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Romeo and Juliet

Sergei Prokofiev was one of the major composers of the 20th century, producing seven operas, seven symphonies, eight ballets, five piano concertos, two violin concertos, a cello concerto, a symphony-concerto for cello and orchestra, and nine piano sonatas.  He was born in 1891 in a rural part the Smolensk region in Ukraine when it was an uncontested part of the Russian Empire. His father was a soil engineer from Moscow and his mother, Maria, came from a Saint Petersburg family of former serfs. By the time of Prokofiev's birth, Maria was devoting  her life to music. Sergei was inspired by hearing his mother practising the piano, and he wrote his first piano composition at the age of five. By seven, he had also learned to play chess, beating the world chess champion José Raúl Capablanca in an exhibition match in 1914. 
At the age of eleven Sergei spent the summer having lessons with the composer and pianist Reinhold Glière. Two years later he was introduced to Alexander Glazunov, a professor at the  St. Petersburg Conservatory, who was so impressed by his music that he encouraged him to enroll. Several years younger than most of his class, Prokofiev was viewed as eccentric and arrogant and annoyed a number of his classmates by keeping statistics on their errors. During that period, he studied orchestration under Rimsky-Korsakov. Prokofiev soon developed a reputation as a musical rebel, while getting praise for his original compositions, which he performed himself on the piano. 
In 1910, Prokofiev's father died and Sergei's financial support ceased but by then he had started making a name for himself. He composed his first two piano concertos around then, the second of which caused a scandal at its premiere According to one account, the audience left the hall with exclamations of "'To hell with this futuristic music! The cats on the roof make better music!'", but the modernists were in rapture.
	In 1914, Prokofiev finished his career at the Conservatory by winning the 'battle of the pianos', a competition open to the five best piano students,  by performing his own Piano Concerto No. 1. Soon afterwards, he journeyed to London where the impresario Sergei Diaghilev commissioned the ballet Chout ("The Buffoon"). Its premiere in 1921 in Paris was a huge success, Stravinsky calling it  "the single piece of modern music he could listen to with pleasure", while Ravel called it "a work of genius". It was about this time that Stravinsky described Prokofiev as the greatest Russian composer of his day, after himself!
	After the Revolution of 1917, Prokofiev left Russia and made his living as a composer, pianist and conductor in the United States, then in Germany and France. Prokofiev's greatest interest was opera, but the only operatic success during his lifetime was The Love for Three Oranges, composed for the Chicago Opera and performed there in 1921, and then  over the following decade in Europe and Russia. In the early 1930s, the Great Depression diminished opportunities for Prokofiev's music to be performed and, in 1936. he finally returned to his homeland with his family where he composed his best-known music including Lieutenant Kijé, Peter and the Wolf, Romeo and Juliet, Cinderella, Alexander Nevsky, and the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies.  
In 1948 the Zhanov decree was published, denouncing six artists—Shostakovich, Prokofiev, Khachaturian, Shebalin, Popov, and Myaskovsky— in that order for the crime of "formalism", described as a "renunciation of the basic principles of classical music" in favor of "muddled, nerve-racking" sounds that "turned music into cacophony". Shostakovich’s famous response was his 5th symphony. Prokofiev apologized, but hoped that works such as Aleksander Nevsky, Hail to Stalin, Symphony No. 5, and Romeo and Juliet had shown he could compose works that fell in line with the party’s ideals. In 1949, Prokofiev wrote his Cello Sonata for the 22-year-old Mstislav Rostropovich. His last completed work was his Seventh Symphony. Prokofiev died at age 61 on 5 March 1953, the same day as Joseph Stalin.
 Romeo and Juliet was first staged in January 1940 and was an instant success. The ballet had been initially rejected because of the tragic ending;  “living people can dance, the dying cannot". Romeo and Juliet  is now recognised as the crowning achievement of Soviet dramatic ballet. Prokofiev rewrote parts of the music as orchestral suites, parts of which we play tonight. He was an extremely skilled orchestrater often writing for small numbers of instruments and dividing string sections into three parts. Typically we hear intricate rhythms, very frequent changes of key, quirky leaps in the melodic line and discordant harmonies. 
In Shakespeare’s story an age-old vendetta between the powerful Montagu and Capulet families erupts into bloodshed. Young Romeo Montague falls in love with Juliet Capulet. Romeo’s attempt to halt a street fight leads to the death of Juliet’s cousin, Tybalt, for which Romeo is banished. In a desperate attempt to be reunited with Romeo, Juliet fakes her own death and lies in a tomb waiting for Romeo to come so they can run away together. The message explaining the plan fails to reach Romeo and, believing Juliet dead, he takes his life in her tomb. Juliet wakes to find Romeo’s corpse beside her and kills herself. The grieving familes agree to end their feud.
We are perfoming seven scenes from Prokofievs’ version of the story:	
The Montagues and Capulets. This opens with the slow, threatening music which accompanies the Duke’s order that the warring families must cease fighting on pain of death; this is soon followed by the menacing and slightly heavy, ominous Dance of the Knights.   
The Young Juliet.  This is a musical character portrait, brilliantly capturing the changing moods of the character’s adolescent personality. Prokofiev introduces Juliet at three different ages. In infancy, with dancing violins. Her adolescence is expresssed by a lyrical clarinet, then a flute leads in to her early doomed adulthood.  
Masques (Masks). Romeo, Benvolio and Mercutio are disguised in order to crash the Capulets' ball in the enemy stronghold. There is an introduction of tense percussion, a cheeky clarinet, and delicate plucked strings to accompany their stealthy arrival. This is followed by an extensive march theme.   
Romeo and Juliet. This is a sensitive musical treatment of the celebrated “balcony scene”. The harp and muted violins suggest the expectant stillness. Romeo enters gently in the strings, answered by Juliet’s graceful flute. Lengthy ecstatic sections follow before the music gently subsides into silence. 
The death of Tybalt. The music first describes the savage fight in which Tybalt slays Mercutio whose famous final words were “A plague on both your houses.” This is followed by the furious duel in which Romeo avenges Mercutio’s death, with its brutal dissonances and aggressive percussion and violins playing countless notes per second. Heavy, thuds on the timpani herald Tybalt’s funeral procession, bringing the scene to a close
Romeo at Juliet's house before parting. The lovers awaken after their first night together. There is much sighing with references to Romeo's love theme and a lush central section. Even here the soaring music is shot through with intimations of impending misfortune.
Romeo at Juliet’s Tomb. Romeo’s love theme pours out in his overwhelming grief.  At the very end, a contrabassoon speaks as from the depths of the tomb but is silenced by soft shimmering strings above which a piccolo intones a single high note while cellos and bass clarinet throb in deep sorrow as he takes poison and dies in music of tragic dissonance.
