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Dear Educator, 

 

Thank you for your participation in Opera Theater’s The Gospel at Colonus educational pro-

gram!  Europe meets Africa in this Obie Award-winning gospel opera, a stunningly moving 

retelling of Sophocles’ Greek classic Oedipus at Colonus. Oedipus grapples with Fate and 

Death in the aftermath of his tragic destiny. Opera Theater’s production will make you feel 

the torment and soul-stirring redemption of Oedipus through the vocal power of the Mt. 

Ararat Music Ministry, under the direction of Dwayne Fulton.  

 

This Teacher’s Guide for the classroom workshops is a publication that you can use as a tool 

to assist you in preparing your students for their exposure to this opera. Opera is a complete 

art form and expression of culture. It encompasses music, theater, dance, design, literature, 

history and social movement in one sweep. This guide will provide you with background on 

the composers, history of the source material for the opera, a synopsis of the story, and exten-

sion activities that can be incorporated into your curriculum. 

 

A table of contents will guide you to the information on areas you wish to cover with your 

students. You will find a collection of activities that will engage your students in the world of 

the story which is based on the Greek myth of Oedipus. We hope this involvement will excite 

them further about opera and literature. 

 

We are eager to hear about your students’ opera experience in the classroom workshop. 

Please complete the evaluation form included in this guide and return to Opera Theater of-

fice. We would like to hear about activities that were particularly successful in your class-

room and see any student work that you would like to share. Your comments are vital in the 

planning of future programs and we thank you for your time! 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us. We hope you and your stu-

dents enjoy this experience with The Gospel at Colonus! 

 

Educational Coordinator   Artistic Director 
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Program objectives 
 
Opera Theater of Pittsburgh proudly presents The Gospel at Colonus in collaboration, featuring the gospel 

retelling of the Greek myth of Oedipus at Colonus. Through participation in classroom workshops and/

or the student matinée, students may explore the powerful themes in The Gospel at Colonus , develop an 

understanding of the connections between Gospel and Greek traditions, appreciate African-American 

contributions to musical drama and view opera as an evolving art form that often incorporates modern 

musical forms.  
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Audience Etiquette 
 

The following list of DO's and DON'Ts will help you (and those around you) enjoy the experience of 

attending the opera: 

 

DO dress in whatever you are comfortable. However, going to the theater can 

be an opportunity to dressed up and snazzy. 

 

DO be on time! Latecomers disturb everyone. They will only be seated at suit-

able breaks and often not until intermission. 

 

DO NOT block your neighbors – if you are wearing a hat, take it off. 

 

DO turn off cell phones, pagers, and all electronic devices.  

(No texting, sorry.) 

 

DO NOT take photos (even with your phone.) 

 

DO NOT chew gum, eat, drink or talk. Be aware that you are an active partici-

pant in the theater magic. 

 

DO get settled and comfortable prior to the performance beginning. 

 

DO clap as the lights dim and the conductor appears and bows to the audience. 

 

DO have a great time! Laugh when 

something is funny and applaud after 

an aria or suitable pause in the action. 



What is Opera? 
 

An opera, like a play, is a dramatic form of theater that includes scenery, props, and costumes. Opera 

consists of many dimensions that are combined to make it a unique whole: the human voice, orchestral 

music, the visual arts (scenery, costumes, and special effects), drama (tragedy or comedy), and occasion-

ally dance.  Literally the word opera is the plural of the Latin word opus, which means “work.”  The 

orchestral music is an equal partner with the singers, creating mood, foreshadowing and emotion.  

 

Opera originated in Florence, Italy, in the late 1500’s, with a small group of intellectuals, poets, and mu-

sicians who were members of a Camerata (Italian for society). These men decided they wanted words to 

be a featured aspect of music to coordinate thought with emotion. They used ancient Greek drama as 

their inspiration, including the use of a chorus to comment on the action.  The first significant composer 

to fully develop the ideas of the Camerata was Jacapo Peri (1561-1633), whose opera Dafne was per-

formed in 1594 and was regarded as the first opera. Some purists regard the later L’Orfeo, written in 

1607 by Claudio Monteverdi as the first real contribution to the art form.  

 

The Camerata laid down three principles for their new art form: 

1. The text must be understood; the accompaniment must 

be very simple and should not distract from the words. 

2. The words must be sung with correct and natural decla-

mation, as if they were spoken and not rhyme like songs. 

3. The melody must interpret the feeling of the text. 

 

Over the years, opera has adapted to reflect popular taste, ethnic traditions, political climate and mod-

ern technologies. In America, opera has evolved to reflect our unique lifestyle and diversity. Many 

American composers, including Duke Ellington, George Gershwin and Leonard Bernstein, felt that 

American musical forms such as jazz and rock could communicate emotions as powerfully as traditional 

classical music and therefore could be used as the musical vehicle for opera as well. 

 

Many question the difference between an opera and a musical like Les Miserables or Phantom of the Op-

era< Even music experts have hard time with this question, but there are some traits to look for. One, 

most operas are through-composed, meaning there is no spoken dialogue, while musicals tend to alter-

nate between spoken scenes and songs. There are of course exceptions. Many present-day musicals are 

indeed through-composed and are often referred to as “rock operas.” Examples include Rent and Jesus 

Christ Superstar. There are musical differences between the two as well. Operas generally require classi-

cally trained singers who must be able to sing in a distinct style, and typically without amplification, 

while there is more variety in the voice of a musical theater performer and they often use microphones. 

 

Operas are divided into scenes and acts that contain different types of vocal pieces for one or many sing-

ers. An aria is a vocal solo that focuses on a character’s emotions rather than actions. A recitative is sung 

dialogue or speech that occurs between arias and ensembles. Composers write the score or the music for 

the opera. Sometimes the composer will also write the text for the opera, but most often they work with 

a librettist. The story of the opera is written as a libretto, a text that is easily set to music. In the past, the 

libretto (or script) was bound and sold to the audience to read during the performance. Today, the audi-

ence can easily follow the plot with the use of supertitles. Supertitles are the English translation of the 

libretto, which are projected on the screen above the stage. 

