
Follow this and additional works at DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-support@fsu.edu

2017

Charmed Rock: An Original Opera
Noah Nethery



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

COLLEGE OF MUSIC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHARMED ROCK: AN ORIGINAL OPERA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

NOAH NETHERY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis submitted to the 

Department of Opera 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with 

Honors in the Major 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Degree Awarded: 

Spring, 2018 





 

 Charmed Rock premiered on May 26, 2017 in Opperman Music Hall. Charmed Rock is a 

fictional town associated with Northeastern geography, like coastal Maine. The opera is a 

psychodrama about a father named David. David is a retired man who volunteers his time taking 

care of the beach when no one else will. The other characters are Nicole, his 16-year old 

daughter; Ryan and Wade, two young nomads who visit Charmed Rock for a day; and a chorus 

(ensemble) of citizens in the town. The town was hit by a hurricane about 7 years before the start 

of the opera. It was not well-equipped enough to handle the storm—many citizens lost their 

lives. David’s wife was among them. While he couldn’t have had any control over the disaster, 

he still blames himself for her death. This causes him to be overprotective of Nicole. Charmed 

Rock is the culmination of many efforts across the time of a year. In order for me to give a 

detailed analysis of the process, I will start with a brief timeline of critical events in the process. 

 While the idea of writing a dramatic work for stage had been floating around in my head 

for most of my sophomore year, I realized I would utilize my new relationships in Florida State 

University’s Opera Department after performing in my second opera, L’incoronazione di 

Poppea, and realize my vison in the form of an opera. I leveraged the success of Poppea and 

started my first digital correspondence with Professor Matthew Lata, Director of Opera, on April 

28, 2016, telling him that I was interested in setting up a meeting to talk about extracurricular 

studies related to opera. I pitched my intent to write an opera as an undergraduate Honors in the 

Major project, and Professor Lata was on board. 

 I continued meeting with Professor Lata informally as I was taking summer classes at the 

College of Music. By June 8, 2016, I had submitted my first outline for Charmed Rock: A 7-page 

document with a description of settings, characters, and a break-down of eight scenes with ideas 



 

for arias and recitatives1. There were only a few differences from the outline and the finished 

work. The two female characters, Nicole and Dominique, were synthesized into a stronger 

version of Nicole. The total number of scenes ended up being seven once Wade’s death was 

turned into a desertion. The only variable in the outline was the ending, which was something 

that was still deliberated on throughout the majority of the process. This was enough to officiate 

the project into an undergraduate thesis. On June 19, almost two weeks after my outline, I 

received an email from Professor Lata signed with the words, “…we’re good to go.”  

 Professor Lata and I went down our own paths the rest of the summer, and met back up at 

the beginning of September to continue. I submitted my first draft of Charmed Rock’s libretto on 

September 12. By the time I submitted the third revision 8 days later, it was clear that I needed 

assistance in the dramatic nature of my text. It was two days after the third revision where I first 

reached out to Dr. Mary Karen Dahl, a professor in Florida State University’s School of Theatre, 

to enlist her expertise in dramaturgy. We met individually during the following week, and she 

agreed to engage the project as an outside committee member. October 11, 2016 at 11:30 am was 

the first time Professors Lata and Dahl met with me in Professor Lata’s office; this eventually 

became the format for my weekly meetings with them for the academic year. It was at these 

intensely intimate meetings where we would discuss the drama of my opera, shared anecdotes 

related to my work, or demoed music on the piano. The frequency and content of these meetings 

were vital to the development of Charmed Rock. All the while, I continued my weekly 

composition lessons with Dr. Callender but with a focus on Charmed Rock. 

                                                      

1 An aria is a lengthy and lyrical solo piece for a singer, while recitative is in a more speech-like 

style meant to convey plot in opera.  



 

 My work in the first academic semester concluded with a concert-style performance of 

the first three scenes of Charmed Rock with FSU’s Opera Scenes program on December 9, 2016 

at 3:30 pm. This program is a performance that features the staging of various scenes from 

operas with the enrolled students (usually vocal performance majors) and student directors in the 

Master’s program for Opera Directing. I conducted the singers alongside collaborative pianist 

Minji Nam.  

 Meetings continued on regularly into the second semester with the focus of finishing the 

piano/vocal score and the setting of the score to orchestra. Several members were added to the 

production team in April: Douglas Fisher as conductor, Caroline Bankey as production manager, 

Julia Matteson Bradley as costume designer, Jeff Hoh as stage manager, Teddy Moore as scenic 

designer, and Tyler Tucker as music director. Luke Barnard was cast as David, McKenna Milici 

as Nicole, Sam Mathis as Wade, Matt Cooksey as Ryan, and several other Florida State singers 

for the chorus.  

