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1. Brief Summary

Premiere: First performance on April 27, 1886, at the Theatre Lyrique in Paris, France.
Setting: Verona, Italy, during the Thirteenth Century

Juliet is introduced to Veronese society at a masked ball at her family home. At the ball she meets
Romeo, a member of a rival family who is attending the ball in secrecy. They fall in love but are
separated by the long-standing feud between their families. After the ball Romeo returns to the garden
beneath her balcony window. They profess their love and agree to marry the next day.

Romeo and Juliet visit Friar Lawrence who marries them in secret. Later, a fight breaks out between
the two families. JulietOs cousin kills a close friend of Romeo and he, in turn, kills Juliet®s cousin. For
this deed he is banished from Verona. Romeo slips into JulietOs room to bid her a tender farewell.
After he leaves, JulietOs father informs her that she will be marrying the young friend of her slain
cousin.

Juliet turns to Friar Lawrence for help. He gives her a special potion to drink that will make her appear
dead. He tells her that eventually she will awaken and be free to join Romeo. She drinks the potion.
JulietOs sorrowing family believes her to be dead and places her in the family tomb. Romeo hears only
of her death and comes to the tomb see her one last time. He embraces her and takes poison. Juliet
awakens joyously but becomes horrified to see Romeo dying. She stabs herself with his dagger and
the two lovers die in each otherOs arms.

2. Cast of Characters

Characters Voice Type Description
THE CAPULETS:

Count Capulet Bass

Juliet Soprano his daughter

Tybalt Tenor her cousin

Gregorio Baritone retainer

Gertrude Mezzo-Soprano JulietOs nurse

THE MONTAGUES:

Romeo Tenor

Stephano Soprano his page
Benvolio Tenor his friend
Mercutio Baritone his friend
Friar Lawrence Bass

Count Paris Baritone JulietOs suitor
The Duke of Verona Bass

Relatives, retainers and
guests of the Capulets and
Montagues Chorus



3. Full Plot Synopsis and Musical Highlights

Act | B Scene 1

Count Capulet, a Veronese nobleman, is giving a masked ball for his daughter, Juliet, in honor of her entrai
into society. The music begins with a multi-sectional ensemble for soloists and chorus that reflects the festi
nature of the opening scene. Secretly attending the ball is a group of young men from the noble house of
Montague, bitter rivals of the Capulet family. The leader of the group, Romeo, and his friends treat this
escapade as a lark although Romeo has recently had a disturbing dream about the adventure. The first
important aria, OMab, reine des mensonges,O (OMab, queen of illusionsO) is sung by RomeoOs friend, M
who reassures his friend that his dream is only the work of a fairy called Queen Mab. The aria is in the forn
a three-section ballade and contains colorful nuances in the orchestra. Of particular note is the use of the
violin and the flute which produces a fairy-like, ethereal effect. RomeoOs forebodings are laughed off by his
friends.

Count Capulet introduces his daughter to the glittering assembly. Juliet makes her appearance with a daz:z
entrance aria, OJe veux vivre,O (Let me live in my dream) in which her youthful charm and exuberance are
clearly demonstrated by the waltz-like tempo and the coloratura passages and grace notes. When the gue
have gone into the banquet hall Juliet lingers behind and gives expression to her girlish joy in life. Romeo
steps out from concealment and looks directly into JulietOs eyes. The two are instantly aware of a mutual
feeling and attachment that seems to exist between them. This encounter is the occasion of the first of fou
love duets. Gounod titles the short duet a Omadrigal,O not a traditional operatic musical form, but one that
reflects the structure of the text and the backdrop of the Renaissance period. The arpeggio-like
accompaniment in the upper strings seems to characterize the adoration bubbling up in both Romeo and Ji

The sudden appearance of JulietOs cousin, Tybalt, cuts short their reverie. He recognizes Romeo and
denounces him. A fight is averted by the timely arrival of Count Capulet who does not wish to have the
festivities spoiled by violence. He restrains Tybalt and allows Romeo and his friends to depart in peace. T
same joyous waltz music that began the scene returns the revelers to their celebrating.