5 



6 

Six Basic Vocal Categories 
 

Women: 
Soprano: The highest female voice, similar to a flute or violin in range and 

tone color. Usually plays the heroine in the opera since a high, bright sound 

can easily suggest youth and innocence. 

 

Mezzo-soprano: The middle-range female voice, similar to an oboe in range 

and tone color. Called an alto in choral arrangements, can play a wide vari-

ety of characters including gypsies, mothers, nurses, and even the part of a 

young man (also called a trousers role). 

 

Contralto: The lowest female voice, similar to an English horn in range and 

tone color. Usually plays unique roles including fortunetellers, witches, and 

older women. 

 

Men: 
Tenor: The highest male voice similar to a trumpet in range, tone 

color and acoustical “ring”. Usually plays the hero or the romantic 

lead in the opera. A Countertenor sings even higher, usually in his 

falsetto range. 

 

Baritone: The middle-range male voice similar to a French horn in 

tone color. Often plays the leader of mischief in comic opera, or the 

villain in tragic opera. Is occasionally the hero. 

 

Bass: The lowest male voice, similar to a trombone or bassoon in 

tone color. Usually portrays old, wise men, or foolish, comic men. 

 

The vocal parts overlap each other. The notes that are high for a baritone to sing are low for a tenor. The 

notes that are low for a baritone maybe be high for a bass. For this reason you may see a high range 

mezzo-soprano singing a soprano’s role or a low range baritone singing a bass’ role. 

 
Vocal Categories in a Gospel Choir 
 

Singers in a gospel choir are generally divided into four main groups—soprano, alto, tenor and bass—

although these groups may be further divided to create more harmonic parts. The Choir Leader may 

seat the choir members according to their voice types or they may choose to mix the group to get a more 

blended sound. In all gospel music, great importance is placed on the harmonies produced between the 

voice types and the rhythmic interplay between vocal lines.  

 

Gospel quartets sing in four-part harmony. An all-male quartet, for instance, will consist of a tenor, bari-

tone, bass and ’lead,’ who sings the melody. It is not uncommon for some quartets to switch parts be-

tween members for given songs.  

Mezzo-soprano Ruxande Donose 

in the trouser role of Idamante in 

Mozart’s Idomeneo 

Bass-Baritone Simon Estes in the role of The Fly-

ing Dutchman by Wagner 



Operatic Singing vs. Gospel Singing 
 

Operatic singing developed in Europe during the 17th century. The vocal 

demands are far greater on an opera singer than on any other singer. Opera 

singers rarely use microphones and therefore must develop their voices to 

make a sound that will project above an orchestra in a large theater. 

 

How do they do it? After years of practice and study, an opera singer learns to 

use his or her body as an amplification device by controlling the air flow 

through the vocal chords and therefore the vibrations in the  cavities in the 

head. This control allows opera singers to use their bodies as an amplifica-

tion system.  

 

Many singers begin their operatic training in college. In addition to performance skills, music history, 

foreign languages and music theory. After university, singers begin to work in the professional world. 

Their first roles are usually small parts, but if they continue to study and train, they may move on the 

bigger principal roles.  

 

Professional singers develop a number of roles in their repertoire. Since the principal artists are required 

to have their parts memorized before rehearsals begin, singers must prepare well in advance of each 

contract. After the role has been studied intensely and the singer is hired to perform, the singer arrives 

at the opera company for the rehearsals. This time is spent refining the music with the conductor and 

staging the action with the stage director.  

 

Gospel singing developed out of folk traditions that can be 

traced back to the 18th century. Because many post-

Reconstruction blacks were unable to read, hymns were taught 

through frequent repetition of the words and call-and-response. 

These elements are still apparent in modern gospel music.   

 

Singers in a gospel choir must have a keen sense of harmony 

and rhythm. The group will rehearse with careful attention to 

details such a dynamics, articulation and pitch accuracy. Danc-

ing is an important aspect of the gospel tradition. Many gospel choirs include choreography in their per-

formances. Others do not have formal dance movements, rather singers clap, shout out, jump or dance 

as inspiration moves them.  

 

Soloists may lead the call-and-response songs or sing the melody over the choir’s accompaniment. Solo-

ists must be able to improvise on the melody, often interjecting wordless vocal exclamations.  Soloists 

are often chosen for the strength of their voice and their ability to convey the emotional message of the 

song. Unlike opera singers, it is not uncommon for a gospel soloist to use a microphone. This allows the 

singer to be heard over a large choir and to use a wide variety of vocal colors and dynamics.  

 

Many gospel singers begin to sing as young children in their church choir. There is no formal training 

needed to be a gospel singer, but many gospel singers will seek out vocal lessons or coaching from their 

choir director or professionals in the field.  
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UAB Gospel Choir 

Placido Domingo, Tenor 
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Opera and Music Glossary 
 

The following terms are those most relevant to The Gospel at Colonus. To download a more comprehen-

sive opera glossary, visit: http://www.azopera.com 

Accompaniment - An instrumental or vocal part 

designed to support or complement a principal 

voice, instrument, or group of voices or instru-

ments. In an aria, the voice is the primary focus 

and the orchestra is the accompaniment. 

 

Aria - An extended musical passage performed 

by one singer. It is used to express feelings or 

comment on the action and is accompanied by 

the orchestra. The action usually stops while an 

aria is sung. 

 

Bravo - Literally “brave, courageous.” A form of 

applause when shouted by members of the audi-

ence at the end of an especially pleasing perform-

ance. Strictly speaking, bravo is for a single man, 

brava for a woman, and bravi for more than one 

performer. 

 

Cadenza - An elaborate unaccompanied passage 

near the end of an aria designed to show off the 

voice. Originally used to close a number and im-

provised on the spot. 

Chorus - In opera, a group of mixed 

voices, or the musical passage sung by 

such a group. In Greek drama, a com-

pany of actors who comment (by speak-

ing or singing in unison) on the action. 

Claque - A group 

of people hired to 

sit in the audience 

and either applaud 

enthusiastically to 

ensure success or 

whistle or boo to create a disaster. In past 

years, leading singers were sometimes 

blackmailed to pay a claque to insure they 

would not create a disturbance. Even 

now, one is sometimes used but rarely 

acknowledged. 
 

