men dressed in a recognizable “Werther” costume that 

included a blue coat and yellow waistcoat. In China, teacups intended for sale in the West were manufactured with 

Werther’s image. And in England, a certain Mrs Salmon’s Royal Historical Wax-Work (i.e., a wax museum) featured a 

tableau of Werther’s death scene.

 Not everyone embraced Goethe’s novel, however. Clerics railed against the book’s extra-marital love affair and its 

final suicide—which was both a sin and, as news of copycat suicides spread, a concern for public safety. In 1778, for 

instance, a young German woman drowned herself with a copy of the novel in her pocket. In an effort to stave off 

such rash acts, the city of Leipzig banned the book entirely. Yet no matter how clerics and lawmakers tried to stem 

the tide of this Werther-mania, the book proved to be unstoppable. By the early 19th century, The Sorrows of Young 

Werther counted among its admirers both Napoleon Bonaparte and (as Mary Shelley took pains to specify in her novel) 

Frankenstein’s monster!
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“JE VOUS ÉCRIS DE MA PETITE CHAMBRE … DES CRIS JOYEUX D’ENFANTS” 

The Guided Listening Activities are designed to introduce students to a selection of 

memorable moments from the opera. They include information on what is happening 

dramatically, a description of the musical style, and a roadmap of musical features 

to listen for. Guided Listening Activities can be used by students and teachers of 

varying levels of musical experience.

GUIDED L IS TENING

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, teachers will need access 
to a recording of Werther and a libretto. 
Time stamps in the following activity 
correspond to the audio clips available 
at metopera.org/discover/education/
access-opera/werther.

Charlotte sits alone on Christmas Eve in the house she shares with Albert. She recalls her invitation to Werther to return at Christmas—and his furious 
reply that he will “never” return. Now, she is about to find out if he will return or not. As she waits, she reads the letters he has sent her during his 
absence.

Many listeners have noted how little Charlotte reveals of herself during the first two acts of Werther. The third act, however, opens with an 
outpouring of emotion, one enabled by Massenet’s treatment of Werther’s letters. Goethe, of course, made letters his primary vehicle in The Sorrows 
of Young Werther and, by so doing, led readers to share Werther’s perspective. Using the devices of opera, Massenet gave the letters quite a different 
meaning. Though their words are still Werther’s, he made their music Charlotte’s—turning this scene into a moment-by-moment recording of her 
reactions, her musings, her thoughts about the poet and their shared past. Charlotte’s “Letter Aria” is particularly interesting because it leaps back and 
forth across a broad span of mood, recollection, reflection, and anticipation while also presenting the views of two different characters at once.

(00:00)  Charlotte begins reading Werther’s letters in a sadly falling melodic arc. Her melody reflects the bleak tone of Werther’s words and  
environs.

(00:39)  By setting the text “et je suis seul! seul! toujours seul!” (“and I am alone! always alone!”) on the same repeated note and then allowing  
the phrase to drift into silence, Massenet gives expression to the endless loneliness felt by Werther—and by Charlotte.

(00:59)  A lack of orchestral accompaniment makes Charlotte’s outburst sound both spontaneous and authentic.

(01:04)  Charlotte continues to sing about Werther’s finding himself alone and friendless. As though reflecting her feelings of guilt and pain,  
anxious strings join in, rising quickly in volume until Charlotte arrives at a memory of the “triste courage“ (“sad courage") that forced  
her to reject him three months earlier.

(01:26)  After a moment of silence, the music suddenly becomes briskly cheerful. Violins paint a playful picture of falling snow. Charlotte has  
picked up a different letter, the words of which have changed her mood.

(01:34)  Reading aloud again, Charlotte reveals the words that pleased her: They describe a scene outside Werther’s window. The sounds of  
children playing cheer the poet, and now, much later, they cheer Charlotte too. The children remind Werther of Charlotte’s siblings—a  
recollection that promptly turns bittersweet as he muses, “Ils m’oublieront peut-être?” (“Perhaps they will have forgotten me?”). 

(02:01)  Charlotte responds to Werther’s melancholy with encouragement and hope. Note, however, that her hope springs from thoughts of  
Werther playing with her siblings. As soon as her thoughts light on what Werther’s return would mean for her, joy turns to anxiety.

(02:19)  In this state of high ambivalence, Charlotte quickly turns to a third letter. The turbulent orchestral accompaniment foreshadows an  
impending crisis.

(02:31)  Channeled through Charlotte’s voice, Werther poses an eerie challenge: When Charlotte said they would meet again at Christmas,  
Werther cried, “Jamais!” (“Never!”). In the letter, Werther asks who will be proven right. At first Werther’s words sound like threats,  
but as Charlotte reads on, they turn into a heart-rending plea for pity set to a trembling string accompaniment. 