 I will briefly talk about some of the tools I used throughout this process. For 

communication, everyone involved typically used email or text message. During the weekly 

meetings, I usually kept a written log of feedback or experience in a journal. I also used an audio 

recorder for the sessions if there was a lot of artistic information to keep track of. When 

composing the piano/vocal score, I used a notation program called Notion since it was the 

quickest way for me to come up with drafts. For the orchestration, I transitioned to a more 

established notation software called Finale. The most important tool was not a piece of software 

at all; it was a piano. The piano was vital in the composing process, the demos, the workshop, the 

rehearsal, and it even had a place in the orchestra for final performance. Not all composers use a 



 

piano to aid them, but I find it very useful throughout all steps of the production process. I will 

now continue with an analysis of my composition.  

 While I did not always work on the opera scenes in numerical order, I started first with 

Scene 1. There is a harmonic motif between two chords, Ab major and Ab diminished with an 

added major 7th, that became 

the main signature for David’s 

character. I interpret it as a 

split between calmness and 

unsettlement. Later on, any 

elements of calm are shown to 

be a façade and the 

unsettlement gives way to 

psychosis. The text also 

mirrors the initial affect; someone can be like the ocean—visible and routine on the surface but 

mysterious and unknown below. There is a waltz-like musical background in the second part of 

Scene 1 that features an added 6th above the bass note to convey a more diatonic sound, 

representing David’s teetering emotional state. There is a high, bell-like component to the 

background as well with tones that sound as if they echo Nicole’s name. It was especially 

effective when realized by the string players playing harmonics. 

 For Scene 2, I focused on the idea of repetition and imbalance. These are qualities that 

arise from Nicole’s experience from not being able to leave the house and only seeing her father. 

Luke Barnard as David in Scene 1. 



 

There is an ostinato2 of a dyad3 where the bottom voice ascends in half step intervals and the top 

voice descends in whole steps. To top it off, the pattern is in a meter with five beats, which is 

irregular in common-practice music. In stark 

contrast, much of the melody Nicole sings is 

diatonic, having an almost childlike quality—a 

quality that David projects on Nicole despite the 

reality of her becoming of age. In the middle 

section of Nicole’s aria, I composed a “wave-

like” texture using many high notes oscillating 

quickly up and down. There are more “concrete” 

bass notes separated by several octaves underneath the high ones to provide metrical clarity in 

anticipation for the performer. This is to indicate that what is being sung is a flashback to 

Nicole’s last memory with her mother. If I were to improve upon this scene, I would expand the 

ostinato and vary it some to allow Nicole to share more of her memories and current mentality. 

 Scene 3 was the first multi-section scene in order to account for the introduction of new 

characters, including the chorus as a whole, and fast changes in focus. It starts with the chorus 

singing, “Oh! What a beautiful day”—a 

mockery of the first number in Richard 

Rogers and Oscar Hammerstein’s 

                                                      

2 An ostinato is a repetitive fragment of music. 
3 A dyad is a musical “chord” that is made up of two notes to form a single perceived interval. 

McKenna Milici longing for freedom as Nicole in 

Scene 2. 

Members of the chorus, Barnard (left), Matt Cooksey as Ryan 

(center), and Sam Mathis as Wade (right) in Scene 3. 



 

Oklahoma!4. My goal for all of the text that the chorus sings was to be close to the vernacular of 

my generation and eerie only in a way that a village of young, cosmetically-perfect, and affluent 

people can be. They recite things like, “Chill,” and “It’s just a joke, man.” As a general rule, I 

kept music underscoring the chorus at a fast tempo. After the chorus quips David, Ryan and 

Wade enter. To a fault, their music is less organized and consistent as the others. This is 

something I would like to address in a later revision of Charmed Rock.  

 During the composition, I imagined the several parts of Scene 4 to be like a ball of yarn 

held by the free thread set in motion; the ball unravels as it picks up speed until it abruptly comes 

to a halt. Scene 4a opens with a more literal motif highlighting the boys’ descent down the stairs. 

It is the same sonority of the waltz 

in Scene 1, but instead of the notes 

being played simultaneously, they 

are arpeggiated downward while 

accelerating in tempo. The added 6th 

is lowered by a half step before the 

figure ends to warn of the danger 

ahead for when Ryan and Wade 

meet Nicole for the first time under dubious circumstances. When the boys first see Nicole, a 

lyrical theme is played which I believe represents the role “hope” plays in Nicole’s life. When 

Nicole begs for help, Ryan reluctantly agrees but David catches them. His music at this part was 

somewhat of a challenge to write and perform; I wanted to write something dissonant but still be 

                                                      

4 The first song of the musical is “Oh, what a beautiful mornin’,” and the second line in the piece 
is what I quoted.  

Chorus members at a party in Scene 5. 