Composer- The person who writes the music of 

an opera or other genre. 

 

Conductor - The person who leads the orchestra 

& singers. 

 

Curtain Call - At the end of a performance all of 

the members of the cast and the conductor take 

bows. Sometimes this is done in front of the main 

curtain, hence the name. Often, however, the 

bows are taken with the curtain open. 

 

Diva - Literally “goddess,” it refers to an impor-

tant female opera star. The masculine form is divo. 

 

Dress Rehearsal - The final rehearsal(s), using all 

of the costumes, lights, etc. While sometimes it is 

necessary to stop for corrections, an attempt is 

made to make it as much like a final performance 

as possible. 

 

Encore - Literally means “again.” It used to be the 

custom for a singer to repeat a particularly popu-

lar aria if the audience called Encore loud enough. 

While this is still done in countries like Italy, it is 

rare elsewhere. 
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Finale - Literally “the end.” The ending segment/

song of an act or scene. It usually involves many 

singers and is very dramatic. 

 

Improvisation – creating music “in the moment” to 

re-imagine a song in an individual way. 

 

Interlude - An orchestral selection played between 

scenes in an opera. It is used to set a mood or ad-

vance the story. 

 

Intermission - A break between acts of an opera. 

The lights go on and the audience is free to move 

around. Intermissions usually last up to twenty 

minutes. 

 

Libretto - Literally “little book.” The text of an op-

era. The libretto is always shorter than a normal 

play because it takes so much longer to sing a line 

than to say it. The action is often interrupted for an 

aria which limits the length of the 

text even more. 

 

Lyricist – Person who writes the words to a song. 

 

Orchestrate – 

To determine 

and write out 

the music each 

i n s t r u m e n t 

will play in a 

musical com-

position.  
 

Production - Combination of sets, costumes, props, 

lights, etc.  

 

Principal - A leading role or character in the opera. 

 

Props (Properties) - Small items carried or used by 

singers during a performance, such as fans, letters 

or a rope. 

 

 

Prompt - To help a singer who has forgotten a 

line. In some opera houses, the prompter sits in a 

box at the very front of the stage.  

Proscenium - The front opening of the 

stage which frames the action. 
 

Recitative - Sung dialogue that moves the action 

along by providing information. A recitative (or 

recit) usually has no recognizable melody and 

the singing is generally faster with a rhythm 

more like normal speech. 

 

Roulade/Run - A quick succession of notes sung 

to one syllable. 

 

Score - The written music for a piece or group of 

pieces with separate lines for each instrument 

and each singer’s voice. 

 

Set - The decoration on stage that indicates the 

place and overall world of the opera. 

 

Stage Director - The person responsible for di-

recting the movement of the characters and creat-

ing the story on stage. 

 

Supernumerary or Super - An “extra.” Someone 

who is part of a group on stage but does not sing. 

 

Syncopation – Rhythm containing unexpected 

accents, or strong beats were there would tradi-

tionally be weak beats or rests. 

Opera and Music Glossary (cont.) 
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About Sophocles 

Sophocles’ Life 
 

Sophocles is one of the greatest writers of Greek dramatic tragedy. He 

in the village of Colonus, a village near Athens, in 495 B.C.  His father 

was an extremely wealthy manufacturer of armor, so Sophocles had the 

advantage of an excellent education in literature, music and poetry.   

 

Sophocles made a name for himself by winning a drama competition 

against an older playwright, Aeschylus.  He went on to write an esti-

mated 180 plays, many of which won first place prizes at the famous 

drama festivals competitions throughout Greece.  

 

Sophocles was an important figure in Athens from a young age. At age 

16, he was chosen to lead the choral chant in an large community cele-

bration honoring an important Greek battle. He was also elected as one of ten executive officials that 

commanded the armed forces. He was well-liked and respected by community leaders and artists alike.  

 

Sophocles died at the age of ninety or ninety-one in the winter of 406-5 B.C. It is not clear how he died, 

but there were many stories told about the possible cause. One story suggests that that he died from the 

strain of trying to recite a long sentence from his play Antigone without pausing to take a breath. An-

other account suggests he choked while eating grapes at the Anthesteria festival in Athens. A third ac-

count suggests  that he died of happiness after winning his final victory at the drama festival in the City 

Dionysia.  

 

Although Sophocles was widely well-liked by the public, there is evidence that his own sons tried to 

have him declared incompetent near the end of his life. He is said to have refuted their charge in court 

by reading from his as yet unproduced play Oedipus at Colonus. One of his sons, Iophon, and a grand-

son, also called Sophocles, both followed in his footsteps to become playwrights. 

 

Sophocles’ The Theban Plays 

 

Among Sophocles’ best known plays are the Theban Plays: 

Oedipus the King, which tells of Oedipus’ reign in Thebes; 

Oedipus at Colonus, which tells of the events after his banish-

ment from Thebes and his death at Colonus; and Antigone, 

which tells of the Oedipus’ daughter’s efforts to findjustive for 

her family. Although these plays  are often published to-

gether, they were written over a span of 36 years for different 

theater festivals.  They were not written chronologically, 

rather Antigone was written first, followed by Oedipus the King, 

then Oedipus at Colonus.   
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About Greek Theater (cont.) 

Tragedy and Comedy 

Three types of drama were composed in Athens 

during the Greek Enlightenment (450-400 B.C.): 

tragedy, comedy, and satyr plays. The ancients 

distinguished between tragedy and comedy in 

two ways. The first, the Aristotelian tradition, 

defined tragedy as a drama which concerns bet-

ter than average people (heroes, kings, gods) 

who suffer a transition from good fortune to 

bad fortune, and who speak in an elevated language. This type of tragedy serves to purge the soul of the 

"fear and pity" which most of us carry around (Aristotle called this catharsis ).  

 

Comedy concerns average, or below average, people (people like you and me) who enjoy a transition 

from bad circumstances to good (but not too good) and who speak everyday language. It's important to 

realize that comedy isn't necessarily "funny," at least in classical Athens, and tragedy isn't necessarily 

"tragic" (many tragedies have happy endings), so any neat definition doesn't really work.  

