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AMAHL AND THE NIGHT VISITORS - A SYNOPSIS 
 
It is almost bedtime. The winter night is dotted with stars. But a Bright Star with a flaming tail 

fills the eastern sky and floods the earth with a warm glow. Amahl, a poor crippled boy, sits 

outside his hut playing his shepherd's pipe. His crutch lies on the ground beside him. His 

mother, a severe but loving woman, is cleaning up after their meager meal. After she gets 

Amahl inside and tucked into bed, they are awakened by some richly dressed strangers. 

The Three Kings and their servant, following the Bright Star on its journey across the 

heavens, stop at the poor hut where Amahl and his mother live. The visitors are welcomed 

and entertained by the neighboring shepherds. The Kings have brought wonderful gifts -- 

coffers of gold and rich chalices of incense and myrrh -- for the mysterious child whose birth 

is signaled by the Bright Star. Amahl's mother, worried that she and Amahl will starve, waits 

until the Kings fall asleep and tries to steal some of the gold. But she is caught. Knowing it is 

wrong to steal even a very little, she gives back the gold and tells the Kings she wishes she 

could send a gift of her own to such a great Child. Amahl, wishing to help, offers his crutch -- 

his most precious possession -- as a gift to the Child. The boy takes a step toward the 

Kings, and suddenly realizes he has moved without the help of the crutch. Miraculously 

cured of his lameness, he is allowed to follow the Kings to Bethlehem to thank the Christ 

Child himself. 
 



AMAHL VOCABULARY 
 
 
ACT 
-One large part of an opera.  
 
ALTO 
-The lowest female and child voice.  
 
ARIA 
-A solo sung by one person conveying feeling rather than fact.  
 
BALLET 
-A dance sometimes performed in an opera. The shepherds dance in "Amahl".  
 
BARITONE 
-The male voice range between tenor and bass. Melchior is a baritone.  
 
BASS 
-The lowest male singing voice. Balthazar and the Page are basses.  
 
BOY SOPRANO 
-The highest of a boy's unchanged voice. It has a unique quality that is very 
desirable in choirs. Amahl's part is for boy soprano. 

 

CHORUS 
-A song sung in parts by a group of people reflecting a feeling or attitude. (The 
shepherds are a chorus in Amah.) 

 

CONDUCTOR 
-Performs an important function since he must keep both the orchestra and the 
singers together.  
 
COSTUMES AND SCENERY 
-Play a very important role in opera. They help establish the time, place, mood, and 
add color and interest to the story. 

 

DUET 
-Two people singing two different parts together. (The mother and Amahl sing a 
duet.)  
 
LIBRETTIST 
-The person who writes the libretto. In some cases this person is different from the 
composer of the opera, and in other cases this person is also the composer. 

 

LIBRETTO 
-Literally, "little book", it is the actual word for word story of the opera.  



 
OPERA 
- A play that is sung.  A drama with costumes and scenery in which all or most of the 
text is sung to the accompaniment of an orchestra. The essence of opera is that the 
music is equally as important as the words. 

 

ORCHESTRA 
-Accompanies the entire opera and plays the overture.  
 
OVERTURE 
-A musical composition played by the orchestra which precedes each act. It is meant 
to convey the mood of the act which follows it. 

 

PIT 
-Area where the orchestra is located for opera performances, below and in front of 
the stage.  
 
RECITATIVE 
-A song-speech (half-sung, half-spoken) sung by one person. It is used to convey 
quickly ideas important to the action of the story. 

 

SCENE 

-A part of an act. 

 

SOPRANO 
-The highest female and child voice. The Mother in "Amahl" is a soprano.  
 
TENOR 
-The highest male singing voice. Kaspar is a tenor.  
 
TRIO 

-Three people singing three different parts together. (The kings sing as a trio 
sometimes.) 
 
 
 
 

Amahl vocabulary compiled by Susan Hirschman and Gwen Bisho



GIAN CARLO MENOTTI, composer and librettist  
 

Born on July 7, 1911, in Italy, Gian Carlo Menotti moved to the United 
States in 1928. Taught as a child by his mother, Menotti wrote two 
operas before he was 15. He went on to write over 15 operas, along 
with ballet music and instrumental music. In his later years, he lived in 
New York City and oversaw the Festival of Two Worlds, which he 
founded, in Spoleto, Italy and Charleston, South Carolina. 