(03:22)  Charlotte repeats Werther’s plea, “Ne m’accuse pas, pleure-moi” (“Don’t accuse me, cry for me”). Massenet’s orchestral  
writing leaves no doubt that she will indeed weep rather than accuse.

(03:37)  Werther’s letter lovingly describes Charlotte’s eyes, and she reads his kind words to a lush, romantic melody. 

(04:07)  But Werther’s compassionate words are followed by a prediction that terrifies Charlotte: “Et tu frémiras” (“And you will tremble”), he  
writes. “You will tremble,” sings Charlotte twice more, each time with an increasingly sorrowful acceptance of Werther’s words. The  
“you” in question is, of course, Charlotte herself, and the alignment of words and music creates a chilling premonition of the opera’s  
tragic end.

CLICK HERE FOR SOUND CLIPS

https://www.metopera.org/discover/education/access-opera/werther/
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“A SSEZ!  A SSEZ!  —  NOËL!  J É SUS V IENT DE N A ÎTRE” 
A ND “ TOUT,  OUBLIONS TOUT!  —  NOËL!  NOËL!  NOËL!”

One of Werther’s strangest surprises comes right at the beginning: The opera opens with a group of children learning a Christmas carol. As unexpected as 
this might be to an audience, it probably seems odd to those children as well, since Werther begins in the middle of summer. The introduction is a framing 
device, a way for Massenet to build the symbolic arc of innocence and passion that unifies the opera. When Werther ends, six months later, the same children 
will be heard singing the same carol, lending retrospective meaning to the opening scene.

“Assez! Assez! — Noël! Jésus vient de naître”

(00:00) The opening scene of the opera, heard here, establishes the recurring motif of the Christmas carol. The Bailiff’s younger children are heard  
  running wild as he struggles to teach them a Christmas song—well in advance of the holiday because he knows how slow progress might be. 

(00:42) Giving way to frustration, the Bailiff chastises the children, reminding them that they will be singing for their devoted sister Charlotte.

(01:06)  Clearly, Charlotte is a beloved figure in the children’s lives: After the Bailiff’s reminder, their wildness gives way to a harmony  
  that pleases the Bailiff. The carol, it seems, represents the kind of ordered, respectable world that the Bailiff prizes—and which has been  
  shattered by the unexpected death of his wife.

“Tout, oublions tout! — Noël! Noël! Noël!”

(00:00) Skipping forward to Werther’s last moments, it is Christmas eve. Charlotte is at the poet’s side as he lies dying from a self-inflicted gunshot  
  wound. She has just kissed him for the first and only time, and the pair vow to forget all the pain that has passed between them. 

(00:41)  As their words fade, a familiar chord splits the air. Young voices pour through the window of Werther’s room: “Noël! Noël!” What  
  can be the effect of such joyous sounds at such a terrible moment? How will the couple react? 

(00:49)  Charlotte reacts with frantic dismay. For her, the singing is a mean cosmic joke. 

(01:04)  But as the children continue singing, Werther takes a different view. He hears angels and the sound of redemption in the song:  
  His and Charlotte’s true innocence has led heaven to pardon their transgressive love.

(01:31)  Perhaps realizing that Werther’s death—and indeed, all the suffering both of them have known—is self-inflicted, Charlotte manages only a  
  single word in response: “Werther!” 

(01:35)  But Werther is confident, even ecstatic, at the moment of his death. Ever the poet, he insists his life is just beginning. With the  
  children’s singing, the opera comes full circle. True, the curtain has not fallen yet: Werther has a few more minutes more to live (and to sing).  
  But with this elegant maneuver, Massenet closes his frame, leaving it to the audience to interpret the opera’s themes of innocence and  
  redemption, true sin and mere obsessive guilt—and to decide for themselves whether Werther has died nobly or in vain.
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10 E SSENTI A L  MUSIC A L TERMS

act/scene
Acts and scenes are ways of categorizing 
sections of an opera. An act is a large-
scale division of an opera, and each 
opera will typically include from two to 
five acts. Acts can be subdivided into 
scenes, which are often differentiated by 
a change in setting or characters. When 
adapting Goethe’s epistolary novel for 
the opera stage, Massenet and his libret-
tists had to divide Goethe’s letters into 
a series of narrative scenes—and then 
group these scenes into acts—to give 
the work dramatic structure and logic.
 
aria
A song for solo voice accompanied by 
orchestra. In opera, arias mostly appear 
during a pause in dramatic action when a 
character is reflecting musically on their 
emotions. Most arias are lyrical, with a 
tune that can be hummed, and many 
arias include musical repetition. Arias are 
usually known by their first line of text, but 
sometimes, as with Charlotte’s “Letter 
Aria” in Werther, an aria will come to be 
known by the unusual or famous action 
that accompanies it.

