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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

The course, which will be held in English, except for the reading of poetic texts, focuses on the 

relationship between poetry and music, and how this relationship has evolved in the Italian literary 

history. An essential part of the course will be devoted to the history of opera as a musical as well 

as a literary form, from its origins to the twentieth century, with a specific reference to the evolution 

of its dramaturgical structure: the original conception of imitation, or rather, return to the ancient 

Greek theater, the Doctrine of Affection of the Baroque era; the libretto and musical reform of 

eighteenth-century melodrama; the opera reforms of the nineteenth century, and the “opera verista” 

of the early twentieth century. 

During the course, the reading of poems and librettos will go along with the listening to 

musical material. The direct contribution of the students of the music courses in the performance of 

some musical pieces, will be extremely welcome. 

The course will end with a musical performance in the form of a concert, in which students 

who wish to participate will put into practice the skills and knowledge acquired. 

 
 

BROAD LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 
 

At the end of this course, students are expected to: 

- demonstrate an awareness of the broad historical, theoretical and contextual dimensions of 

poetry for music; 

- identify the different historical, stylistic literary and musical periods; 

- demonstrate an ability to critically analyze and evaluate the text of a music piece and its 

relationship with music; 

- demonstrate an ability to critically analyze and evaluate a libretto or part of it, and its 

relationship with music; 

- formulate independent judgment on poetry set to music 

- Demonstrate an awareness of issues that arise from the poet’s or composer’s relationship 

with the client and the audience. 

mailto:ruben.specchi@mcgill.ca


 

 

PRE-REQUISITES 
 

No prerequisite requested nor knowledge of Italian language. 

 

 
COURSE MATERIALS 

 

The instructor will provide bibliography and course materials (slides, literary texts, audio 

video material) at the beginning of and during the course,    through MyCourses app or in class. 

Use of MyCourses  
 

Weekly reading guides 

 

 

INSTRUCTIONAL METHODS 
 

This class will be conducted in person as an undergraduate seminar. Teaching methods include 

lectures, class debates, oral presentations, audio-visual presentations, class discussions, and group 

work. The instructor will post on MyCourses all the material used in class, including slides, videos, 

texts and papers. 

The course will examine the link between poetry and music and the development of poetical- 

musical forms, giving a particular emphasis to the birth and the evolution of Italian opera. Each 

week, a reading material will be posted on MyCourses and the students will be expected to read 

through the material either in Italian or in translation (English or French). The instructor may also 

include a reading guide containing: 

- a glossary of terms 

- reflection questions 

 

The second part of the course will be devoted to the reading and the analysis of a few opera librettos. 

Participation is very important during the reading and analysis of the list texts. If a student cannot 

take part in certain course components, he should inform the instructor that will decide what to do 

according to the case. 

 

 
ASSESSMENTS 

 

This course assesses students’ reading comprehension and writing production. Every two weeks the 

students will find on MyCourses a set of comprehension questions on the subjects studied. 

In addition, students may be asked to sign up for and prepare an oral presentation, to be delivered 

synchronously (in class, in person). In their 5-7-minute research-based primary response, students 

will present an assigned text, author, composer, or musical piece. 



Students’ written production will be evaluated in two compositions and one final project, all 

submitted online via MyCourses. These 350-600-word compositions will be completed in English. 

The 1000-1400-word final project will also be written in English and will be based on a particular 

Italian musical work chosen by the student. 

 

 

 

 
EVALUATION PLAN   

Comprehension activities: 15% 

Content quizzes: 

Compositions: 

15%  
25% 

Final essay: 25% 
 

Participation and in-class activities: 10% 
 

Oral presentations: 10%  

 

 

 

 

 

TENTATIVE CLASS CALENDAR 
 

Please note that this calendar is subject to change at the instructor’s discretion based upon the pace of 

the course and other considerations (guest speakers, audio-visual components, etc.). The instructor 

will confirm required readings and evaluation dates weekly in class, via e-mail, and on MyCourses. 

 

 

 

JANUARY 4 Introduction: 
Music and Word 

General Outline 

 

JAN 6, 11, 

13, 18  

Poetry and Music in ancient 

Greece: 
Aedi and Rhapsodes, the epic 

poems and the megaron 

The lyric: monodic and choral, 

the nomos, citharody and aulody. 

Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle: 

the role of music, the professional 

musician. 

The theatre: tragedy, satyr play 

and comedy, the παρακαταλογή. 

The ethos, the psychagogical 

power of music. 

materials: 

Examples of Greek lyrics; 

Excerpts from Plato and Aristotle 

texts on music; 



  Excerpts from one Greek tragedy. 

 

JAN 20, 25 

Provençal Lyric Troubadours and trouvères, 

Italian troubadours, primitive forms 

of Italian opera (motto, sound, tone, 

lamento, tenzone, sirventes, 

canzone, etc.) 

Materials 
Troubadour poems 

 

JAN 27  

FEB 1 

Medieval Italian opera in 

music 

Forms of popular Italian vocal 

music  (villanelle, caccie, laudi, 

canti carnascialeschi, strambotti, 

rispetti, stornelli, ecc.) 
Materials: 
Medieval short poetical texts 

 

FEB 3, 8, 10 

The Renaissance Monteverdi, dramatic madrigals  

and madrigalisms; 

The pastoral drama, Arcadia, 

Aminta 
Materials: 

Excerpts from Arcadia and Aminta, 

and from Monteverdi’s madrigals 

 

FEB 15, 17, 22 

MARCH 8, 10, 15 

Other vocal genres The oratorio, the cantata. 

