
2928

Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra concerts are broadcast and streamed throughout Australia 
and around the world by ABC Classic FM. We would appreciate your cooperation in 
keeping coughing to a minimum. Please ensure that your mobile phone is switched off.

H
O

B
A

R
T S

P
E

C
IA

L 2

Marko Letonja conductor

TCHAIKOVSKY
Romeo and Juliet, Fantasy Overture
Duration 19 mins

BERNSTEIN
West Side Story, Symphonic Dances
Prelude (Allegro moderato)
Somewhere (Adagio)
Scherzo (Vivace leggiero)
Mambo (Presto)
Cha-Cha (Andantino con grazia)
Cool, Fugue (Allegretto)
Rumble (Molto allegro)
Finale (Adagio)
Duration 24 mins

Wednesday  
10 October 7.30pm
Federation  
Concert Hall Hobart

INTERVAL

Duration 20 mins

To mark the 70th Anniversary of the 
Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra, 
complimentary sparkling wine will be 
served.

PROKOFIEV
Romeo and Juliet, excerpts
The Montagues and the Capulets
Juliet – The Young Girl
Romeo and Juliet
The Death of Tybalt
Friar Laurence
Masks
Romeo at Juliet’s Tomb
Duration 40 mins

This concert will end at approximately 
9.40 pm.

Romeo
Retold

70th-Anniversary 
Concert

Tasmania

There is an art to selling fine homes

Just as an artist plays the perfect note, we position your property in the finest light to showcase its true value.

GLOBAL REACH. LOCAL EXPERTISE.

For a complimentary appraisal or any information regarding the Sotheby’s Realty difference on showcasing your 
property to the world, contact our Hobart office on: 6234 2400 or sothebysrealtytasmania.com

Sotheby’s International Realty and the Sotheby’s International Realty logo are registered (or unregistered) service marks used with permission. 
Each office is independently owned and operated. 15 Hunter Street, Hobart.

To those who value the unique, Sotheby’s International Realty is the local real estate agency that offers unrivalled 
access to qualified buyers and distinctive properties around Tasmania & the world.
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Marko Letonja is Chief Conductor and 

Artistic Director of the Tasmanian Symphony 

Orchestra, Music Director of the Orchestre 

Philharmonique de Strasbourg and Music 

Director of the Bremen Philharmonic 

Orchestra from the start of the 2018-19 

season. Born in Slovenia, he studied at the 

Academy of Music in Ljubljana and the 

Vienna Academy of Music. He was Music 

Director of the Slovenian Philharmonic 

Orchestra from 1991 to 2003 and Music 

Director and Chief Conductor of both the 

Symphony Orchestra and the Opera in Basel 

from 2003 to 2006. He was Principal Guest 

Conductor of Orchestra Victoria in 2008 and 

made his debut with the TSO the following 

year. He took up the post of Chief Conductor 

and Artistic Director of the TSO at the start of 

2012. He has worked with many orchestras in 

Europe including the Munich Philharmonic, 

Vienna Symphony, Berlin Radio Orchestra, 

Mozarteum Orchestra and the Orchestra 

Filarmonica della Scala, Milan. He has also 

worked in many renowned opera houses 

such as the Vienna State Opera, Berlin 

State Opera, La Scala Milan, Semper Oper 

Dresden and the Grand Théâtre de Genève. 

Recent engagements include Der Ring des 

Nibelungen for the Royal Swedish Opera, 

Boris Godunov for the Bavarian State Opera 

and Le nozze di Figaro for the Grand Théâtre 

de Genève.

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

Romeo and Juliet — Fantasy Overture

The doomed youthful passion of Romeo 
and Juliet, as portrayed in Shakespeare’s 
play, made a strong appeal to 
Tchaikovsky. The young hero and heroine, 
whose families, Montagues and Capulets 
respectively, are implacable enemies, 
have become in the popular imagination 
the representative type of star-crossed 
lovers. Many other great composers 
(Bellini, Gounod, Berlioz and Prokofiev 
among them) have been inspired to 
make music for the young lovers’ story. 
Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story sets 
it in a modern New York context. 

The play is set in Verona. Romeo and 
Juliet fall in love at a masked ball of the 
Capulets, and declare their love when 
Romeo visits her at her private balcony 
in her family’s home. Because the two 
noble families are enemies, the couple is 
married secretly by Friar Laurence. When 
Tybalt, a Capulet, kills Romeo’s friend 
Mercutio in a quarrel, Romeo kills Tybalt 
and is banished. When Juliet’s father 
insists on her marrying Count Paris, Friar 
Laurence gives her a potion that makes 
her appear dead. Romeo hears of her 
apparent death, returns to Verona, and 
finds Juliet in the burial vault. He kills 
himself with poison. Juliet awakens, sees 
the dead Romeo, and kills herself. The 
families, learning what has happened, 
end their feud.