libretto
The text of an opera, including all 
the words that are said or sung by 
performers. Until the early eighteenth 
century, a composer would frequently set 
music to a pre-existing libretto, and any 
given libretto could thus be set to music 
multiple times by different composers. 
During the 18th and 19th centuries, 
collaboration between the author of 
the libretto, known as the librettist, and 
the composer became more frequent. 
Some opera composers, most notably 
Richard Wagner, are known for writing 
their own text. 

mezzo-soprano
A female voice with a range between 
that of a contralto and soprano. A mezzo-
soprano’s voice is slightly deeper than 
that of a soprano, so mezzo-sopranos 
have often been cast in supporting roles, 
such as confidantes and nurses. In some 

operas, however, the mezzo-soprano 
(or “mezzo”) is given the main role. In 
Werther, Charlotte embodies both of 
these aspects of traditional mezzo-
soprano casting: She is the opera’s 
heroine, but she also acts as a caretaker 
for her younger siblings.

motif
From the French word for “motive,” a 
motif is a recurring musical idea that, by 
virtue of its repetition, gains a special 
meaning or significance over the course 
of a work. This musical idea is usually a few 
seconds in length and can occur in the 
music’s melody, harmony, or rhythm (or 
a combination of the three). An operatic 
motif may also be literary or narrative in 
character: The Christmas carol in Werther 
is an example of a motif that incorporates 
both music and text and represents an 
important plot point, as well.

Romantic
A period of music history lasting from 
approximately 1830 to 1900. Beginning 
in literature and later adopted by 
composers, Romanticism reflected a 
newfound focus on individuality, nature, 
and emotional extremes. Music from 
the Romantic period often explores 
music’s redemptive power, focusing on 
the sublimity of nature, love, and the 
mysterious. During the Romantic period, 
composers began to experiment with 
shortening and lengthening the standard 
forms and durations of musical works, 
and they also began using more expres-
sive harmonies to convey the originality 
of their musical vision.

score
The complete musical notation for a 
piece, the score includes notated lines for 
all of the different instrumental and vocal 
parts that together constitute a musical 
composition. In an opera orchestra, 
the conductor follows the score during 
rehearsals and performances, while each 
performer follows his or her individual 
part. 

soprano
The highest singing range for the female 
voice. Because of their powerful voice 
and impressive flexibility and range, 
sopranos are usually cast as the leading 
roles in an opera. In Werther, however, 
the heroine (Charlotte) is played by a 
deeper-voiced mezzo-soprano, while 
the younger sister Sophie is played by 
a soprano—a compositional choice that 
reflects the two women’s relative ages.

tenor
The highest natural male vocal range. By 
the 19th century, the tenor had become 
the most common vocal range for male 
leading roles in operas. Tenor roles often 
feature high-pitched notes to showcase 
the singer’s range and power. Massenet 
wrote the title role of Werther for a tenor, 
but baritones with high ranges can also 
perform the role, as in the recording that 
accompanies this guide (performed by 
baritone Thomas Hampson).

timbre
Pronounced TAM-bruh, timbre is a 
French word that means “sound color.” 
It refers to the complex combination of 
characteristics that give each instrument 
or voice its unique sound. Just as we 
can recognize each other by the differ-
ences in our speaking voices, operatic 
singing voices are distinguishable by 
their unique timbres. Listeners can also 
identify orchestral instruments by their 
timbre without being able to see them. 
The creative combination of different 
instrumental timbres is one of the artistic 
aspects of orchestration.
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 S TUDENT CRIT IQUE

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, students will need the 
reproducible handout “Opera Review: 
Werther,” found in the back of this 
guide.

COMMON CORE STANDARDS AND 
WERTHER

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1
Initiate and participate effectively in 
a range of collaborative discussions 
(one-on-one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners 
on grades 9–12 topics, texts, and 
issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1d
Respond thoughtfully to diverse 
perspectives; synthesize comments, 
claims, and evidence made on all sides 
of an issue; resolve contradictions 
when possible; and determine what 
additional information or research is 
required to deepen the investigation or 
complete the task.

Watching and listening to a performance is a unique experience that takes 

students beyond the printed page to an immersion in images, sound, inter-

pretation, technology, drama, skill, and craft. Performance activities help 

students analyze different aspects of the experience and engage critically 

with the performance. Students will consider the creative choices that have 

been made for the particular production they are watching and examine 

different aspects of the performance.

The enclosed performance activity is called “Opera Review: Werther.” The 

reproducible handout for this activity, available at the back of this guide, will 

invite students to think of themselves as opera critics, taking notes on what 

they see and hear during the performance and critiquing each singer and 

scene on a five-star scale. Students should bring this activity sheet to the 

final dress rehearsal and fill it out during intermission and/or after the final 

curtain. When they return to class, students can use their “Opera Review” 

sheets as they review and discuss their experience. 