Gian Carlo Menotti was one of the most successful opera composers 
of our day. Menotti believed in always writing his own libretto, so he 
never had to argue with anyone else about the words he should set to 
music. 

He wrote operas long and short, serious and cheerful, grim and 
comical. All his works make good theatre; he knew the stage and 
what was needed to keep the action moving. 

Gian Carlo Menotti died on February 1, 2007 at the age of 95. 

Amahl and the Night Visitors, an opera in one act, was written in 1951, especially for 
television production. Ever since its first telecast, on Christmas Eve 1951, it has been 
produced during the holiday season each year by numerous opera companies, by colleges 
and universities and by the Canton Symphony since 1971. 
 
The following websites offer additional information on Menotti: 
http://www.schirmer.com 
http://www.classical.net/music/comp.lst/menotti.html 

 

About the Libretto 
The texts are usually set forth in verse - as opposed to prose, which tends to create a sort of 
plodding stop and start music. When written as verse or in meter, libretti often give 
composers the idea of the tunes they will write. As the librettist A. W. Auden wrote, "The 
verses which the librettist writes...are really a private letter to the composer...They have there 
the moment of glory, the moment in which they suggest to him a certain melody..." . 

This relationship between the composer and the librettist varies. In early operas the librettists 
were poets and men of letters who lived at court. In time, librettists acquired a separate 
professional status. Beginning in the 19th century, composers, Wagner being the most 
famous, often acted as their own librettist. 

 

Menotti: The Librettist-Composer  
Share the Guideposts article, ñDid You Ever Want to Ask?ò with your students. You may 
wish to have them complete the question sheet The Librettist - Composer and share their 
ideas with the class. 

For additional writing experiences similar to Menotti's (and as practice for proficiency tests), 
you might offer your students a prompt such as, "Think about some of the 'holiday traditions' 
in your family. Write a fictional story using this 'tradition' as one of your ideas." 

Some students may be motivated to try to develop a libretto from their story, or from a story 
or poem they have read. The text could be set to music using pentatonic scales and stylized 
spoken intonation. 

 



 

 
 
 
Why did Menotti write this opera? How did he write this opera? What was going through his mind at 
the time? The answers to these questions and more are answered for you by Gian Carlo Menotti 
himself in the following article which is reprinted with permission from "Guideposts Magazine" 
copyright ©1981 by Guideposts Associates Inc., Carmel, NY 10512 and written by Richard H. 
Schneider.   
 
 
 
 
As the cab threaded its way through Manhattan's East Side, I wondered about the man I was about to 
meet. Gian Carlo Menotti, the well known composer, was a stranger to me though I knew his works 
well, especially his opera "Amahl and the Night Visitors". 
 
Along with millions of others around the world, I had been captivated by its beautiful story in which a 
crippled little boy and his careworn mother are among the first to experience the love and healing 
power of the new-born Christ. Seen on television annually, it is reported to be the most popular 
Christmas offering, next to Handel's "Messiah". But of its composer I knew little. Bits and pieces of his 
life gleaned from news clips and articles intrigued me. I was especially struck by one reference to 
something unusual, even mystical, behind the inspiration of this opera. 
 
Fascinated, I wrote him regarding a visit. It took 15 months to come about.  When he isn't composing, 
which is almost always, the maestro is traveling the world overseeing musical events such as the 
Spoleto Festivals in Italy and Charleston, South Carolina.  But now my cab drew up in front of the 
apartment building where he lives when in New York. A small elevator creaked to his floor, and I 
stepped out into the hall to be welcomed by the composer.  A lean man with penetrating eyes, he 
ushered me into his living room, where eighteenth-century prints and marble statuary evoked a 
gracious Italian atmosphere. Now in his 70th year, he spoke enthusiastically of his love of composing: 
"It is my life". When our talk turned to "Amahl", his eyes twinkled, he leaned back, and in his soft 
Italian accent told me the story behind the opera. 
 

It all began, he said, in the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. It was the fall of 1951 and Gian 
Carlo Menotti wandered gloomily through the museum, trying to take his troubled mind off the 
responsibility that was tormenting him. 
 
