


The Cunning
Little Vixen

Music and libretto
by LeoS Janacek

Translated
and directed by
Sir David Pountney

The pictures of the characters included in
this resource pack date from Annabel Arden’s
2001 Opera North production of The Cunning
Little Vixen.

Be transported to the forest and

follow the enchanting tale of Vixen
Sharp Ears. Captured by a Forester

as a young cub, Sharp Ears dreams

of freedom and escapes to take on the
world. As her mischief unfolds, all the
creatures of the forest come to life and
rebellious hens, delicate dragonflies
and playful squirrels help her on her
journey.

This bittersweet fairy tale is an
emotional journey reflecting on the
nature of life, the cycle of birth and
death and the connection between
the human and animal worlds.
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INTRODUCTION

This learning pack offers teachers and
pupils in KS2, KS3 and KS4 an introduction
to Opera North's production of The Cunning
Little Vixen by the Czech composer Leo$
Janacek.

The pack includes information about the
composer, the world of opera, and an
introduction to the opera The Cunning Little
Vixen, including: the plot, an introduction to
the characters and key themes.

Interesting facts and activity ideas are
dispersed throughout this pack for use in

the classroom which can inspire further ideas
for discussion. Feel free to get creative and
adapt these activities to suit the needs of
your class!

Definitions for highlighted words can be
found in the glossary (page 17).

What is Opera?

Opera is about people, emotions and their stories told
through a hybrid of music, text, drama, and design
elements. It is an art form in which singers and
orchestral musicians perform a dramatic work
combining text (called a libretto) and score, usually in a
theatre setting. In opera you can find some of the most
extraordinary music ever written for the human voice.

The term ‘opera’ comes from the Latin word ‘opus’
meaning work. Opera has a musical accompaniment
throughout, usually performed by an orchestra. The
main characters within an opera are sung by opera
singers - some operas also include spoken word and
dance. Sometimes an opera will include a part for an
opera chorus, performed by a group of singers; the
chorus will often represent a large group or crowd of
people within the opera. In The Cunning Little Vixen the
chorus represents the Hens, Forest Creatures, Voice of
the Forest and Fox Cubs.

-]
Did you know?

The Cunning Little Vixen is an opera from the 20th
Century period (1900-1999). This period in music
history saw the development of varied experimental
styles influenced by world events including two world
wars. Famous 20th Century composers include John
Cage, George Gershwin, Maurice Ravel, Igor
Stravinsky, Ralph Vaughan Williams and Benjamin
Britten. Many composers took the opportunity to
weave in the styles of jazz and folk into their music.

° George Gershwin's Rhapsody in Blue
(Music, KS3-4) is a great example.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o9U10Gx04pE

THE WORLD OF OPERA

The Composer: Leos Janacek

The composer is the person who writes the music.

* Leo$ Janacek was born in Hukvaldy, Moravia
(former Austrian Empire) on 3 July 1854.

* At the age of 11 he started choral singing and
played the organ.

* He taught music and worked as a choirmaster
in between his studies; whilst teaching piano he
met his soon to be wife: Zdenka Schulzova.

* He studied at Prague, Leipzig & Vienna
Conservatoires.

* He dedicated his first opera Jenufa to the
memory of his daughter, Olga, who died in 1903.

* Janacek was known to be a person with strong
views and would often clash with his teachers.

* His musical style was heavily influenced by folk
music.

* At the age of 63 he fell in love with Kamila

Stosslova — a married woman 38 years his junior.

His unrequited love for Kamila is seen to be
reflected in the youthful vibrancy of his opera
The Cunning Little Vixen. The premiere (or first
performance) took place at the National Theatre
Brno (Czech Republic) in 1924,

* He died in Ostrava (capital of the Moravian
region) on 12 August 1928 after developing
pneumonia.

The Libretto

A libretto is the text used in an opera. The person who
writes it is usually called a librettist. A libretto is very
similar to a film script — it contains all the information
needed to tell a story.

* The libretto of The Cunning Little Vixen was adapted
by the composer himself in Czech and translated
into English by British-Polish theatre/opera director
and librettist Sir David Pountney.

* |t was adapted from the comic serial novel Vixen
Sharp Ears, written for a Czech newspaper by
Rudolf Tesnohlidek in 1920.

* Rudolf Tesnohlidek was a Czech writer, poet,
journalist and translator. He also used the
pseudonym Arnost Bellis.

* Vixen Sharp Ears is an optimistic tale, somewhere
between a children’s fairy tale and adult satire and
was used as the basis for Janacek's opera.

Did you know?

Janacek is perhaps the best well known for his
instrumental work the Sinfonietta. Written in 1926,

it is played by the all the instruments in the orchestra,
but the first movement focuses on brass and
percussion and features a fanfare which reappears
throughout the piece.