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L



17

Students will enjoy starting the class with an open discussion of the Met performance. What did they like? What didn’t they like? 

Did anything surprise them? What would they like to see or hear again? This discussion should be an opportunity for students to 

review their performance activity sheets and express their thoughts about the visual design of the Met production, the singers’ 

performances, and Werther’s music and story. 

Goethe’s Werther is an epistolary novel (i.e., constructed from letters), but it only presents Werther’s point of view. To launch 

your follow-up discussion, invite your students to write a letter in the voice of any character from the opera (Sophie, Charlotte, 

etc.). They can address this letter to another character, or they can address it to someone outside of the action. The following 

questions may help spark their thinking:

• Why did you choose your character? What about them struck you as particularly interesting or intriguing?

• What does your character think of Werther? Do they like him? Find him strange? Why?

• How has Werther’s presence changed your character’s relationship with the other people around them (their family members, 

friends, etc.)?

• What would your character do if they fell in love with someone? How would they proceed?

In conclusion, remember that opera is a multi-medial art form: Any and all aspects of the performance your students have just 

seen, including the act of seeing it live, are important factors contributing to the overall experience. Ask your students for any 

final thoughts and impressions. What did they find most memorable?

FOLLOW- UP DISCUSSION
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FURTHER RESOURCES 

IN  PRINT 

ONLINE

Clark, Jonathan Russell. “7 Variations on the Epistolary Novel.” Read It Forward: https://www.readitforward.com/

essay/7-variations-epistolary-novel/

• An exploration of how correspondence can build a narrative, encompassing great works of literature as well as forms 

 that may be familiar to students today (such as text messages). A great resource for teachers who wish to use Werther  

 and the epistolary novel to spark a classroom creative writing project.

“Joyce DiDonato and Antonio Pappano on the power of Massenet's Werther (The Royal Opera).” YouTube video, 4:36. 

Posted by Royal Opera House, June 30, 2016: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XTh6NwXu60

• Mezzo-soprano Joyce DiDonato (who plays Charlotte in the Met’s upcoming production) and conductor Antonio  

 Pappano work through Werther’s famous “Letter Aria,” discussing Charlotte, her development as a character, and 

 the music of this scene.

Kirsch, Adam. “Design for Living: What’s Great About Goethe?” The New Yorker, February 1, 2016: https://www.newyorker.

com/magazine/2016/02/01/design-for-living-books-adam-kirsch

• A detailed biographical article that contextualizes Goethe’s work within the social and political changes taking place  

 during his lifetime. The middle section of the article includes a lengthy discussion of Werther.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. The Sorrows of Young Werther, a new translation by David Constantine. Oxford World’s 

Classics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012.

• A recent translation of Goethe’s novel with an excellent introduction and explanatory notes.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Selected Poetry. Translated with an introduction and notes by David Luke. Penguin 

Classics. London: Penguin, 1999.

• Collections of Goethe’s poetry are readily available; this one is notable for its dual-language format (with original  

 German texts and English translations on facing pages) and its extensive notes that will help students and teachers  

 navigate Goethe’s poetry with ease.



19

OPER A RE VIE W:  WERTHER,  MARCH 13,  2020

Reviewed by

Have you ever wanted to be a music and theater critic? Now’s your chance! 

As you watch Werther, use the space below to keep track of your thoughts and opinions. What did you like about the performance? 

What didn’t you like? If you were in charge, what might you have done differently? Think carefully about the action, music, and 

stage design, and rate each of the star singers. Then, after the opera, share your opinions with your friends, your classmates, and 

anyone else who wants to learn more about Massenet’s opera and this performance at the Met!

 

THE STARS:                                       STAR POWER                     MY COMMENTS

Ying Fang as Sophie     *****

Joyce DiDonato as Charlotte     *****

Piotr Beczała as Werther     *****

Etienne Dupuis as Albert     *****

Conductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin    *****

THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

A mother’s sudden death, and her snowy funeral

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5         1-2-3-4-5

Songs and conversation in the garden

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Werther admires the beauty of nature

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Charlotte give her siblings a treat

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Albert returns

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

At the ball

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5
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THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

Werther declares his love for Charlotte 

My opinion of this scene:    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

Drinking in a garden

My opinion of this scene:    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

Charlotte and Albert discuss their marriage, and Werther overhears

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Werther confronts Charlotte, and Charlotte says he must forget her 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Werther thinks about how he might end his suffering 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Charlotte reads a letter from Werther 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Charlotte explains her feelings to Sophie 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Werther returns 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Alone in his room, Werther does something drastic

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Charlotte finds Werther, and he dies in her arms

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5