 

Tragedies were part of a religious festival to Dionysus. On each of three days, three tragedies and a satyr

-play were presented by the same poet; in some cases the plays were connected in theme and we now 

call them a trilogy. (Note: The three Theban plays by Sophocles, were not presented together and are not 

a trilogy.) A panel of judges awarded a prize for the best group of plays. Aeschylus and Sophocles usu-

ally won when they presented plays, but the other great playwright of classical Athens, Euripides, won 

only five times. 

 

Dramatic Form 
The plot of a tragedy usually followed 

a known myth, partly perhaps for ease 

of exposition; but much flexibility was 

possible in handling the story. Nor-

mally the dramas begin with a pro-

logue by one or two actors; then the 

chorus enters and sings its first song; 

and a number of "acts" follow, sepa-

rated by choral odes. The choruses are 

not simply interludes, but often vital 

for understanding the play; the chorus 

is not simply a spectator or commentator, but often a direct participant in the action. The actors also 

sometimes sing, often in response to the chorus, as well as engage in dialogue with each other. 
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About Greek Theater (cont.) 

Origins 

Origins of Athenian tragedy and comedy are obscure. The 

basic background is the existence, perhaps for centuries, of a 

chorus , with a leader, singing a song about some legendary 

hero; then the leader, instead of singing about the hero, be-

gan to impersonate him. Add spoken dialogue, and we have 

"tragedy" in the Greek form. The further addition of a second 

actor (or perhaps the leader of a second chorus?) made action 

and on-stage conflict of views possible. The third actor is still 

not used by Aeschylus for three-way dialogue, but is silent 

on stage or is off-stage changing roles. Early tragedy may 

have been largely sung, like a cross between a modern orato-

rio and a modern opera. The very first prize for tragedy went to Thespis (hence our word "thespian") in 

534 B.C. 

 

It is important to understand that drama began in the Greek world as a form of religious ritual; and al-

though drama in classical Athens became a great day out and ripping good entertainment, especially if 

there was a lot of blood and gore, its religious character was never really lost on the audience. Hence, 

the drama works out many of the characteristics all religious ritual works out: explaining the relation of 

the human to the divine, of the human to the material world, of explaining violence and its origins, and 

attempting to control the irrational and the material worlds. 

 
Production 

The theatre of the later 5th century 

consisted of a large circular orchestra, 

or dancing-floor, for the chorus, sur-

rounded on more than half its circum-

ference by the audience; on the other 

side was a low stage offering easy 

communication with the orchestra. 

Behind the stage was some kind of 

building probably with a large central 

door and a roof. The chorus could 

enter the orchestra from either side. 

The chorus (from 12-15 people) sang 

and danced; their leader might engage 

in dialogue with the actors; they were 

always men, masked and in costume. 

In the early plays of Aeschylus there were only two actors; by about 450 B.C., a third had been added; all 

were men, taking several parts each if necessary. The poet composed the music and the dance as well as 

the text, directed the production, and trained the chorus; some dramatists also played the leading roles. 

 

Adapted from: Washington State University by Richard Hooker, 1996 

http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~dee/GREECE/DRAMA.HTM 
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Greek Theater Glossary 

Anagnorisis Startling discovery; moment of epiphany; time of revelation when a character discovers his 

true identity. Anagnorisis occurs in Oedipux Rex when Oedipus realizes who he is.  

 

Antagonist Chief opponent of the protagonist in a Greek play.   

 

Catharsis In literature and art, a purification of emotions. The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

used the term to describe the effect on the audience of a tragedy acted out on a theater stage. This effect 

consists in cleansing the audience of disturbing emotions, such as fear and pity. 

 

Chorus Bystanders in a play who present odes on the action.  

 

Drama: Literary work with dialogue written in verse and spoken by actors playing characters experienc-

ing conflict and tension. In Greek drama, a play derives its plot from stories from history or mythology. 

The English word drama comes from the Greek word "dran," meaning "to do."  

 

Dramatic irony Failure of a character to see or understand what is obvious to the audience. Oedipus, for 

example, was unaware early on of what the audience knew: that he was married to his own mother. 

 

Dionysus Patron god of Greek drama; god of wine 

and vegetation. He symbolized renewal and rejuvena-

tion, and each spring the Greeks celebrated his resurrec-

tion with ceremonies that eventually included drama 

contests.  
 

Hamartia Character flaw or judgment error of the protagonist of a Greek tragedy. Hamartia is derived 

the Greek word hamartanein, meaning to err or to make a mistake. The first writer to use the term was 

Aristotle, in The Poetics.  

 

Hybris or Hubris Great pride. Hybris often is the character flaw (hamartia) of a protagonist in Greek 

drama. Pride was considered a grave sin because it placed too much emphasis on individual will. Be-

cause pride makes people unwilling to accept wise counsel, they act rashly and make bad decisions.   

 

Ode Poem sung in a play or a festival.  

 

Peripeteia In a tragedy, sudden reversal of fortune from good to bad.  

 

Prologue (Prologos) Introduction of a play that provides background material.   

 

Protagonist Main character in an ancient Greek play who usually interacts with the chorus. In a tragedy, 

the protagonist is traditionally a person of exalted status--such as a king, a queen, a political leader, or a 

military hero--who has a character flaw (inordinate pride, for example).  

 

Satire In Greek literature, a play or a passage in a play that pokes fun at public figures or the gods.  

 

Satyr play Play that pokes fun at a serious subject involving gods and myths; a parody of stories about 

gods or myths.  Often bawdy and irreverent.  
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About The Gospel at Colonus 

Characters in  
The Gospel at Colonus: 
 

Preacher Oedipus: A 

visiting Preacher who 

narrates the role of 

Oedipus and preaches 

the role of Messenger as 

a sermon. 

 

Singer Oedipus: A blind gospel Singer who, 

with his Quintet, sings portions of the role of 

Oedipus. 

 

Evangelist Antigone: An Evangelist who 

presents the role of Antigone and selected 

choral material. 