° Listen to the first movement
(Music, KS3-4)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xG8k0SgBq_E

THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN

The Cunning Little Vixen is a three-act (or chapter)

opera by the Czech composer LeoS Janacek. It was
written between 1921-23 in the style of a comic
opera — a more lighthearted or sometimes comic
style of opera developed in the 17th Century (it is
worth noting that not all comic operas feature a

happy ending).

The opera focuses on the cycle of life, told through
the eyes of the vixen, fox and the humans and other
animals they encounter along the way. The piece
includes folk music and rhythms and represents a
step away from the more serious styles of the

composer’s other operas.

Synopsis

In an opera, the synopsis is the summary of the story. The story of The Cunning Little Vixen has 3 acts or chapters,

each telling a different part of the story:

ACTI

In the forest, animals and insects
dance and play. A Forester enters
and settles down for a nap. A
playful Vixen cub startles a frog,
who then jumps on the Forester,
awakening him. The Forester
captures the Vixen and takes her
home as a pet.

The Vixen, now a young adult,
lives in the Forester’s courtyard
along with an amorous old dog.
Weary of captivity, she makes
mischief and is tied up by the
Forester. At dawn, when the
Cock crows and begins bossing
his hens around, the Vixen urges
the hens to rebel. She manages
to trick them all, as well as the

Forester, and escapes to freedom.

ACT 2

At the local Village Inn the
Forester teases the Schoolmaster
for being in love with a gypsy

girl called Terynka. When the
Schoolmaster in turn taunts the
Forester over the runaway Vixen,
he rushes out to find her.

The Forester spots the Vixen and
fires two shots at her, but she
escapes unharmed.

In the forest the Vixen meets a
charming male Fox, and they
immediately fall in love. They
retire to the Vixen's den, and
soon marry. All the forest
creatures gather to celebrate.

ACT 3

In the forest, the Poacher Harasta
brags about his engagement to
the gypsy girl Terynka while the
Forester sets a trap for the Vixen.
The Vixen, the Fox and their brood
of cubs emerge to play. They find
the trap and mock the Forester’s
ineptitude when HaraSta suddenly
shoots...

What will become of our
characters and how will the
opera end? All will be revealed
in the Schools’ Matinee
performance.



MEET THE CHARACTERS

Vixen
Voice part: Soprano

The Vixen is the main character of the opera. As a
young cub she is captured by the Forester who takes
her home to be kept as a pet. The opera follows

her into adulthood, as she dreams of freedom and
escapes to take on the world.

Listen to this aria where the Vixen tells the Fox about
her time in captivity:

© Vixen's Aria

Forester
Voice part: Baritone

The Forester is the first human character we meet
as he enters the wood and settles down for a nap.
He captures the Vixen and takes her home as a pet.
When she manages to escape, he runs after her to
get her back...

Listen to the Forester’s opening aria as he wanders
through the woods:

° Forester's Aria
(Listen from 4:43 to 6:00)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xy3Br8H1rjc
https://youtu.be/ncXiyM4Aj_M?t=283

MEET THE CHARACTERS

Schoolmaster Fox
Voice part: Tenor Voice part: Mezzo Soprano

After being teased for being in love with a gypsy girl The Fox meets the Vixen in the woods after she
by the Forester, the Schoolmaster mocks him for escapes from captivity and they instantly fall in love...
having let the Vixen escape...

Listen to this duet in which the Vixen meets the

Listen to the Schoolmaster’s aria as he walks back Fox for the fist time:
home from the Village Inn and expresses his love for
Terynka:
© Schoolmaster'’s Aria © The Fox and the Vixen's Duet
(Listen from 42:13 to 45:34) (Listen from 50:10 to 51:54)



https://youtu.be/ncXiyM4Aj_M?t=3010
https://youtu.be/ncXiyM4Aj_M?t=2734

MEET THE CHARACTERS

Fox Cubs
Children’s Chorus

You might be surprised to learn that many operas
feature a children’s chorus.

In The Cunning Little Vixen, the Fox and Vixen's cubs
are played and sang by children. They appear in act
3 where they emerge from the forest to play.