Among the sketches found after 
Tchaikovsky’s death was a love-duet 
for singers, in which Romeo sings the 
words ‘Oh tarry, night of ecstasy! Oh 
night of love, stretch thy dark veil over 
us!’ to a musical phrase which also 
appears in the fantasy overture. The 
overture (a synonym in this case for 
‘symphonic poem’) is Tchaikovsky’s 
supreme early orchestral achievement. 
Nikolai Rubinstein conducted the first 
performance, in Moscow on 16 March 
1870. Tchaikovsky had already revised 
his first version extensively, and the final 

form, with some changes of dynamics 
and the title ‘Overture-Fantasy’, was 
achieved in 1880.

The music begins with a hymn-like 
introduction suggesting Friar Laurence’s 
cell, then Capulets and Montagues 
feud in a fiery passage, giving way to 
the love scene. There are two melodies 
here memorable even by Tchaikovsky’s 
standards: one for cor anglais and muted 
violas to an accompaniment of horns and 
bassoons, the other for muted strings, 
suggesting, perhaps, the garden beneath 
the balcony at night. The development of 
the symphonic poem amplifies the lovers’ 
music, struggling with the brawls and 
Friar Laurence’s music. A furious climax 
may be the death of Tybalt at the hand 
of Romeo, but the love music dominates 
the ending, turning gradually to lament 
and tragic despair.

Symphony Australia © 2000

The Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra first 
performed this work with conductor Kenneth 
Murison Bourn in Hobart and Launceston on 6 and 
7 June 1961 and, most recently, with Eckehard 
Stier in Hobart on 29 October 2011.
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Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990)

West Side Story, Symphonic Dances

Prelude (Allegro moderato) 

Somewhere (Adagio) 

Scherzo (Vivace leggiero) 

Mambo (Presto) 

Cha-Cha (Andantino con grazia) 

Cool, Fugue (Allegretto) 

Rumble (Molto allegro) 

Finale (Adagio)

The idea, conceived as early as 1949, to 
use Romeo and Juliet as the basis for a 
story set in contemporary Manhattan was 
that of choreographer Jerome Robbins. 
Robbins discussed the idea with Arthur 
Laurents, who would go on to write the 
book, and Bernstein. The trio debated 
the various ways of representing the 
social chasm between their modern-day 
Montagues and Capulets: at one point 
it was to have been an East Side Story, 
with the star-cross’d lovers drawn from 
the Jewish and Catholic communities. 
Eventually the creators, who now 
included Stephen Sondheim as lyricist, 
agreed on a story that pits two street 
gangs – the ‘American’ Jets and the 
Puerto Rican Sharks – against each other, 
with tragic consequences for the lovers 
Tony and Maria. West Side Story was not, 
by any means, the first Broadway show 
based on Shakespeare: Rodgers and Hart 
had produced The Boys from Syracuse 
(after The Comedy of Errors) in 1938, 
and ten years later, Cole Porter’s Kiss 
me, Kate – based on The Taming of the 
Shrew – appeared. But West Side Story, 
which hit the stage in 1957, was certainly 
the first work based on a Shakespearean 
tragedy to play on Broadway.

The action takes place in 1950s 
Manhattan. A fight between the gangs 
is disrupted by the police, so Riff, the 
Jets’ leader proposes to attend a dance 
at the local gym where he will challenge 
Bernardo, leader of the Sharks, to a 

‘rumble’ which will establish the primacy 
once and for all of the gangs. Tony, Riff’s 
best friend, has left the gang, but is 
persuaded to come to the dance; there 
he sees Maria, sister of Bernardo, who 
has recently arrived from Puerto Rico; 
they fall in love. After the dance, Tony 
serenades Maria outside her apartment, 
then joins the gangs in their discussion 
of the rules for the coming fight. The 
next day Tony and Maria meet and 
dream about marrying, and Tony agrees 
when Maria ask him to stop the rumble. 
Tony, however, trying to break it up, 
inadvertently makes Riff vulnerable,  
and Bernardo kills him. In fury, Tony  
kills Bernardo.

In Act II, Maria is at first horrified that 
Tony has killed her brother, but agrees to 
escape the city for a better life together 
in the countryside. Bernardo’s girlfriend 
Anita, understanding that Maria loves 
Tony, tries to find Tony and warn him that 
one of the Sharks, Chino, is coming after 
him with a gun; but she is brutally treated 
by the Jets, and angrily claims that Maria 
has been killed by Chino. Tony seeks out 
Chino, and is mortally wounded just as 
he sees Maria alive. Her grief persuades 
the gangs to bring the war of attrition  
to an end.