Scene 2

Romeo has again braved the wrath of the enemy for another chance to see Juliet. Gazing up at her balcor
compares her to the morning sun. Juliet appears on the balcony. Romeo reveals himself and declares his
Gounod clearly demonstrates his gift for lyricism. Accompanied by the harp the beautiful, long melodic line
communicates a sense of purity and peace. Gounod closely follows the original Shakespeare in RomeoQOs
OAh! Leve-toi soleil!O (ARRise fair sun!). A lovely orchestral feature is GounodOs use of harmonies, which
descend chromatically to represent the waning stars. A lovely orchestral feature is<sous@adf

harmonies, which descend chromatically. JulietOs nurse, Gertrude, calls for her and she reenters her
apartments. After a few moments she returns to bid Romeo good night. The tender scene is resumed as
Romeo pleads with Juliet to linger awhile longer. Juliet cautions Romeo that someone may see them toget
but she lingers nonetheless. The two pledge their love in the second love duet, OO nuit divine,O (O blesse
night) which culminates with the lovers singing in sixths, a technique in duet writing used to convey onenes
of spirit. Gounod used musical holds (fermatas) and directions to hold back (molto ritenuto) to heighten thi
sense of passion. The scene ends with the lovers committing themselves to marriage the next day.

Act Il B Scene 1

Romeo comes to Friar Lawrence to tell him of his love for Juliet. Juliet arrives shortly thereafter with
Gertrude and asks the friar to marry them. Friar Lawrence believes in the strength of their love and perforn
the ceremony, hoping their union will help end the hatred between the two families. The marriage of Rome
and Juliet is expressed in a trio, ODieu qufreomme " ton image,O (Oh God who made nthinimimage).

Each verse of Friar LawrenceOs prayer alternates with Romeo and Juliet intoning a unison response. The
becomes a quartet when Gertrude joins them in a joyful praising of God for their happiness.

Scene 2

RomeoOs page, Stephano, is looking for his master and stops in front of the Capulet house where he sings
taunting song, OQue fais-tu, blanche tourterelle,O (What are you doing, white turtle-dove?). (Stephano is
played by a woman in order to achieve the youthful timbre of a young boyOs voice). Gregorio and other
Capulet servants hear him and come out of the house to attack him. A group of Montagues and other Cap!
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join the fight and soon the brawl escalates out of control. For the fight music Gounod writes a jagged,
rhythmic figure in the violins, accompanied by tremolos in the lower strings. Romeo arrives and tries to stof
the fight between his friend, Mercutio, and Tybalt, JulietOs colighalt challenges Romeo who refuses to
fight. Mercutio defends RomeoOs honor but is slain by Tybalt. Romeo cannot restrain himself and he, in ti
slays Tybalt. A heart-wrenching and moving solo for Romeo and chorus, OO jour de deuil,O (O day of
mourning) continues with the arrival of the Duke of Verona. After hearing an accounting of events, the Duk
banishes Romeo from Verona.

Act Il B Scene 1

Romeo has found his way into JulietOs room. It is their wedding night. An instrumental prelude, scored fol
four cellos, creates a rich musical texture expressing the tenderness and intimacy of young love. Dawn ha:
broken and Romeo knows he must leave even though Juliet begs him to remain a little longer. They begin
third love duet of the opera. In the first section Juliet forgives Romeo for having killed her cousije,tO¥a,
pardonne,O (Go, | forgive you). In the low section of the duet the music evolves into a passionate melody v
Romeo and Juliet singing in thirds, accompanied by a pulsating figure in the strings, perhaps reflecting the
intense beating of their hearts, ONuit dOhymenee,O (O wedding night). They bid each other farewell in a
cabaletta, Oll fait partir,O (You must go, alas).

After RomeoOs departure Friar Lawrence, Capulet and Gertrude arrive to tell Juliet that it was dyipajt

wish that she marry Count Paris. Arrangements are being made for an immediate wedding. Capulet and
Gertrude leave Juliet alone with Friar Lawrence. She begs for his help and advice. He tells her not to desp
and gives her a potion to drink which will induce a death-like sleep. When her family believes her to be de:
and places her in the family tomb she will awaken and be able to flee Verona with Romeo. Friar Lawrence
promises to be there with Romeo when she awakens from her trance. Juliet agrees and drinks the content
the flask. Capulet arrives with Paris and Gertrude to escort Juliet to the wedding. The potion takes effect ¢
Juliet falls, seemingly lifeless. The assembled company cries out in horror and grief.

