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Chapter I 

  Introduction and Biographical Information 

Introduction 

 Celebrated as having written “songs for the ages”, twentieth century American 

composer Lee Hoiby is known for having composed tonal, lyrical music in a time when 

his peers were exploring serialism and atonality. Now regarded as a monumental 

contributor to American music, he composed songs, operas, and choral works as well as 

instrumental and chamber music. Hoiby’s compositions are especially revered by singers, 

many of whom state that Hoiby was gifted at writing highly crafted songs because he 

“knew the voice”. Although his works did not achieve as much fame in his lifetime as the 

atonal works of his contemporaries, Hoiby’s death in March 2010 sparked a renewal of 

interest and acclaim for his music. 

 The purpose of this thesis is to present the process for preparing an operatic role 

inspired by a celebrity public figure in a twentieth century operatic monologue: character 

study, examination of musical style, and the use of staging. These elements of preparation 

and performance will be manifested both in the methods chapter of this thesis as well as 

through a public performance. Lee Hoiby’s operatic monologue delivered by an actress 

portraying Julia Child entitled Bon Appétit! will be the focus of this project. 

 As an opera performer, it is imperative for one to be able to assume a character 

with different physical and vocal mannerisms from her own.  I will present information 

on Julia Child and traits of her persona that I observe in watching footage of her cooking 

show The French Chef, and I will use this research to build a recognizable character.  I 

will transcribe portions of the text of Bon Appétit! using the International Phonetic 
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Alphabet so that I may more accurately imitate the vocal sounds of Julia Child.  I will 

analyze Hoiby’s musical style and attempt to make connections between his 

compositional choices and the character of Julia Child. I will also research previous 

performances of the work to obtain ideas about how to stage the work and how to 

effectively utilize the comedic aspects of the opera’s text.  The process of preparing this 

opera role will be presented through research, preparation, and the performance of Lee 

Hoiby’s Bon Appétit!. 

 Biographical Information 

Lee Hoiby 

 Lee Hoiby was born on February 17, 1926 in Madison, Wisconsin.  He began 

playing piano at 5 years of age and planned to become a concert pianist until he was 

invited to study with acclaimed opera composer Gian Carlo Menotti at the Curtis Institute 

of Music in Philadelphia.  He aided Menotti in the Broadway productions of The Consul 

and The Saint of Bleeker Street. In turn, Menotti helped Hoiby in presenting his first 

opera The Scarf at Italy’s Spoleto Festival in 1957. The Scarf premiered in the United 

States later that year with New York City Opera.  

 Hoiby’s operas gained attention from opera companies and artists all over the 

country. Playwright Tennessee Williams recognized so much talent in Hoiby that he gave 

Hoiby consent to turn any of his plays into an opera.  Hoiby chose Summer and Smoke 

which premiered at New York City Opera in 1972.   Hoiby’s earliest works were also 

presented by Des Moines Metro Opera and Dallas Opera. In addition to his full-length 

operas, Hoiby is well-known for his shorter works, both one-act operas and musical 

monologues.   
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 Lee Hoiby’s Bon Appétit! was completed in 1987 and was premiered in 1989 as a 

double-bill with The Italian Lesson at the Kennedy Center in Washington D.C.  The 

Italian Lesson, also a musical monologue, was composed first, but only ran 45-minutes 

long.  Because Hoiby felt that audiences would be disappointed with a musical evening 

that lasted less than an hour, he set out to compose approximately fifteen minutes of 

music to pair with The Italian Lesson.  Hoiby’s partner Mark Shulgasser adapted episode 

228 of Julia Child’s cooking show The French Chef into the libretto for Bon Appétit! 

after gaining permission from Julia Child who sent Shulgasser video-tape footage of her 

PBS show. In episode 228 which aired in 1961, Child makes “Le Gateau au Chocolat 

l’Eminence Brune”. Comedienne Jean Stapleton premiered the role and subsequently 

performed it in New York City, Des Moines, Baltimore, Los Angeles.  
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Chapter II 

Character Background 

Julia Child 

 Julia Child was born Julia McWilliams on August 15, 1912, in Pasadena, 

California to Princeton graduate John McWilliams, Jr. and paper-company heiress Julia 

Carolyn Weston.  Because of her family’s wealth, she was educated at an elite private 

school in San Francisco, the Branson School for Girls. She went on to attend Smith 

College in Northampton, Massachusetts and planned on becoming a writer; however, 

none of the manuscripts she produced were published.     

 After being fired from a job in advertising for “gross insubordination”, Child 

moved to Washington D.C. where she volunteered as a research assistant in the Office of 

Strategic Services, a precursor to the Central Intelligence Agency, within the United 

States government. She was sent on assignments around the world communicating top-

secret documents between government officials and intelligence officers.  It was in this 

position that she met fellow OSS agent Paul Child, and after the end of World War II, the 

two returned to the United States and were married. Because Paul was reassigned to the 

American Embassy Service in Paris in 1948, Julia was able to attend the Cordon Bleu 

cooking school.    

 In 1961, along with cooking school colleagues Simone Beck and Louisette 

Bertholle, Julia Child authored Mastering the Art of French Cooking.  Soon after, Child 

began hosting a public-broadcasting cooking show called The French Chef which set out 

to demystify French cooking for an American audience. This production was the first of 
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its kind, and episodes were produced from 1963 to 1976.  Child went on to write two 

more cookbooks, From Julia Child's Kitchen in 1975 and The Way to Cook in 1989.   

 Because of the publicity she earned as a result of Mastering the Art of French 

Cooking and The French Chef, Julia Child earned many awards and honors.  She received 

a Peabody award in 1965, and in 1966 she became the first Public Broadcasting Service 

personality to win an Emmy Award.  She received a National Book Award in 1980 and 

France’s Legion of Honor in 2000.  In 2003, she became the first chef to receive the U.S. 