 

idiomatic to the voice so I focused on a few established patterns. Unfortunately, these patterns 

were a little too challenging for the wrong reasons, so it received many revisions. I used a few 

compositional tools to achieve a better balance between ‘singability’ and expressivity like 

inversion5.  

 The chorus is prominent again in Scene 5. Since this scene takes place at a party, I felt it 

was important to keep the music driving, like how music in a club is. There is a hi-hat cymbal 

part in the percussion whose rhythm I borrow from the disco era to help portray this. The citizens 

of Charmed Rock hubristically sing, “Let’s celebrate us moving forward. No hurricane can break 

our town. Progress is the remedy for Charmed Rock.” David finds himself at the party, distressed 

after finding the boys in Nicole’s room. After hearing what the citizens are singing about, he 

realizes how out of place he is and his grasp on reality starts to slip. The music slows down, and 

the chorus interrogates him in unison. There is a texture in the background that is reminiscent of 

a cuckoo clock.  

 Scene 6 is entirely focused on David. Once he returns home and finds that Nicole is gone, 

her “hope” theme plays again. His music starts out lament-like, similar to the harmonic 

progression in “Dido’s Lament” aria from Dido and Aeneas by Henry Purcell. David then snaps 

when he realizes there is nothing he can do anymore about Nicole. This is reflected in the music 

with a postlude that is strenuous and dissonant. At this point onstage, a projection of water 

appears with the rest of the lights turned off. This is David’s implied suicide, and instead of 

continuing with a cacophony of sound, I take the sonority from David’s waltz again but 

orchestrate it out to sound like distant calls that come together to form a consonant texture. This 

                                                      

5 In this case, inversion refers to reversing the position or order of notes in a musical collection. I 

favored lower transpositions of the notes in the collection for the ease of singing.  



 

could be interpreted that either the world is better off without David, or that David is finally at 

peace. 

 A cyclical melody opens Scene 7. I felt it was important to see Nicole alone on the beach 

for some time before hearing her sing. The melody is composed in a way that the listener cannot 

tell when it is supposed to end or what meter it is in. The chorus spies her from a distance, and 

sing a sustained cluster on the phrase, “Look! It’s the man’s daughter.” The chorus is one-

dimensional; to them, Nicole has only replaced her father in Charmed Rock and they will treat 

her with the same judgement they treated David. However, Nicole doesn’t notice them. Finally 

becoming free is enough to elate her. 

So much so, that she quotes the 

chorus from Scene 3 unironically: 

“Oh! What a beautiful day!” As she 

continues, a solo violin part in the 

highest tessitura mimics Nicole’s 

happiness. Her focus shifts to a sea 

shell in which she believes she can 

hear her mother calling to her from. Professor Lata supported this idea as a vehicle to help Nicole 

become content with moving on from this part of her life with her mother’s blessing. Nicole, 

along with the chorus, sings, “Goodbye.” The chorus, however, sings it in random bursts of 

intervals interleaved with the wave-like texture from Scene 2. Nicole finishes the opera by 

singing the final “goodbye” on a high C, which is a notoriously challenging but significant note 

for the female voice. The orchestra finishes with an arpeggiated run of David’s major-to-

Milici hearing her mother’s voice in a shell in Scene 7. 



 

diminished triad signature from Scene 1, signifying that his presence on Nicole and Charmed 

Rock will always be there even if he physically is not.  

 Overall, I’m extremely pleased with the outcome of this Honors in the Major project. In 

the future, I would improve upon a few things. The first being the orchestration, as there were a 

few things I would have liked to add like more percussion and a keyboard part on a synthesizer 

rather than a piano. There are entirely new palettes of sound I can create with electronic and 

additional percussive timbres. I would also like to revise the libretto, as I feel that is the least-

cultivated part of the opera and “tells” more than it “shows.” Finally, I would enjoy the 

opportunity to increase the overall length of the production by digging in deeper to each 

character in their arias. The form and flow of events of the opera is fine as is, and I do not see the 

need to implement massive changes to them. I’m very thankful to the volunteer singers from 

both semesters, the volunteer orchestra, the production team and FSU Opera Department, my 

thesis committee and their corresponding departments, and the FSU Honors College for the 

opportunity to realize my creative vision while gaining professional experience. I’m confident 

that I would not have received this support anywhere else.  

  



 

 

A scan of the College of Music’s Dean’s letter regarding the summer premiere of Charmed 

Rock and The Process by colleague Joshua Baerwald.  