Scene 2

Juliet lies in the Capulet burial vault. A delicate instrumental passage reflects her motionless state. Romec
believes that Juliet is dead and enters the vault to see her one last time. He sings,O Salut, tombeau! Somt
silencieux,O (Hail, tomb! Somber and silent) and gives her a farewell embrace before drinking a deadly poi
Juliet begins to stir and show signs of life. They greet each other with ecstasy, B¥ens!au bout du

mond!O (Come let us flee to the end of the earth!) and begin the last of their four love duets, using thematic
material from earlier in the opera. The poison Romeo has taken begins to take effect. Juliet, reacting with
despair, reaches for RomeoOs dagger and stabs herself. Romeo and Juliet, begging GodOs forgiveness, (
each otherOs arms.

4. Historical and Literary Background
William Shakespeare()s masterpiBoeneo and Juliets a classic story that has resonated throughout the
centuries, engendering many distinctive artistic adaptations. In addition to the opera by Charles Gounod, tl
are operas by Zingarelli, Meyer, Bellini, and Zandonai, a ballet by Prokofiev, orchestral works by Tchaikovs
and Berlioz, a Broadway musical by Bernstein, and several films. Of the operas, GounodOs work has achi
the greatest popularity and is a mainstay of the operatic repertory.

Shakespeare is generally considered the greatest dramatist and the most popular author the world has eve
known. No other writerOs works have been produced, or read, so widely around the world. Many reasons
be given for his broad appeal, but a key element would certainly be his understanding of human nature, ani
insights into the wide range and depth of human emotions. He was able to create characters and dramatic
situations that were timeless in their impact. His works continue to resonate today, relating to real human
beings as they struggle with lifeOs challenges. He is also among the few playwrights who excelled in both
tragedy and comedy.

Romeo and Juliewvas the first tragedy that Shakespeare wrote, completing it at an early stage in his career,
probably in 1594 or 1595. It represented a departure from many playwriting conventions of tHedimes

and Julietwas first printed in 1597 from a collection of notes, recollections, and copies of portions of the
original story. There were three revised editions, some showing evidence of a maturing style in the careful
revisions. lItis believed that Shakespeare conceived this play as an adaptation of a long narrative poem by
Arthur Brooke. The story had long been popular in France and Italy, and there was a play about the warrin
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families by Luigi Da Porta, widely believed to be based the on the historical struggle between the Guelphs :
the Ghibellines. ShakespeareQOs interest in the story seemed to stem from the external conflict confronting
lovers. A problem of love verses hate, rather than an internal struggle affecting the soul, is the engine that
drives the tragedy. The war between the two families is not of the loverOs making, but it is a cruel fact they
cannot escape. In addition, Shakespeare introduces another element that helps precipitate the tragedy, thi
fate. There is prominent inclusion of dreams and omens and forebodings. Hence, the definition of Romeo
Juliet as Ostar-crossed loversO is an additional reason for the tragic outcome.

GounodOs interest in the subject of the opera was mentioned his correspondence in the later part of 1864
his librettists, Jules Barbier and Michel CarrZ, completed a libretto in the early part of 1865. Gounod had
known these men for ten years and they had been the librettists for his earlier operatic Fausph,he

libretto follows the Shakespearean play very closely, particularly in the dialogue, and they treated the origin
with great respect. As in ShakespeareOs play, the opera was originally structured in five acts. Some chara
from the play were eliminated and a new character, Stephano, RomeoOs page, was added. Romeo and J
secretly marry in the opera. There is no marriage scene in the play. They eliminated the final scene where
feuding families are reconciled, and in the new final scene, Romeo takes poison, but does not die before Ju
awakens. This allows for a final duet. As this particular change demonstrates, all changes were made for 1
sake of the music and the needs of a well-structured music drama.