West Side Story is unusual in that the 
dance element is integrated into the 
drama, rather than interrupting it with a 
series of set-pieces. Moreover, its musical 
language, despite the contrasts of Latin 
dance music and Romantic duets, is a 
very tightly constructed score, featuring 
motifs based on certain intervals. Most 
prominent is the tritone, or augmented 
fourth (heard in the first gesture of the 
prologue, for instance, or the first two 
syllables of ‘Maria’) – an interval which is 
inherently unstable, and which therefore 
contributes a pervasive unease to the 
music. Bernstein could rightly describe 
this selection as ‘symphonic dances’: 
their contrast of mood and style is unified 
by just such techniques.

The Prelude has a growing sense of 
macho swagger and latent violence. 
An instrumental version of Somewhere 
follows – the duet that Tony and Maria 
sing at the opening of Act II when 
they dream of leaving the violence of 
Manhattan behind them, and which 
Maria reprises in the final scene of the 
work. The Scherzo, too, is an idyllic 
vision of a peaceful world, whose spell 
is broken by the more muscular rhythms 
of the Mambo as the gangs compete 
in the dance at the gym. The Cha-Cha 
is another glimpse of happiness, a 
reminiscence of Tony’s ‘I’ve just met a 
girl called Maria’. Cool, Fugue comes 
from Act I, as the Jets, increasingly 
impatient, wait for the Sharks to arrive 

for their council of war at Doc’s Candy 
Store. The Rumble takes place at the 
end of Act I, with the deaths of Bernardo 
and Riff. The slow Finale is based Maria’s 
‘I have a love’, from earlier in Act II, in 
which she explains to Anita how much 
she loves Tony, despite his having killed 
Bernardo. The similarity of the melody 
to the so-called ‘redemption through 
love’ motif that ends Wagner’s Ring Cycle 
is probably not coincidental; the work 
concludes with a fading memory  
of Somewhere.

Gordon Kerry © 2009

This is the first performance of this work by the 
Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra.

Leonard Bernstein, 1955
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Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)

Romeo and Juliet
Excerpts from Suite No 1 (Op 64bis) 
and Suite No 2 (Op 64ter)
The Montagues and the Capulets 
(Suite 2/1)
Juliet – The Young Girl (Suite 2/2)
Romeo and Juliet (Suite 1/6)
The Death of Tybalt (Suite 1/7)
Friar Laurence (Suite 2/3)
Masks (Suite 1/5)
Romeo at Juliet’s Tomb (Suite 2/7)

Given the strength of the dance tradition 
in Russia, it was surely only a matter 
of time before Prokofiev turned his 
attention to writing an evening-length 
ballet. He did so almost immediately 
upon returning to the Soviet Union in 
1936 after nearly two decades of living 
abroad (mostly in France but also the 
United States). In fact, the commission 
for Romeo and Juliet came a few years 
prior to Prokofiev’s homecoming, a time 
when he was shuttling between Paris 
and the Soviet Union. The commission 
stemmed originally from the Leningrad 
State Theatre (subsequently the Kirov, 
now the Mariinsky Theatre), but when 
negotiations fell through it was taken up 
by the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow. That 
said, when Prokofiev submitted Romeo 
and Juliet to the Bolshoi it was rejected, 
supposedly on the grounds that it was 
‘undanceable’. As a result, the première 
did not take place in the Soviet Union at 
all but in the Czech city of Brno in 1938.

Despite the initial misgivings of Russia’s 
flagship ballet companies, Prokofiev’s 
ballet soon found favour. Romeo and 
Juliet was staged at the Kirov in 1940 
by choreographer Leonid Lavrovsky 
and became one of the highlights 
of his illustrious career. Lavrovsky’s 
Romeo and Juliet opened the Bolshoi’s 
inaugural guest season at London’s 
Covent Garden in 1956, by which time 

the ballet was regarded as a modern 
classic and held an unchallenged place 
in the Russian repertory. However, the 
work that was heard on that occasion 
was an enlargement of the ballet that 
was premièred in 1938. Working with 
Lavrovsky and others, Prokofiev made 
additions to the score (also subtractions 
– it had a happy ending in a very early 
version) throughout the 1940s until he 
arrived finally at a version that appeared 
to satisfy everyone (not an easy task in a 
cultural environment that, like everything 
else in the Soviet Union, was under the 
thumb of Joseph Stalin).

