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Romeo and Juliet Fantasy Overture & Duet
Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

Composed: Fantasy Overture: 1869 (original version) Genre: Orchestral
1880 (revised version)
Duet: 1894

Length: Fantasy overture: 20 mins Duet: 13 mins

First Performed: March 16 1870 in Moscow, conducted by Nikolai Rubinstein

History:

Tchaikovsky had stopped composing in 1869, after bad reception to his operas, The Voyvode and
Undine, on which he had spent two years composing. It was suggested in May of the same year that
Tchaikovsky should write another piece, by his mentor Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev, who later became the
catalyst for the “Mighty Handful,” a group of five influential Russian composers dedicated to creating a
purely Russian musical style. This group comprised of Moussorgsky, Cui, Borodin, Rimsky-Korsakov
and Balakirev himself. Tchaikovsky, although not part of this group, took Balakirev’s advice seriously
and began work on an outline for a symphonic poem based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. The
tale of the tragic lovers would have been a work that Tchaikovsky could relate to, as he had recently
been dumped by his lover, the French soprano, Desirée Artot. Balakirev outlined some possible
procedures for composing the work and even suggested forms, themes and key signatures, supervising
Tchaikovsky throughout the compositional process. By November 29, 1869, the score was complete.

The first performance on March 16, 1870 was overshadowed by a court case surrounding the conductor,
Nikolai Rubinstein which proved much more interesting to the audience than the new overture. The result
was not encouraging as a premiere for Romeo and Juliet. Tchaikovsky therefore decided to rework
Romeo and Juliet, rewriting it twice more, before he was happy with it. The final version, now included in
most modern-day repertoire, was performed on 1 May 1886, in Thilisi, Georgia under Mikhail Ippolitov-
Ivanov. Tonight the OAE will play both versions, which will be introduced by Vladimir Jurowski.

Performers:

Vladimir Jurowski conductor
Tatiana Monogarova soprano
Yevgeny Shapovalov tenor

Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment

The music:

Although styled as an 'Overture-Fantasy' by Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet is a symphonic poem in
sonata-form with an introduction and an epilogue. The work is based on three main strands of the
Shakespeare story. The first strand, written in F-sharp minor, following Balakirev’s suggestion, is the
introduction representing Friar Laurence. Here a soft chorale represents Russian Orthodoxy, but also
creates a sense of doom from the lower strings. A single chord is passed back and forth between strings
and woodwinds, growing into the second strand in B minor, the agitated principal theme of the warring
families, the Capulets and Montagues. Here fugal imitation occurs between the strings and woodwind
sections, eventually leading back to the fight' theme. We then expect a new theme with a return to the
‘normal’ key of D major. However, the action suddenly slows, the key drops a further semitone to D-flat
and we hear the opening phrase of the love theme, the third strand, passionate and yearning in character
but always with an underlying current of anxiety. The battling strand returns in the strings, this time with
more intensity. Muted strings enter with a lush, hovering melody over which the flute and oboe rush up
the scale to present the familiar love theme in its entirety, this time loud and in D major, signalling the
development section. This section remained unchanged throughout Tchaikovsky’s many revisions of the
score.
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The development, written after the first performance in 1870, recalls the feud between the two families,
along with hints of the liturgical opening theme. A final battle theme is played, and two large orchestra
hits with cymbal crashes signal the suicide of the two lovers. The woodwinds play homage to the lovers,
and a final statement of the love theme can be heard once more. This expressive epilogue, recollecting
the dead lovers and the collapse of the families, was only added to the 1880 version. The overture
closes with the full orchestra belting out a powerful B natural in unison.

In 1878 Tchaikovsky had an idea for an opera based on Shakespeare's tragedy. He wrote to his brother
Modest in 1878 stating: "l will be writing Romeo and Juliet. All your objections evaporate before the
enthusiasm with which this subject seizes me. This shall be my definitive work. It's funny how until now |
hadn't seen how | was truly destined to set this drama to music....| want to set about this as soon as
possible." This grand idea of Tchaikovsky’s never came to fruition, although he thought about it in great
detail and made sketches for a scene between Romeo and Juliet. These were found amongst the
composer's manuscripts after his death, and completed by Sergei Taneyev as a duet for Romeo and
Juliet.

The duet was first performed in Saint Petersburg, October 1894, conducted by lurii Bleikhman.
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