 

Singer Ismene: a Soloist who, with her Quar-

tet, sings the role of Ismene. 

 

Pastor Theseus: The Pastor of the church, 

who takes the role of Theseus. 

 

Deacon Creon: A Deacon of the church who 

presents the role of Creon. 

 

 

Testifier Polyneices: A member of the con-

gregation who takes to role of Polyneices. 

 

Balladeer: A singer/guitarist with the gospel 

band who narrates the story of Polyneices, 

 

Choragos Quintet: A visit-

ing gospel Quintet whose 

leader performs the role of 

Choragos or choral leader 

and whose soloist takes the 

part of The Friend.  

 

Choir: A church Choir and 

its director, which performs 

the role of the Greek Chorus. 

 

Characters from Sophocles’  
Oedipus at Colonus: 
 

Oedipus: Former king of Thebes, now a blind beggar who 

wanders from place to place. Considered a pariah because of 

his sins, Oedipus suffers abuse and rejection everywhere he 

goes. 

 

A Messenger : A man who 

tells the elders of the city of 

Oedipus' death. 

 

Antigone: Daughter of Oedi-

pus. She leads her blind fa-

ther on his travels and serves 

his needs. 

 

Ismene: Daughter of Oedipus, sister of Antigone. She lives in 

Thebes and brings her father and sister news while they stay in 

Colonus. 

 

Theseus: King of Athens. He acts as Oedipus' ally by protecting 

him in Colonus and witnesses his death. 

 

Creon: King of Thebes, brother-in-law of Oedipus. Responsible 

for Oedipus' exile, Creon is now interested in returning the for-

mer king to Thebes to avoid a curse. 

 

Polynices: Son of Oedipus, brother of Antigone and Ismene. 

Driven out of Thebes after a power struggle with his brother, 

Eteocles, and Creon, he is an exile like his father, and plans to 

take Thebes by force. 

 

 

Chorus: A group of elders of 

Colonus who confront Oedipus and 

comment on the unfolding events in 

the play. 

 

 

Character descriptions from: 

www.cliffsnotes.com 

Morgan Freeman as  

Preacher Oedipus 

Photo from: The Spoleto Festival 
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A Humorous Look at Sophocles’ Oedipus the King 
 

The Backstory: Oedipus was a strong, young man who was walking down 

the road when all of a sudden, an arrogant rich guy nearly runs him over 

with a chariot. The two fight – the rich guy dies. Further down the road, 

Oedipus meets a Sphinx who has been plaguing the city of Thebes, and 

challenging pedestrians with riddles. (Anyone who guesses wrong gets 

gobbled up.) Oedipus solves the riddle correctly, and becomes the King of 

Thebes. Not only that, he marries an attractive older gal named Jocasta – 

the recently widowed queen of Thebes. 

 

The Chorus (a bunch of Theban citizens who talk and move in unison) 

complains to their king about the terrible plague. King Oedipus wants to solve the city’s problems. Ap-

parently Zeus and the rest of the Olympian Gods are angry that the previous king was murdered and no 

one bothered to find the murderer. Oedipus vows to find the killer and bring justice. He will punish the 

killer no matter who the culprit is< even if it is a friend, or a relative, even if he himself turns out to be 

the killer. (But that couldn’t possibly happen, could it???) 

 

The Plot Thickens: Oedipus requests help from a local prophet, an old timer named Tiresias. The aging 

psychic tells Oedipus to stop looking for the killer. But this just makes Oedipus all the more determined 

to find out who slew the previous king. Finally, Tiresias gets fed up and spills the beans. The old man 

claims that Oedipus is the murderer. Then, he declares that the murderer is Theban born, and (this part 

gets seriously disturbing) that he killed his father and married his mother. (Ooh! Gross! Yuck!) 

 

Yes, Oedipus is a bit freaked out by Tiresias’ claims. This isn’t the only time he has heard this sort of 

prophesy. When he was a young man living in Corinth, another soothsayer claimed that he would kill 

his father and marry his mother. So, he ran away for Corinth to save his parents and himself from mur-

der/incest. Oedipus’ wife tells him to relax. She says that lots of prophecies do not come true. A messen-

ger arrives with news that Oedipus’ dad is dead. This seems to imply that all of the icky curses and des-

tinies are not ordained. 

 

More Bad News: Just when they think that life is fine (except for the deadly 

plague, of course) a shepherd arrives with a story to tell. The shepherd ex-

plains that long ago he found Oedipus as a child, a little baby left out in the 

wilderness. The shepherd took him back to Corinth where young Oedipus was 

raised by his adoptive parents. 

 

Oedipus figures out that when he ran away from his adoptive parents, he 

bumped into his biological father (King Laius) and killed him during their 

roadside argument. Then, when Oedipus became king and married Jocasta, 

Laius’ wife, he was actually marrying his biological mother. 

 

Wrapping Things Up: The chorus is filled with shock and pity. Jocasta hangs herself. And Oedipus uses 

the pins from her dress to gauge out his eyes. Well, we all cope in different ways I guess. Creon, Jo-

casta’s brother, takes over the throne. Oedipus will wander around Greece as a wretched example of 

man’s folly. (And I assume Zeus and his fellow Olympians enjoy a mean-spirited chuckle.)  

From:  www.About.com 

About The Gospel at Colonus (cont.) 
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About The Gospel at Colonus (cont.) 

The Story: Sophocles wrote three plays about the life and legacy of Oedipus. The Gospel at Colonus is 

based on the second play, Oedipus at Colonus, which takes place after Oedipus the King (see page 11.) How-

ever, The Gospel at Colonus is less concerned with being true to the plot than to illuminating thematic ele-

ments and emotions through music and sermon-like spoken word. Throughout the performance, the 

soloists alternate roles as musical storytellers and characters acting out the story.   

Setting: The story is told in a Pentecostal church featuring Greek-style columns and pillars, a pulpit, 

choir stall, staircase and vases of flowers. The stage design suggests stained glass windows. There is a 

place for the band with a Hammond organ and seats for the Deacons, Preacher and Evangelist.  