ñWhy did I ever sign that contract?ò he wondered. A few years earlier, the National Broadcasting 
Company had asked him to compose a one-act opera for television. Since he had already written 
several well received productions and had fulfilled commissions for everything from ballets to operas, 
the assignment seemed perfectly feasible. He accepted a $1,000 advance payment and had agreed 
to submit the opera in time for a Christmas production in 1951.  But for some reason, he could not 
come up with a story. He tried and tried, discarding theme after theme. Finally, giving up, he wrote to 
Samuel Chotzinoff, head of the NBC opera company, and asked if he could return the advance 
money and withdraw from the assignment.  The NBC people called him in concerned. 

"We don't want the money," they pleaded, "We want your opera." They persuaded Gian Carlo to try 
once more. 
 
He did, again and again, but still could not come up with an idea that inspired him. Not only did he feel 
he was disappointing other people, but he wondered if his creative powers might be waning.  Now it 
was late fall and, seeking respite from his misery, he entered the Metropolitan Museum. Wearily he 
climbed the stairs to its second floor and walked into a gallery with a collection of European 
masterpieces from the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Then something about one of them 
caught his eye, and he paused. The work was "The Adoration of the Three Kings" by Hieronymus 
Bosch, a fifteenth-century Dutch painter. Highlighted in the center of walled ruins was the Virgin Mary 
with the Baby Jesus in her lap. A shepherd knelt nearby. Three kings, robed in regal glory, offered the 
Child sumptuous gifts.

Did You Ever Want to Ask? 



It was the kings that had caught Gian Carlo Menotti's eye. They reminded him of Christmas 
celebrations in his childhood home in Cadegliano, Italy. Italian children at that time did not receive 
their holiday gifts from Santa Claus. Instead, the gifts were left by the Wise Men as they traveled 
toward Bethlehem on the eve of Epiphany, January 6. 

 
Gian Carlo smiled, recalling how he and his little brother Tullio looked forward to that night. They had 
tried so hard to stay awake to see the royal visitors. And though they never succeeded, it always 
seemed to Gian Carlo that just before he fell asleep, he could hear them coming--the eerie cadence 
of their song in the distant hills, the camels' hooves crunching the snow of northern Italy, the jingling 
of the silver bridles.  In that quiet museum gallery, he again heard coming from the distant hills of his 
childhood the haunting music of the Three Kings. With the flame of an idea kindled, he went home to 
work. Composing to the maestro is an essential part of his daily life. He composes while shaving, 
eating, taking a walk... Undoubtedly, he mused as he worked, the Three Kings had stopped at many 
houses during their long journey. Those ruins he had seen in the Bosch painting--perhaps someone 
was living there? Perhaps a poor widow and her child...a little boy? The composer decided to call him 
Amahl after a name he dimly remembered from a childhood book. 
 
He began to jot down ideas for the words, and the words immediately suggested some music, the 
sound of distant singing as the Kings wound their way down from the hills. What were they like, these 
royal personages?  Again his mind ranged back to childhood; his favorite then had been Melchior, 
because he was the oldest and had a long white beard. His brother's was Kaspar. Tullio insisted that 
this king was a little crazy and quite deaf -- possibly because Kaspar never brought Tullio all the gifts 
he asked for!  As the characters took form, Gian Carlo let NBC know that he was on to something. 
Immediately he was sorry.  Though he had no idea how the opera would take shape, the television 
network confidently made plans to present it live on Christmas Eve. That was only a month away! 

There was so much to do in developing the story. ñWho was the little boy Amahl?ò he wondered. 
What was he like? He gazed out his studio window and thought about himself. Here he was, a 40-
year-old man whose childhood dreams, as the poet Wordsworth put it, had "faded into the light of 
common day."  

 

Lost with his dreams was a belief in such wonders as Three Kings who brought children gifts on 
Epiphany. What had happened, to the faith of little Gian Carlo who had believed so completely... 
And then he remembered something special about his young beliefs. It had been so long ago he had 
almost forgotten.  At age four, he was lame. The doctors could not cure what they called a "white 
tumor" in his leg, and it was difficult for him to walk.  In his household there in Cadegliano was a 
person of great faith, his governess called Maria. She came from peasant stock and was adored by 
all the children in the family because of her incredible patience and sweetness. She was also blessed 
with great faith in God, which gave her surprising strength and understanding. Maria knew of a church 
high in the nearby Lugano Mountains, the Madonna del Monte, where it was said God worked 
miracles. She asked him: "Gian Carlo, do you believe God can heal you?"  He nodded in earnest 
conviction. And so his dear Maria took him into the mountains to the place of God. And he was 
healed. 
 