Melodrama, a multisensorial 

show 

Origin and evolution, the 

Camerata Bardi, the Doctrine of 

affections 

Key words of Musical 

Theatre (glossary) 

melodramma, aria, cavatina, 

compositore, impresario, libretto, 

librettista, partitura, numero, opera 

comica e opera buffa, opera seria, 

pezzo d’assieme, preludio, prologo, 

quadro, recitativo, regia, scena, 

scenografo, sinfonia, ouverture, 

spartito, stagione, 

 Poetic and dramatic features of 

melodrama 

The Venetian, Roman and 

Neapolitan schools. 

Mythological, pastoral, 

historical, hagiographic, biblical 

opera, opera seria, opera buffa. 

melodramatic forms (scena, 
recitativo, aria, cabaletta, ecc.). 

 Main librettists - Ottavio Rinuccini 

- Striggio 

- Rospigliosi 

- Benedetto Ferrari 

- Francesco Manelli 

- Aurelio Aureli 
- Busenello 

 

Materials: 
Euridice by Peri-Rinuccini; 



  La serva padrona, Pergolesi; 
Excerpts from oratorios and cantatas 

MARCH 15, 17, 22, 

24, 29, 31 

Zeno’s reform - 
Metastasio’s reform  

Gluck-Calzabigi’s reform  

 Librettists in the 18th century - Apostolo Zeno 

- Pietro Metastasio 

- Gennaro Antonio Federico 

- Carlo Goldoni 

- Calzabigi 

- Lorenzo Da Ponte 

- Silvio Stampiglia 

 

Materials: 

Prima la musica poi le parole, 

Salieri-Casti; 

“Introduzione” all’Alceste 

by Calzabigi; 
Così fan tutte, Mozart-Da Ponte 

 

 

APRIL 5, 7, 12, 13 

(makeup day), 14 

Librettists in the 19th century - Felice Romani 

- Francesco Maria Piave 

- Salvadore Cammarano 

 

Materials: 
Traviata, Verdi-Piave 

 Librettists in the 20th century - Leoncavallo 
- Dannunzio 

 Reading of libretti - Euridice, Peri-Rinuccini 

- La serva padrona, Pergolesi- 
Federico 

- Prima la musica poi le parole, 
Salieri-Casti 

- Così fan tutte, Mozart-Da Ponte 

- Traviata, Verdi-Piave 

 

 

 

 

EXAM 
 

Students are expected to demonstrate their knowledge of the topics covered during the course, of 

the readings carried out, as well as of the musical pieces proposed. As for the opera, the course 

includes the study of five librettos. The candidate must demonstrate to know the plot of the opera and 

to be able to read and understand its text in Italian or in translation; to know and analyze the vocal 

and theatrical role of the main characters and their functions within the opera; to be able to evaluate 

the opera itself within its literary and musical context. 



COURSE POLICIES 
 

 
 

• Written work: 

o Students are asked to submit all compositions and their final project in .docx format 
via the instructor’s email. Should their final project include a visual component, 
alternative arrangements should be discussed individually with the instructor. 

• Make-up work: 

o No make-up quizzes, tests, or assignments will be given in this course.  

• Instructor communication and availability: 

o  In addition to his office hours, the instructor may be reached by e-mail. The 
instructor will be checking and responding to e-mail messages between the hours of 
9am and 6pm from Monday to Friday. Students may expect a response to their sent 
messages within 24 hours, excluding weekends. 

 

 

 

 

 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

 

 
 

“McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the 

meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the 

Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures” (see McGill’s guide to academic 

honesty for more information). (Approved by Senate on 29 January 2003) 

 
 

« L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par 

conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres 

infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le 

Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples 

renseignements, veuillez consulter le guide pour l’honnêteté académique de McGill). 

• Note that to support academic integrity, your assignments may be submitted to text- 

matching or other appropriate software (e.g., formula-, equation-, and graph-matching).” 

 

• Please remember the following points when you write your compositions and final 

paper: 

o It is a violation of the honor code to have your work proofread by someone else. 

o It is a violation of the honor code to use translation software or online translation 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/


tools. 

• The following statement should be added at the beginning of every written composition: “I 

will be fair and honest in my coursework. I will neither give nor receive unauthorized 

aid on any assignment, quizzes or exam”. 

 

“© Instructor-generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, 

comprehension questions, grammar exercises, reflection questions) are protected by law and may 

not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without explicit permission of the 

instructor. Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the University under 

the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.” 

 

 
INCLUSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

 

As the instructor of this course, I endeavor to provide an inclusive learning environment. However, 

if you experience barriers to learning in this course, do not hesitate to discuss them with me and 

the Office for Students with Disabilities, 514-398-6009. 

 

 

LANGUAGE OF SUBMISSION  

“In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 

right to submit in English or in French written work that is to be graded. This does not apply to 

courses in which acquiring proficiency in a language is one of the objectives.” (Approved by 

Senate on 21 January 2009)   

 

« Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le 

droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté, sauf dans le cas des 

cours dont l’un des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue. » (Énoncé approuvé par le Sénat le 21 

janvier 2009)  

 
 

 

END OF COURSE EVALUATION 
 

End-of-course evaluations are one of the ways that McGill works towards maintaining and 

improving the quality of courses and the student’s learning experience. You will be notified by e- 

mail when the evaluations are available. Please note that a minimum number of responses must be 

received for results to be available to students. 

http://www.mcgill.ca/osd
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/charter_of_student_rights_last_approved_october_262017.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/fr_charter_of_students_rights_fr_0.pdf
http://www.mcgill.ca/mercury/