Listen to the Fox Cubs’ chorus in this production by
the New York Philharmonic:

©Fox Cub’s Chorus

There are many more characters involved in the
story of The Cunning Little Vixen:

Animals
* Badger
* Chief Hen
* Cock
* Dog
* Dragonfly
* Jay
* Mosquito
e Owl
* Spirit of the Vixen
* Woodpecker

Humans
* Forester’s wife
* Innkeeper
* Innkeeper’s wife
* Parson
* Poacher



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8sH0oJpGQrA

VOICE PARTS

Soprano
Mezzo Soprano

Alto

Contralto

Countertenor

Tenor
Baritone

Bass

Female singing voice with the highest vocal range
Female singing voice pitched between soprano and alto
Female singing voice, pitched below soprano and above tenor

The lowest female singing voice, lower than an alto and
almost identical to the range of a countertenor

The male equivalent to a contralto. Male singers use their
head voice to sing beyond their chest voice

A singing voice between baritone and alto or countertenor
Male singing voice between tenor and bass

Male singing voice with the lowest vocal range

© Listen to this example of
the different voice types

10


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hLfvkwTnJVM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hLfvkwTnJVM
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THE ORCHESTRA

Let's meet the four sections
of the orchestra:
STRINGS

BRASS
PERCUSSION

Clarinets Bassoons

Conductor

Led by a conductor, the orchestra is made up of a group of approximately 60 musicians, each of whom belong to
a section (or family) within the orchestra, dependant on the instrument they play. The role of the orchestra in an
opera production is to play the musical accompaniment to the opera.

The orchestra also has its own solo moments within the opera where it plays on its own. These parts of the opera
are known as:

The orchestral overture |
This is the introduction to the opera which helps to Learn more about the Orchestra

set the scene for the audience. The overture or the

prelude is kind of like the trailer for what's to come, Would you like to learn more about the different

often including famous musical themes which the musical instruments and sections of the orchestra,
audience will then hear later on in the production. meet musicians from the Orchestra of Opera North and

have a go at conducting?
The orchestral Interlude

The interlude is played during a scene change or Visit the Opera North Little School of Music
between acts to mark a change in mood or and take part in our ‘Meet the Orchestra’
atmosphere.

online activity (Music, KS2)

© Listen to The Cunning
Little Vixen overture



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2i-J88FXBNM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2i-J88FXBNM
https://www.operanorth.co.uk/participate/opera-norths-little-school-of-music/activities-for-ages-9/meet-the-orchestra/ 

KEY THEMES

Nature

Described as a ‘dream of the eternity of nature’,

The Cunning Little Vixen explores man's relationship
with nature. It also reflects on life and death as a
positive cycle and how animals and human beings
share an essential nature within that cycle.

In the opera, the characters move in between the
animal and the human worlds. Humans are
seeking some sort of permanent harmony with
nature and drama brings about natural renewal.

The Vixen represents the vital energy and the
animal world. She is the key that gives sense and
unity to the whole story.

Learn more about Life Cycle on BBC Teach
(Science, KS2-3)

12

Political references

Political references are mainly made by the animals,
which come usually to great comic effect.

The Vixen uses the language of liberation and equality
to incite a revolution amongst the hens against the
patriarchal rooster and acts as a critique of communist
rhetoric.

Later, in the love duet, female independence is
depicted as the highest virtue, and then it is the Vixen
that is the clear leader in the face of danger.

Did you know?

The first Czech Republic was created in 1918
following the collapse of Austria-Hungary after the
First World War. It was the only country in Central
and Eastern Europe to remain a democracy during
the interwar period, while other surrounding
countries became communist. During the Second
World War, Nazi Germany took control of the Czech
lands. In 1945 Czechoslovakia was restored, going
on to become a communist state in 1948. In
November 1989, the Velvet Revolution ended the
communist rule in the country. On 1 January 1993,
Czechoslovakia was dissolved, with the Czech
Republic and Slovakia becoming independent states.

Learn more about Communism on BBC
Teach (History, KS3)


https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/science-ks2--ks3-the-life-cycles-of-different-organisms/zvh8qp3
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/history-ks3-communism/zkpnscw

BEHIND THE SCENES

In addition to the conductor, soloists,
orchestra and chorus, did you know that
there is a vast team working hard behind
the scenes for every single opera production
that Opera North stages each season?

For each opera production, a team is assembled to
work alongside a director to ensure that their overall
vision for the opera comes to fruition in the form of
the set, costumes, lighting and sometimes
supplementary video or sound.

This is what the team looks like:

Wardrobe team

* Costume Supervisors

* Wigs/Make-up Supervisor
* Wig Supervisors/Assistants
* Sewing Assistants

13

Technical team

* Stage Managers

» Stage Technicians

* Stage Wingmen

* Flymen

* Sound & Video Engineers/Manager
* Lighting Crew

* Electricians

The creative team for this production of The Cunning
Little Vixen is as follows:

Director Sir David Pountney

Associate Director Elaine Tyler-Hall
Conductor Andrew Gourlay and Oliver Rundell
Set & Costume Designer Maria Bjérnson
Lighting Designer Nick Chelton
Choreographer Stuart Hopps

The Opera North technical and wardrobe teams work
closely with the director to ensure their designs for
the set and costumes are in keeping with the
director’s overall vision for the opera.

