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Why bother?
Language is as important to opera as music. Some of the most accomplished opera composers were also proficient in literature and poetry, and worked in a close partnership with their librettists (e.g. Verdi). Their music is written specifically for a language, the music follows the articulation patterns, accents and intonation of the language, the meaning and emotions are conveyed through the unity of music and word.
In the case of Italy, the birthplace of opera, the relationship between music and text is particularly important:
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Florence, end of 16th century. 
The members of the humanist group Camerata Fiorentina or Camerata de' Bardi theorized a new musical genre capable of conveying emotions and drama through music: musical theatre or opera. The style of singing they theorized is called recitar cantando, act through singing. As opposed to polyphony, one could understand their words and, through music written in the right mood, be emotionally moved in the right direction.
Opera was born as a court entertainment for the elite, but soon evolved into a commercial, very popular genre, nation-wide and beyond: this has a paramount importance in a country that did not exist in anything else but culture. 

Enough with history (for now)! Let’s get down to work…

Can you think about any words you already know in Italian? They don’t need to be related to music, they can just be connected to food, tourism, etc. and they can help us getting to know the sound system.

	The good news:
- Unlike English, Italian is 100% phonetic: it means that once you learn the rules, you will have no surprises
- Unlike English, Italian reads everything that is written: no letters disappear or merge to form new sounds (the only exception is h, but we’ll see about that later)
- Italian has the easiest/shortest alphabet among the modern neo-Latin languages
- Many sounds, especially consonants, are the same as in English
	The bad news:
- There are some sounds/way to pronounce sounds which are different from English: those need to be learnt and practised
-Likewise, there are ways to spell/write some sounds which are different from English: you need to be confident when reading librettos! 
- Face and mouth muscles are culturally trained to adapt to the pronunciation of a certain language, so get your mouths to work!




General tips to read (and sing) Italian:
1) read EVERYTHING that is written: no letters/sounds disappear. This applies particularly to words ending in –e, where English might mislead you
e.g. MESE – COSE – MARE

2) Italian, most of all operatic Italian, is very far from the very aggressive/exaggerated/comical language you might have seen in cartoons and movies. Sounds have to be clearly articulated, but not pushed.

3) Have always in mind the whole sentence/phrase in order to deal with stress and intonation. Italian writes accents very rarely, so you will have to figure out where the stress falls both in each word and within the sentence.
L’alfabeto italiano

	A
	a
	come Ancona

	B
	bi
	come Bologna

	C
	ci
	come Como

	D
	di
	come Domodossola

	E
	e
	come Empoli

	F
	effe
	come Firenze

	G
	gi
	come Genova

	H
	acca
	come hotel

	I
	i
	come Imola

	L
	elle
	come Livorno

	M
	emme
	come Milano

	N
	enne
	come Napoli

	O
	o
	come Otranto

	P
	pi
	come Padova

	Q
	cu
	come Quarto

	R
	erre
	come Roma

	S
	esse
	come Savona

	T
	ti
	come Torino

	U
	u (soon)
	come Udine

	V
	vu
	come Venezia

	Z
	zeta
	come Zara



	J
	i lunga
	

	K
	kappa
	

	W
	doppia vu
	

	X
	ics
	

	Y
	ipsilon/i greca
	




We are singers, so sounds come mainly through the vowels (although, as we will see, consonants – when pronounced correctly – will help you a lot). Italian vowels (vocali) are quite different from the English ones:
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[bookmark: _GoBack]- They are short, clear–cut, and are never drawn out. The glide/slur with which English vowels frequently end, has to be avoided. 
e.g. NO, MA

- Regardless of stress, they are always articulated in a sharp, clear fashion
- A, I and U are always pronounced the same way. E and O, on the other hand, may have an ‘open’ and a ‘closed’ sound, often depending on regional accent. This is a nuance and doesn’t need to be too stressed.
e.g. MELA – SELLA
COLPO – MOLE 
 
Examples of Vowels 
A is like a in the English word ah! (VERY operatic)
· casa  house
· antipasto  appetizer
· ama  he/she loves
· banana  banana
· sala  hall
· Papa  Pope
· fama  fame
· pasta  pasta; dough; pastry
___________________________________________________________________________
I is like i in machine.
· libri  books
· bimbi  children
· vini  wines
· violini  violins
· pini  pines
___________________________________________________________________________
u is like u in rule.
· luna  moon
· fungo  mushroom
· uno  one
· lungo  long
· fuga  fugue
· mulo  mule
· uso  use
· tubo  tube
O is sometimes like o in the English word oh! (also very operatic): this is the narrow or closed o (o); sometimes, it is like o in or (ɔ). This is the wide or open o.
· 
· o  or
· dono  gift
· nome  name
· solo  alone
· tondo  round
· volo  flight
· mondo  world
· fondo bottom
· amore love
· corona crown
· moda  fashion
· toga  toga
· oro  gold
· posta  mail
· brodo  broth
· cosa  thing
· trono  throne
· rosa  rose
· olio  oil
· posto  place

___________________________________________________________________________
E is sometimes like e in the English word they or a in hay, layer, may (without the final i glide): this is the narrow or closed e (e); sometimes, it is like e in the word met, tent, hen. This is the open or wide e (ɛ)

e
· e  and
· beve  drinks
· fede  faith
· vede  sees
· mele  apples
· sete  thirst

· pepe  pepper
· è  is
· festa  party; holiday
· presto  soon
· tè  tea
· caffè coffee
· 
___________________________________________________________________________
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