The doctors had no explanation why Gian Carlo was able to walk again. But Maria believed, and he 
believed. And the healing came. Now, as the maestro gazed out his studio window, a picture began 
forming in his mind. It was the boy Amahl leaning on a crude wooden crutch. Of course!  He was 
lame, as Gian Carlo had been. He needed a healing. And the story would be the miracle of the 
healing that comes when Amahl offers his crutch as a gift to the Christ Child.  
 
Days and nights blurred into an endless penciling of notes and orchestration, of crumpling music 
sheets and starting over again. Rehearsals in New York City were already underway and, feverishly 
writing a few pages at a time, Menotti gave them to his cook to rush to the railroad station where NBC 
couriers picked them up. 



The excitement, the frustration, the exhaustion... Until finally one morning, with the green-shaded 
desk lamp still burning as his frosted studio windows glowed pink with the rising sun, Gian Carlo 
Menotti leaned back in his chair, totally spent. Amahl and the Night Visitors was a reality. The opera 
was finished. 

 
"Inspiration," says Menotti reflectively, "how can one define it?"  I am still in the maestro's Manhattan 
living room. Menotti continues speaking: "It is as if God would send you a momentary flash of total 
recall--but a recall of what?" His eyes search beyond me.  "Both St. Augustine and Plato have spoken 
of beauty as ' divine perfection,ò he resumes. "Only a few lucky artists can achieve that state of grace 
that allows them to have a fleeting glimpse of this beauty." He is silent for a moment, and then adds, 
"Was I one of the lucky ones? Perhaps I was." 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

FOR DISCUSSIONé 
 
1.  Composers write music for different reasons. Why did Menotti write his opera? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2.  For some composers (like Mozart) writing music is easy, ideas just flow. For others (like 
Beethoven) it was an extremely difficult task. Describe this experience for Menotti. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Sometimes a composer gets an idea for a piece of music from a story, or a poem. What finally 
gave Menotti inspiration; what was his "prompt"? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. A composer doesn't often include part of his own life in an opera; it is usually about other people. 
So how was this opera a reflection on Menotti's own life as a child? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

FOR THE SCIENCE TEACHERS 
 
Part One 
The minerals and ñmagicò stones in King Kasparôs precious box are:  

 One carnelian (ñto protect you against all evil and envyò): a member of the chalcedony or 

micro-crystalline quartz family.  It ranges in color from light brownish-red to deep transparent 

red.  The red color is due to iron.  It is found worldwide. 

 One moonstone (ñto make you sleepò):  opalescent, with a blue or white sheen, resembling 

moonlight.  Found in Sri Lanka (Ceylon), Myanmar (Burma), Madagascar, Germany, India, 

Tanzania, Brazil, United States, and Mexico. 

 One red coral (ñto heal your woundsò): a red organic gem that comes from reefs and atolls.  

Precious red coral often comes from the Mediterranean Sea. 

 One lapis lazuli (ñto protect you against quartern feverò): a dark-blue gem with metallic 

patches and/or white streaks.  Stones that are deep blue with small patches of pyrite and 

calcite are considered the most valuable.  It is found in Afghanistan, Russia, Chile and the 

United States.  

 One small jasper (ñto help you find waterò):  opaque and fine grained; occurs in shades of 

red, yellow, green, grayish blue, brown and combinations of these.  Jasper is partially 

organic.  It is found worldwide. 

 One small topaz (ñto soothe your eyesò): yellow-orange in color.  It is found in Brazil, U.S., 
Sri Lanka (Ceylon), Myanmar (Burma), former USSR, Australia, Pakistan, Mexico, 
Tasmania, Japan, and Africa 

 One red ruby (ñto protect you from lightningò):  ranges in color from deep red to brownish.  
They are found in Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, India, Sri Lanka (Ceylon), Tanzania, 
Afghanistan, Australia, Brazil, Cambodia, Malagasy Republic, Malawi, Pakistan, Zimbabwe 
(Rhodesia), United States (Montana, North Carolina). 