 

(Part One) As the show begins, a Preacher enters with his leather-bound text and reads from the 

pulpit as if beginning sermon. He tells the history of Oedipus who has been banished from his throne in 

Thebes for marrying his mother and murdering his father. “Oedipus! So piti-

fully ensnared in the net of his own destiny.” The choir leads the invocation 

“Live Where You Can,” followed by the entrance of Evangelist Antigone and 

her aged and blind father, Oedipus, who have just arrived in Colonus. Oedipus 

tells of his prophecy to die in Colonus. 

 

The Choragos Quintet and Balladeer assume roles as citizens of Colonus and 

stop Oedipus from entering their “holy ground.” Singer Oedipus is joined by his 

Quintet and he forces his way in, claiming his destiny. Soon, Oedipus is joined 

by his other daughter, Ismene, who sings, “How Shall I see You Through My 

Tears.”  She brings the news that Oedipus’ sons, Polyneices and Eteocles, have 

been fighting over the throne in Thebes. Polyneices created a new army and is 

marching against his own brother in order to take over the throne. Eteocles, with 

King Creon of Thebes, wish Oedipus to return home to stop the war between brothers. Oedipus refuses 

to leave Colonus and cries out, “Let them that would be kings of Thebes before sons of Oedipus—Let 

them kill each other!”  

The Gospel at Colonus from  

the Edinburgh Festival  

The Gospel at Colonus from Edinburgh Festival  

Antigone, Edinburgh Festival 
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(Part One cont.) Antigone begins a rite of Prayer. Oedipus is represented by both the Singer who per-

forms it and the Preacher who speaks with Antigone. As the Preacher prays, he is touched by the spirit 

and speaks with Choragos as if in tongues. With as voice not quite his own, he explains how fate caused 

him to marry his mother and kill his father. But insists that he did not sin. “No! I shall not be judged so. 

In me, myself, you could not find such evil as would have made sin against my own. Perhaps our ances-

tors angered God long ago.” Antigone pleads with the people of Colonus to be compassionate toward 

her father and let him die peacefully in Colonus.  

 

Theseus, King of Colonus, arrives  and recognizes Oedipus as the blind exiled man who was foretold to 

arrive in Colonus. He explains that he was once an exile himself and welcomes him, singing “No 

Never.” The choir, representing the people of Colonus, joins in with jubilant dancing and clapping. 

 

The jubilee is interrupted by an elderly Deacon who 

plays the role of Creon, King of Thebes. He explains 

that he doesn’t want trouble, he just wants Oedipus to 

return home to Thebes. Oedipus answers through 

both the voice of the Singer and Preacher, “When I 

was sick with my own life’s evil...You had no mind to 

give me what I wanted! But when at last I had my fill 

of grief and rage, and in my quiet house I’d made my 

peace, that was the time you chose to rout me out.”  

 

In the meantime, Antigone and Ismene are seized and 

forced offstage by two Ushers who represent Creon’s 

soldiers. Without his daughters to help him, Oedipus is left blind and helpless as Creon exits. Theseus 

vows to help return the women to Oedipus and exits. The stage is darkened except for the Ismene Quar-

tet singing “Numberless are the World’s Wonders.” 

(Part Two) Deacon Creon is at the pulpit and introduces 

Singer Oedipus’ lament “Lift Me Up.” A member of the con-

gregation takes the role of Oedipus’ son, Polyneices. He tes-

tifies, “Father! < I have been evil! I didn’t support my father 

in his hour of need.” Oedipus turns away and does not 

speak to him.  Just then, Theseus returns with Antigone and 

Ismene. Polyneices begs them to plead his case to their fa-

ther but they do not.  

 

Polyneices exclaims, “Because as the eldest born I thought fit to take my seat upon his sovereign throne. 

And for this my brother banished me.” He explains that he sought advise of the oracles who said that 

only those who are blessed by Oedipus will rise to power. He names the captains who have chosen to 

fight beside him and asks for his father’s blessing to protect them all.  

 

Oedipus calls out, “LIAR! Once you held the power and when you did you drove me out, made me a 

homeless man. You are no son of mine.” He curses his son and the captains, “You’ll go down all bloody 

and your brother too. Yes, you shall die by your brother’s hand< Justice still has a place in the sight of 

God.” Polyneices and the Captains collapse on the white staircase, representing their death at the gates 

of Thebes. Evangelist Antigone weeps, reciting the poem, “Love Unconquerable.”  

Deacon Creon at Apollo Theater, NYC 

Edinburgh Festival 

About The Gospel at Colonus (cont.) 
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(Part Two cont.) Preacher Oedipus delivers a meditation from the pul-

pit as he prepares for his death. A clap of thunder is heard and a bolt of 

lighting splits a column. Pastor Theseus enters and takes Oedipus’ 

hand. As Oedipus ascends the staircase toward his death, he bestows 

his blessings upon Colonus, thus cursing Thebes. He descends to 

“Eternal Sleep” in the underworld with only Theseus as his witness. 

 

Antigone and Ismene weep for their father’s death. Antigone wishes to 

see her father’s tomb, but Theseus explains that he has no earthly rest-

ing place. He bids the sisters “Mourn no more. Retribution comes.” The 

Choir sings “Lift Him Up” to celebrate Oedipus’ redemption.   

 

The Preacher is approached by a 

Child who asks, “By God’s mercy, 

was his death a painful one?” In 

answer, the Preacher delivers a 

sermon which ends, “Now let the 

weeping cease. Let no one mourn 

again. The love of God will bring 

you peace. There is no end.” He is 

echoed by the Choir who embrace 

and say farewell. All exit as the 

gospel band plays the closing 

hymn.  

Photos from Edinburgh Festival 

Performance History 
 

The Gospel at Colonus was developed by Lee Breuer and Bob Telson, 

first as a one-act companion piece to their “doo-wop opera” Sister 

Suzie Cinema. The full version of the play was first performedas part 

of the Brooklyn Academy of Music’s Next Wave Festival in 1983 , 

featuring Morgan Freeman as Preacher Oedipus and the Five Blind 

Boys of Alabama as 

Singer Oedipus and 

Quintet.  