What is it like to work behind the
scenes?

Get some insight into the work of the wardrobe team
and of the director by watching these two videos:

© Costume Fitting for The Merry Widow

°Macbeth: hehind the scenes


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XX_-kOauhCY
https://youtu.be/Qj2wQ4tMdkM?t=10
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ACTIVITY IDEA (Music & Drama, KS2-4)

Freezeframes

This activity is intended to help pupils develop their understanding of the story, alongside gaining
a greater insight into the lives of each of the characters. The activity helps pupils to develop their
teamwork skills alongside both verbal and non-verbal communication skills.

Divide your class up into small groups and allocate each group a section of the opera to act out; the challenge is
to act out sections silently, without spoken word. Encourage the groups to think about physicality and dramatic
movement to ensure they communicate their scene effectively to the rest of the class.

For example:

Act 1

1. In the forest, animals and insects dance and play

2. The Forester captures the Vixen and takes her home as a pet

3. The Vixen in captivity causing trouble and being tied up by the Forester
4. The Vixen urges the hens to rebel so she can escape

You can use the above ideas or take inspiration from other acts within the opera to create as many freezeframes as
you like.

Why not try adding in props, simple costumes, and musical sound effects to help recreate a scene, conjure up a
specific atmosphere or to use as a transition from each frame to the next.

Try taking the idea even further: encourage one group to act out the story, whilst another group write and perform
their own musical accompaniment to the piece.



15

ACTIVITY IDEA (Art, KS2-4)

Design your own costumes

This activity is intended to help pupils develop their creative and presentation skills, alongside
gaining a greater insight into each of the characters.

1. Using the costume sketches as inspiration (see pictures below), have a go at designing and making your own
costumes for your favourite characters in the opera. You could use drawings or photo montages.

2. There are two groups of characters in the opera: the animals and the humans. Can you think of specific features
you could design for each group so that they are clearly recognisable on stage?

3. Present your ideas to the rest of the class, explaining the inspiration and your ideas behind your design.

4. Why not come dressed in your costume to the matinee performance?

BLACK CAT GINGER CAT TABBY CAT

BRUNDIBAR CATS
Costume sketches from the Opera North Costume sketches from the Opera North Youth Company
production of Hansel and Gretel (2017) production of Brundibar (2022)
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ACTIVITY IDEA (English, KS2-4)

Be an opera critic!

This activity is intended to help pupils develop their writing and critical skills.

Try your hand at opera criticism. Answer the following questions (feel free to bring these questions with you to the
Schools’ Matinee performance and ask pupils to give their responses at the end of the opera).

Name of the opera: The Cunning Little Vixen

Most exciting moment:

Funniest moment:

Saddest moment:

Strongest character:

The singer who you think performed the best and why:

Overall review:



GLOSSARY

Act
An act refers to the way that operas and
other stage performances are divided.

Aria

In music, an aria is a self-contained piece
for one voice, with or without instrumental
or orchestral accompaniment, normally
part of a larger work.

Chest voice
The lowest register of the voice in singing
or speaking.

Choreographer

The person who composes the sequence
of steps and moves for a performance of
dance or movements.

Composer
The person who writes music.

Conductor

The person who directs the performance of
the orchestra and the musical performance
of the singers.

Conservatoire
A college for the study of classical music
or other arts.

Director

The person who oversees and orchestrates
the mounting of a theatre production and
direct singers on stage.

Designer

The person who designs the physical
appearance of the stage, using backdrops,
props, costumes, lightings, etc.

Duet
A musical composition for two performers.

Fanfare

A short ceremonial tune or flourish usually
played on brass instruments, typically to
introduce something or someone important.

Folk Music

music that originates in traditional popular
culture and is transmitted orally from
generation to generation.

Head voice
The highest register of the voice in singing
or speaking.

Interlude

In an opera, the interlude is a piece of
music played by the orchestra in between
two scenes.

17



GLOSSARY

Libretto
The text of an opera.

Opera Chorus
A group of opera singers singing together.

Orchestra
A group of instrumentalists playing
classical music.

Overture
an orchestral piece at the beginning of an
opera.

Prelude

an introductory piece of music, most
commonly an orchestral opening to an act
of an opera.

Premiere
The first performance of an opera.

Pseudonym
A fictitious name, especially one used by
an author.

Satire
A play, novel, film, or other work which
uses irony or humour.

18

Section
A family of instruments within the ochestra.

Score
A written form of musical composition.

Solo
A piece of music performed by one singer or

instrument.

Synopsis
An outline of the plot of an opera.
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https://www.operanorth.co.uk/participate/

