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HELEN: AN OPERA IN ONE ACT
Garrett E. Hope, D.M.A
University of Nebraska, 2011

Adviser: Eric J. Richards

Helen is a one-act opera that tells the story of a woman whose husband would later betray
her trust and love. It begins with her debut as an eligible young woman and ends with the
husband’s demise. Through the course of the story it becomes apparent that her husband
is both verbally and physically abusive as well as unfaithful to her. In the end her
situation is redeemed through his death because his bacchanalian behavior resulted in his

fatal sickness.

The opera is a retelling of a portion of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Anne Brontg,
which was adapted as a libretto by Steven Soebbing. Originally published in 1848,
Bronté’s story challenged traditional gender roles, the rights and power of the church to
dictate behavior, the legal status of women and their property, and it highlighted the evils
of domestic abuse and alcoholism. The novel is told in three parts framed as a first person
narrative by the male protagonist. The libretto for this opera uses most of the events of
the second part, a reading of Helen’s diary, and some key moments from the third.
Librettist Steven Soebbing incorporated published poems of Anne Bronté and her sisters

as content for the arias.



This opera is designed to be performed with a small cast of two females and two males.
The woman playing the antagonist, Annabella, will be double-cast as Helen’s aunt. The
music is written for a small chamber ensemble of twelve players including winds, strings,

piano, and percussion.



© 2011, Garrett Evan Hope, Frog Princess Publishing, ASCAP.

This work is published with a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs
3.0 Unported license. You are free to share, copy and transmit this work. You must
attribute this work to www.garetthope.com.

You may not use this work for commercial purposes. You may not alter, transform or
build upon this work.

For more information on what this license grants please visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/.
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Cast of Characters

HELEN LAWRENCE/HUNTINGDON........cccotiiiteeiieeeeeee e mezzo-soprano
HELEN"S AUNT ..ottt ettt e st s e e vee e neeeenseeennseeenes lyric soprano
ARTHUR HUNTINGDON, Helen’s husband.............c.coooiiivmmiiiiiiiieeiieeeeeeeeeeee e tenor
ANNABELLA WILMOT, Lady Lowborough...........cccceeveriiienieniieiienieenee. lyric soprano

LORD LOWBOROUGH, Arthur’s friend........ccc.eovevviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieieeeiieeeeee e baritone



Instrumentation

Flute (doubles Piccolo)

Oboe (doubles English Horn)

Clarinet in Bb (doubles Bass Clarinet in Bb)

Horn in F

Percussion (Snare Drum, Bass Drum, Suspended Cymbals, Tam-tam, Tom-tom:s,
Glockenspiel, Marimba)

Piano

Guitar

Violin 1

Violin 2

Viola

Violoncello

Double Bass



Synopsis

SCENE 1: Parlor at the estate of Helen’s uncle and aunt
Helen’s debut as an eligible woman. After discussing issues of marriage and love

with her aunt she meets Arthur for the first time.

SCENE 2: Helen’s bedroom at the estate of her uncle and aunt
Helen contemplates her potential suitors and begins to fixate on Arthur. Arthur

appears in her window and the couple fall in love.

SCENE 3: Sitting room at the estate of Arthur and Helen Huntingdon
Helen and Arthur discuss his restlessness and agree to invite his friends to their

estate in lieu of Arthur being away for the season.

SCENE 4: Parlor at the estate of Arthur and Helen Huntingdon
Arthur and Helen greet their guests, Lord and Lady Lowborough. Arthur and Lord
Lowborough get drunk early, Helen and Annabella (Lady Lowborough) sing a duet, and

Helen and Lord Lowborough play a game of chess.

SCENE 5: Garden at the estate of Arthur and Helen Huntingdon
Lord Lowborough reveals to Helen Arthur’s adulterous relationship with

Annabella.



xi

SCENE 6: Helen’s bedroom at the estate of Arthur and Helen Huntingdon
Helen laments her husbands behavior, Arthur admits to the affair and physically

and emotionally abuses her. Helen vows to escape from Arthur.

SCENE 7: Arthur’s bedroom
Helen returns to her husband upon learning that he may be fatally ill. Helen
refuses to be intimidated by Arthur and denies him the company of his son until he agrees

to release any parental and legal claim on the boy.

SCENE 8: Arthur’s bedroom
Arthur refuses to recognize how his behavior has led to the demise of his marriage

and his well-being. Arthur and Helen stake claim in their beliefs before Arthur dies.
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Switch at will between any of these pitches. Do not syncronize. Breath at will.
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