 

Showing pictures of the stones from colored photographs would be great! Visit 

http://www.gemhut.com/gemidx.htm to view photos of the gems. Also, the V-Rock Shop has most of 

these rocks in stock. They range in price from about $.50 to $5.00 each. 

http://www.gemhut.com/gemidx.htm


Part Two 
 
In the opera the following plants, animals and vegetables are mentioned when the shepherds sing for 

the Kings: 

 
 

 Almonds ï nuts eaten alone or used in cooking.  They grow on trees and are native to South 

Asia.  

 Antelope ï grazing, swift and slender plain-dwelling mammals.  Native to Africa, Eurasia and 

North America 

 Apples ï the most widely cultivated tree fruit.  Largest producers are the U.S., China, France, 

Italy and Turkey 

 Chamomile ï a plant often used to make tea.  Native to Eurasia.  

 Chestnuts ï edible nut found inside a spiny fruit.  They grow on tall trees and are native to 

temperate regions of the Northern hemisphere 

 Cinnamon ï an evergreen tree that grows 20 ï 30 feet high.  The spice comes from the bark. 
Grown in Sri Lanka, India, Burma and South America. 

 Citrons ï fruit that is yellow-green when ripe.  It is used to make candied fruit.  Sometimes it is 

in fruitcake. Grows in Mediterranean countries and the West Indies. 

 Cobras ï venomous snakes that expand their necks.  Found in Africa, Australia and Asia. 

 Cucumbers ï vine plant in the gourd family.  A popular addition to salads and also used in 
relishes. 

 Figs ï a fruit that has been used by man since before 5000 BC. Grown in most Mediterranean 

countries.  

 Garlic ï one of the most popular spices in the world.  It is related to the onion. 

 Goat cheese ï a cheese made from goatôs milk. 

 Hazelnuts ï these nuts come from a tree that blooms in winter.  The nuts are also called 
filberts.  

 Honeycombs ï a mass of hexagonal wax cells built by honey bees in their nests to store 
honey, pollen and their larvae. 

 Laurel ï also known as bay leaves.  The Greeks and Romans used laurel to make crowns.  
Bay leaves are also used in cooking. 

 Lemons ï a citrus fruit grown in  tropical regions. 

Almonds 

Cobra 

Lemons 



 

 Lions ï large, powerful cats found mainly in Africa.  A small, protected population lives in 
India.  Lions live in groups called prides. 

 Medlars ï the fruit of small trees that resemble apples, but are relatives to the pear.  Grown in 

Europe, Western Asia and England. 

 Mignonettes ï a small plant sometimes considered a weed. It is grown for its fragrant flowers. 
Native to Europe, North Africa and parts of Asia. 

 Mint ï a strong scented herb used for its fragrance, flavor and medicinal qualities.  It is also 
used as a symbol of hospitality 

 Musk ï a substance produced by deer.  It is often used as a base for perfume. 

 Myrtle ï a low growing plant whose leaves are used for the aroma.  The common spices 

allspice and cloves are derived from varieties of myrtle.   

 Nutmeg ï a spice made from the seed of a tropical tree. 

 Oasis ï a fertile tract of land that occurs in a desert wherever fresh water is always available. 

 Olives ï valued for their fruit and used to make olive oil.  Olives have been grown since as 

early as 3500BC.  They are grown worldwide. 

 Pomegranates ï the fruit of this tree contains many small pink-red sections with a small seed 
inside. They are grown around the Mediterranean, in India and warm regions of the Americas. 

 Quinces ï yellow, apple-like fruit with a strong odor and bitter flavor. 

 Raisins ï dried fruit of certain varieties of grapes. 

 Sands (of the desert) ï make up 2% of North American deserts, 10% of the Sahara and 30% 

of the Arabian desert. 

 Thyme ï a relative of mint used as a flavoring in food.  It is grown in Europe, the 

Mediterranean regions, Asia and North America. 

 Walnuts ï grown on deciduous trees and prized for both their edible nuts and the strong, 
attractive wood.

Lion 

Oasis 

Walnuts 



 