Prokofiev compiled two suites from 
Romeo and Juliet in advance of the first 
performance of the ballet. Clearly proud 
of his orchestral score, he wanted his 
music to have a life outside the theatre. 
At around the same time that he made 
the orchestral suites he arranged music 
from the ballet for solo piano, Ten Pieces 
from ‘Romeo and Juliet’. A third and final 
suite for orchestra was prepared in 1946.

The excerpts from Romeo and Juliet 
heard in this concert are from the first two 
orchestral suites. Rather than following 
the plot chronologically, they follow a 
sequence which is musically compelling, 
offering contrasting moods and a broad 
palette of sonorities.

The Montagues and the Capulets 
introduces both the famous feuding 
families of Verona and the most famous 
music from the ballet. After a short, tense 
introduction where powerful tutti chords 
alternate with delicate string echoes, 
the heavy tread of the principal theme 
gets underway. Tuba, trombones, horns 
and lower strings provide a weighty 
accompaniment while the violins dash 
off a powerfully articulated arpeggio 
melody. The material is astonishingly 
simple – alternating E minor and B minor 
chords – but the effect is striking. A 
tranquil middle section ushers in a new 
theme on the flute while the return of 

the distinctive opening theme brings a 
surprising solo by the tenor saxophone.

The lithe figure of Juliet is evoked in  
the scurrying principal theme of Juliet –  
The Young Girl, a rondo-form movement 
which includes some beautiful solos for 
flute, clarinet and cello, and a sweet 
passage for a trio of solo violins. The 
mood becomes somewhat wistful in the 
brief coda where the ever-quieter music 
fades gently into the night. The Verona 
night sets the scene for the following 
movement, Romeo and Juliet, which 
is sometimes known as the ‘Balcony 
Scene’ as it is the music taken from that 
particular episode in the ballet. Here 
Prokofiev draws upon the full resources 
of the large orchestra at his disposal 
and provides Shakespeare’s ‘star-cross’d 
lovers’ with some ravishing sounds.

The Death of Tybalt brings a change 
of mood altogether. The feuding 
Montagues and Capulets take their fight 
to the streets and Romeo delivers a 
mortal blow to Tybalt, Juliet’s cousin.  
This movement advances at a cracking 
pace. Persistent cross rhythms, accented 
off-beats and vigorous writing for brass 
and percussion capture the drama, 
energy and violence of the scene. 
Serenity returns with Friar Laurence. 
Here we meet the Franciscan friar who 
is Romeo’s confidant and advisor and 
the man who performs the marriage 
ceremony for the young couple. 
Tragically, his actions also lead to the 
lovers’ untimely deaths. A measured 
and dignified movement, Friar Laurence 
opens and closes with a theme that is 
enunciated by solo bassoon. The strings 
come to the fore in the intervening 
section with some beautifully expressive 
writing for divided parts in close 
counterpoint.

Masks is taken from the party scene at 
the Capulet household. Romeo and his 
friends make their entrance in disguise 
and Romeo spies Juliet for the first 
time. Anyone familiar with Prokofiev’s 
Peter and the Wolf, which was written 
at around the same time as Romeo and 

Juliet, might be forgiven for thinking 
that Prokofiev here indulges in a bit of 
self-borrowing. The principal theme of 
Masks carries an echo of ‘Peter’s theme’ 
from the other work. The concluding 
movement, Romeo at Juliet’s Tomb, 
brings us to the tragic denouement. 
Romeo arrives at the Capulet vault and 
finding Juliet in a drug-induced sleep, 
believes her to be dead. He welcomes 
death himself. ‘Here [at Juliet’s grave] will 
I set up my everlasting rest, and shake 
the yoke of inauspicious stars from this 
world-wearied flesh,’ as Shakespeare so 
eloquently puts it. The heartbreak of the 
scene is conveyed at the outset with a 
strong and intense paragraph played by 
the strings. Romeo’s grief becomes truly 
epic when the entire orchestra embarks 
upon a monumental, solemn march. 
Modulating freely and quoting from the 
ballet’s principal themes, Prokofiev builds 
the music to a powerful and intense 
climax. But the music at the very end –  
a serene, pure and barely audible C 
major chord – is more ethereal than 
tragic, as if to suggest that Romeo has 
found the ‘everlasting rest’ that  
he sought.

Robert Gibson © 2012

The Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra first 
performed excerpts from the Romeo and Juliet 
Suites in Hobart on 7 August 1952 with conductor 
Kenneth Murison Bourn. The selection presented 
here was performed with conductor Marko Letonja 
in Hobart on 3 March 2012.