 

Gospel’s first Broadway 

performance was on 

March 11, 1988 at the 

Lunt-Fontanne Theatre, 

where it ran for several 

months. 

 

Among Gospel’s many awards are an Obie for Outstanding 

Musical (1983-84 season.) Gospel was first televised on 

“Great Performances” in 1985. 

Morgan Freeman as Preacher Oedipus from 

original BAM production 

Five Blind Boys of Alabama singing “Life Me Like A dove” 

About The Gospel at Colonus (cont.) 



19 

About the Creators of The Gospel at Colonus 

LEE BREUER (b. 1937) is an American academic, educator, film maker, 

poet, lyricist, writer and stage director.  Breuer adapted the story and cre-

ated original lyrics for Gospel at Colonus. 

 

Considered by many to be one of the most innovative directors on the world 

stage, Breuer creates theatrical productions both through his association 

with the Mabou Mines experimental theater collective based in New York 

City, of which he was a co-founder more than three decades ago, and inde-

pendently. Lee Breuer has received numerous honors including directing 

eleven Obie Award winning productions over a period of thirty years. 

 

Aside from original Breuer works, Lee is known world wide for his enormously successful adaptations 

of classics. His deconstruction of Henrik Ibsen landmark feminist production A Doll's House titled MA-

BOU MINES DOLLHOUSE, won 2004 Obie Awards for Best Director and Best Performance. In the 

spring of 2006, Lee Breuer created a unique staging of Aeschylus' THE LIBATION BEARERS 

("Choephorae"), commissioned by the City of Patras, Greece. Hailed by critics and audiences, Breuer 

achieved the rare honor as a non-Greek of being embraced by Hellenic critics and scholars for a fresh 

and sensitive interpretation of one of that nation's most revered literary works.   

 

From: www.leebreuer.com 

 

 

BOB TELSON (b. 1949) is a composer, songwriter, and pianist best 

known for his work in musical theater and film, for which he has re-

ceived Tony, Pulitzer, and Academy Award nominations. Born in 

Cannes, France, but raised in Brooklyn, New York, Teslon began 

studying piano when he was five years old. By nine had already per-

formed a Mozart piece on television and given a concert of his own 

compositions. At 14, he wrote 72 love songs for his first girlfriend, 

Margie. At 15 and 16 he studied organ, counterpoint and harmony in 

France with the teacher Nadia Boulanger. He followed this with a 

degree in music from Harvard University in 1970.  

 

After graduation from Harvard, Telson began his immersion into eth-

nic world musics as the pianist of salsa bandleaders Tito Puente and 

Machito. He was then organist of the gospel group The Five Blind 

Boys of Alabama, for whom he also composed, arranged and produced.  

 

As a composer, Telson received an Academy Award nomination for his song "Calling You" from the 

movie Bagdad Café, as well as Pulitzer, Grammy and Tony Award nominations for his Broadway musi-

cals "The Gospel at Colonus" and "Chronicle of a Death Foretold", an adaptation of the Gabriel García 

Márquez novel. 

 

According to The New York Times: "Mr. Telson has a remarkable talent for relating to musicians from 

diverse musical cultures and for writing stirring, dramatic music in non-Western European idioms."  

 

From: www.wikipedia.com 
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Activities and Extensions 
Discussion Quotes: 
 Use the following quotes from The Gospel at Colonus as prompts for activity and discussion. Here are 

some ideas for thinking about the quotes in creative and meaningful ways: 

 

What is your interpretation of the meaning of the quote? What in your personal experience 

makes you come to that conclusion? 

 

Think of a famous historical figure or a person from your life that might repeat this quote and 

explain why you think they would say it. 

 

Write a short story based on this quote. What events led up to your character saying these 

words? Who might he/she be speaking to? How were the words received by others? What hap-

pened as a result of these words? 

 

Are quotes important? What impact do words have on the world? Can words mean different 

things to different people? 

 

 

 

“No! I shall not be judged so.  
In me, myself, you could not find such evil  
As would have made me sin against my own.  
Perhaps our ancestors angered God long ago.”  
- Oedipus 

“Be compassionate!  
For you will never see in all the world 
A man whom God has let escape his destiny!”  
- Antigone 

“When charity’s no charity at all 
Then he gives it to you.”  
- Oedipus 

“Numberless are the world’s wonders, but none 
More wonderful than man; the stormgray sea 
Yields to his prows, the huge crests bear him high;… 
Words also, and thought as rapid as air, 
He fashions to his good use… 
He has made himself secure - from all but one: 
In the late wind of death he cannot stand.” 
- Theseus 

“Think no longer that you are in command here, 
But rather think how, when you were, 
You served your own destruction.” 
-Preacher 

Talk About Community: 
In Greek theater there was always a Chorus that voiced the “public opinion” or the community’s reac-

tion to the events in the story.  Many times they acted as the moral guide for characters, urging them to 

take behave in an ethical way and chastising them when they failed.  

 

Discuss how the following people or  institutions may serve as a modern-day Greek Chorus: 

 
 Parents  Neighbors Teachers Facebook Reality TV  

  

 Political Parties  Religious Figures Fashion Magazines  

 

Write or improvise a dramatic scene in which a character tries to plead his/her case to one of the above. 
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Activities and Extensions (cont.) 

1.) When you think of “opera,” what do you expect? What type of singing? What kinds of instruments? 

What type of storyline and characters? Then consider the same questions for “gospel music.” 

 

2.) Have the students watch for references to opera and/or gospel music in their everyday lives. Radio, 

TV, magazines and movies often refer back to the classics. 

 

3.) Compare your students’ favorite types of music with classical and gospel mu-

sic. What does each style have in common? How are they different? Here are some 

questions to consider: What instruments are used? Is it improvised or already writ-

ten out? Is the music composed by one composer or by a group of musicians? 

What is the subject matter of the lyrics? What emotions or messages are common 

themes? What audience (age, gender, community) did the composer intend his 

music to be heard by? How do the singers display their vocal skill? 