Presidential Medal of Freedom. Julia Child died on August 13, 2004, in Montecito, 

California. 
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Chapter III 

Musical and Theatrical Preparation 

 Preparing an operatic role for public performance is a scholarly and time-

consuming process. A successful singer will likely spend hundreds of hours preparing a 

single role, of which he or she might only have one or two performances. Much of this 

preparation must occur before  any singing occurs and usually includes researching the 

composer and librettist of the work, researching characteristics and customs of the period 

in which the opera is set, translating the opera into the singer’s native language, and 

transcribing foreign languages into IPA.  Beyond historical and contextual study, a singer 

must spend time analyzing the character which he or she is portraying in order to 

communicate that character to an audience. 

 Lee Hoiby’s Bon Appétit! presents an unusual challenge in that its solitary 

character is a celebrity figure.  In order to highlight the comedy within the operatic 

monologue, the performer must establish to her audience that she is portraying Julia 

Child. One important part of convincingly depicting Julia Child is accurately imitating 

her vocal nuances. I watched footage of Julia Child in The French Chef, and after aurally 

analyzing Julia Child’s diction, I used the International Phonetic Alphabet to transcribe 

portions of the Bon Appétit! libretto to match my aural observations. 

 Another important factor in effectively portraying Julia Child is the accuracy of 

her physical mannerisms. I observed her mannerisms while watching footage of The 

French Chef and took notes, then with the aid of a stage director, I incorporated my 

observations into my opera score as stage directions. I strove to naturalize these 
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idiosyncrasies throughout my rehearsal period so they were integrated into my character 

and did not seem awkward to an audience.   

 

Music Rehearsals 

 My rehearsal period for Lee Hoiby’s Bon Appétit! was approximately six weeks 

long.  I worked individually for about an hour daily to learn and memorize the score and 

to incorporate Julia Child’s vocal and physical traits into my performance. I worked once 

a week during the six weeks leading up to the performance for an hour each session with 

collaborative pianist Gustavo Schafaschek to enhance the musical ensemble of pianist 

and singer. Because Bon Appétit! was written neither for an opera singer nor about an 

opera singer, I did not want to sing virtuosically. I wanted to allow the character Julia 

Child to speak through the text, so I spent the first rehearsal with my pianist speaking the 

text in rhythm with approximations of the pitch.  Over the course of the remaining 

rehearsals, I gradually added more sung phrases but attempted to maintain the inflection 

and character of the spoken text.   

 

Staging Rehearsals   

 Staging rehearsals for Bon Appétit! began approximately three weeks before the 

performance.  I asked J. Elliot Yates to act as the stage director for the project. He 

researched Julia Child’s mannerisms through observing archived footage of her cooking 

show and created a staging plan and aided me in compiling a list of necessary set pieces 

and props. Because I suffer from a food allergy to eggs, we decided to use no edible 

ingredients in this production of Bon Appétit! other than a vegan chocolate cake which I 
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prepared before the performance. We met two times to accomplish initial staging, then 

three additional times to run-through the show. The presence of a director enhanced the 

stage-related aspects of the opera, especially blocking and comedic timing. The 

culmination of this project was a live performance with limited costumes and props. 

 

Challenges of Preparing Bon Appétit! 

 Bon Appétit! was an undertaking that I found challenging because of both musical 

and theatrical aspects of the project. Musically, the piece was challenging to learn 

because it was more rhythmically and harmonically difficult than any other work I have 

ever attempted to learn. It contains frequently-changing tempos, meters, and key 

signatures, and I was only seldom able to work with a collaborative pianist, meaning that 

I was solely responsible for much of the musical preparation of the work.  This was made 

even more difficult by the lack of availability of an accurate recording of the work due to 

its relatively recent date of composition.   

 I also found it challenging to interpret the musical score and make decisions 

regarding the degree to which I could imitate Julia Child without losing the integrity of 

the music that Lee Hoiby wrote. I believe that Hoiby did not intend for much of the work 

to be sung virtuosically, but he instead wanted the music to recall the naturally theatrical 

vocal mannerisms of Julia Child. I spent many hours deciding which lines should be sung 

and which lines should be spoken on pitch, attempting to achieve a balance of imitation 

and musicality within the confines of Hoiby’s musical score.   
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Chapter IV 

Performance 

Presentation 

 I performed Lee Hoiby’s Bon Appétit! on Tuesday, November, 29, 2011, at 12:15 

p.m. in the Thad Cochran Center on the campus of the University of Southern Mississippi 

in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. The operatic monologue was presented as a part of the 

Presidential Brown Bag lunch concert series sponsored by the University of Southern 

Mississippi School of Music. Gustavo Schafaschek collaborated on piano. The 

performance lasted approximately 20 minutes.  

 

Set Pieces and Props 

• One oblong table with a shorter table hidden underneath, used to simulate a kitchen 

counter 
• Bowl pre-filled with chocolate icing 
• Chocolate cake, pre-baked on cake stand 
• Plastic egg 
• Fork 
• Two round cake pans lined with wax paper 
• Large mixing bowl 
• Plate with slice of chocolate cake 
• Four ramekins 
• Sauce pan and lid 
• Sifter 
• Spatula 
• Stand mixer 
• Stick of butter 
• Toothpick 
• Wine bottle  
• Wine glass 
• Wooden spoon 
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Libretto 
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Musical Markings and Stage Directions  
 

In this score, staging notes are indicated with *asterisks, musical notes are indicated with 

(parentheses), and diction notes are transcribed into IPA and enclosed by [brackets]. 
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