 

4.) Be a Composer! The Gospel at Colonus began life as a play without music. Almost every stage piece 

(opera, musical, play) started as some other story. This story is called the source material. Choose a 

novel you have read or a good story and think about how you would go about adapting it into an opera 

or piece of musical theater. You would have to choose which parts of the drama would be highlighted 

with which sorts of music. When would there be duets, or trios, or quartets? Or big soaring arias? How 

would you set your opening scene? Would you have a big chorus to set up the place and time or would 

it begin in a quieter way? Write out an outline and try to structure the beginnings of an opera. 

 

5.) It has been said that art helps lead political and cultural progress. How do you think this gospel ad-

aptation of a Greek play fits into this statement? 

 

 
Important Themes 
 

Fate and Prophecy—Oedipus is often viewed as a victim of destiny. All of the prophecies about Oedi-

pus come true. Consider: Are we just victims of fate, or do we control our own destinies? 

 

Blindness—When Oedipus learns that did indeed kill his father and marry his mother, he stabs himself 

in the eyes to blind himself. Later, after Oedipus dies, Antigone says, “My eyes are blind with tears.” 

Consider: In what ways are people “blinded” - by emotion, by greed, by fame, by ignorance? 

 

Redemption and Atonement—In order to atone for his sins, Oedipus stabs out his eyes and wanders for 

years through the wilderness. Yet, he did not knowingly or intentionally commit the crimes for which 

he punished himself. Consider: In your opinion, did Oedipus need to seek redemption from himself 

and others? Is he really guilty of a sin? Why do you think it is so important for him to seek forgiveness 

and approval from others? 

 

Justice—Upon reaching old age, Oedipus realizes that he was not treated 

fairly by his sons , King Creon or the people of Thebes. Therefore, when his 

son Polyneices and King Creon ask for his help, Oedipus curses them to 

death and wishes ruin upon Thebes. Consider: Is justice “an eye for an 

eye?” What might you have done or said in Oedipus’ place? 



Further Exploration 

Books 
 
Barber, David W. When the Fat Lady Sings: Opera History as it Ought to be Taught. Sound and Vision, 1990. 

 

Darden, Robert. People Get Ready!: A New History of Black Gospel Music. Continuum, 2005.  

 

David, Ron. Opera for Beginners. Writers and Readers Publishing, Inc., 1995. 

 

Freeman, John W. The Metropolitan Opera: Stories of the Great Operas. W. W. Norton & Co., New York, 

1993. 

 

Lang, Paul H. The Experience of Opera. W. W. Norton & Co., 1971. 

 

Mondadori, Arnoldo. (Ed.) The Simon and Schuster Book of the Opera. Simon and Schuster, New York, 

1978. 

 

Sadie, Stanley. (Ed.) The New Grove Dictionary of Opera. MacMillen Reference Limited, London, 1997. 

 

Sophocles (author). Fagles, Robert. (Translator) The Three Theban Plays: Antigone; Oedipus the King; Oedi-

pus at Colonus. Penguin Classics., 2000. 

 

Wetmore, Kevin J. Black Dionysus: Greek Tragedy and African American Theatre. McFarland, 2003. 

 

 

Websites 
 

For opera vocabulary, story synopses and opera games, visit: http://azopera.com/learn.php  

 

To learn more about Lee Breuer and his current work, visit: http://www.leebreuer.com/  

 

To learn more about the history and important figures of gospel music , visit:  

http://afgen.com/gospel1.html 

 

Read an NPR report on Gospel history, listen to excerpts of Gospel music at and discover their list of 25 

Essential Gospel Songs at: http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4233793 

 

Get helpful tips for reading Sophocles’ Oedipus Trilogy with character analysis, synopsis and Sophocles 

biography. Enter “Oedipus Trilogy” at: http://www.cliffsnotes.com/study_guide/literature/ 

 

Take an online quiz about Oedipus at Colonus at: http://www.sparknotes.com/drama/oedipus/quiz.html 

 

Buy DVDs, MP3s or a full recording of The Gospel at Colonus at: http://www.amazon.com/ 
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Meet the Companies 

One of only two major arts institutions in the world named for 

Pulitzer Prize and Tony Award-winning playwright and Pitts-

burgh native August Wilson, the August Wilson Center for Afri-

can American Culture engages regional and national audiences 

in its mission of preserving, presenting, interpreting, celebrating 

and shaping the art, culture and history of African Americans in 

Western Pennsylvania and people of African descent throughout 

the world. 

 

From its new home in a vibrant Cultural District, the sleekly modern August Wilson Center offers multi-

ple exhibition galleries, a 486-seat theater for performances in all genres, an education center for classes, 

lectures and hands-on learning, and dazzling spaces for community programs and events. The Center is 

a place like no other for experiencing theater, dance, music, history, film, literature, visual art, interac-

tive education and spectacular entertainment, all under one roof.  

 

Learn more at www.augustwilsoncenter.org. 
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Opera Theater crosses boundaries. Opera Theater reaches out across traditional lines of demarcation in 

the arts, presenting works which engage diverse, new and younger audiences, bringing in supporters of 

music, theater, dance and the visual arts. Jonathan Eaton, Opera Theater’s current General and Artistic 

director, joined the company in 1999. An internationally renowned stage director, Eaton continues Op-

era Theater’s mission of creating new works, reinterpreting older works in new ways, building diversity 

in programming and casting, supporting emerging talent, and broadening audiences through outreach 

and education to bring people from diverse backgrounds together and involve them in experiences that 

have meaning and impact. Founded in 1978 by noted mezzo soprano Mildred Miller Posvar, Opera 

Theater of Pittsburgh has a thirty year tradition of presenting innovative opera for imaginative audi-

ences.  

 

Learn more at www.operatheaterpittsburgh.org. 

The Mount Ararat Baptist Church is the largest church in Western Pennsylvania, led by 

the Senior Pastor, Rev. Dr. William H. Curtis. The Mt. Ararat Fine Arts Department's goal is to present 

and minister with excellence in the areas of: Music, Drama, Dance, Sound, and Video. It’s choirs have 

won regional and national competitions.  

 

Learn more at www.mt-ararat.org. 