After receiving the libretto Gounod began working on the score almost immediately and completed his initie
work by July 1865. During this time a recurring nervous disorder began to interfere with the pace of his wo
but did not prevent him from dealing with the orchestration of the opera altogether. By September of 1866
Gounod had completed the orchestration and was making major revisions, adding an elaborate wedding sc
to Act IV. Significant changes also occurred during the rehearsal period. Gounod had originally planned tc
use spoken dialogue between the musical numbers but during the early rehearsals decided that recitative v
be preferable. Other changes that occurred during rehearsals were the additions of the Prologue and Juliet
waltz song, OJe veux vivre.O

The premiere oROMEO& JULIET was a sensation. It occurred during the Exposition Universelle in Paris on
April 27, 1867. The city was full of people from outside the city visiting the exposition and the opera played
to sold-out houses night after night. Many foreigner visitors also saw the production which contributed to it:
rapid acceptance at opera houses in other parts of the world. By the end ®@Ad\63& JULIET had been
produced in England, Germany, Belgium and New York. The New York premiere occurred on November 1
1867, at the Academy of Music and was sung by the celebrated American soprano, Minnie Hauk.

A distinguishing feature of the opera is that it contains four love duets for soprano and tenor, a number that
was without precedent in its time. Each of these praiseworthy duets has a musical character and vitality all
own and their importance in the opera can be measured by the oft-quoted statement that thRaaamsof
JULIET is a Olove duet with occasional interruptions.O In contrast to the love music is the sacred nature of i
religious music associated with the character of Friar Lawrence. GounodOs deeply-held spirituality and
religious training is clearly evident in this aspect of the opera. The successiBOR JULIET can also be
measured in the high level of drama Gounod was able to achieve in depicting the conflict between the rival
families. Throughout the opera, beginning with the Prologue and carrying through to the great confrontatic
scene at the end of Act Il, the music depicts the active strife which bears the ultimate responsibility for the
tragedy.

5. Composer- Charles Gounod
Charles Gounod, born in France in June 1818, was one of the countryC)s best composers of the late ninete
century. Gounod studied at the Paris Conservatoire, and Oafter studies with Reicha, Halevy and Le Sueur
won the Prix de Rome in 18380

Gounod developed an interest id"i&ntury polyphonic music during the period of his Prix de Rome, and
while in Rome, Gounod composed a mass and a Requiem. After his interest in religious music declined he
began his career as an opera composer.

Sapho launched GounodOs career as an opera compoBaudiwas his first great opera. Gounod died in
1893 in Paris after completing twelve operas. The opera of Gounod: Sapho (1851), La nonne sanglante
(1854), Le mecidin malgre lui (1858), Faust (1859), Philmon et Baucis (1860), La colombe (1860), La reine
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Saba (1862), Mareille (1864), Romeo et Juliette (1867), Cinq Mars (1877), Polueute (1878), and Le tribute
Zamora (1881).

6. Discussion Questions

1.

10.

This story has been used in many different mediums B plays, ballets, operas, and orchestral works- usl
to great success. Why?

Many of ShakespeareOs scenes were omitted from the opera for the sake of brevity. Can you explain \
this is necessary when telling a story through a musical drama?

How effective is the composer, Charles Gounod, in portraying the concept of conflict musically? Can y¢
give examples?

In the Overture-Prologue, one of GounodOs musical devices is the use of a musical form called a fugue
fugue introduces a musical theme, called a OsubjectO, and a secondary theme, called a Ocountersubje
and weaves them together through instrumental or voice parts, called Ovoices.O How can this musical
device be effective in the opera?

Is there a villain in this opera?
What role does fate, or chance, play in this story?

What is the significance of the character Stephano in the opera? He does not appear in the play. Why
he added?

The part of Stephano is sung by a soprano, dressed as a boy. Why would a woman play this part?

In ShakespeareOs play Romeo takes poison and dies before Juliet awakens from her drug-induced sle
the opera Juliet awakens before Romeo dies. How does this benefit the flow of events at the end of the
opera?

One important change from the play to the opera was the omission of the final scene where the two
families end their feud after the deaths of their children. This scene adds a moral dimension to the play
Why did Gounod and his librettists leave this scene out, and how does it affect the dramatic structure of
the opera?

! We love to get mail at Toledo Opera! Please encourage your students to draw a picture or write a paragraph describing
favorite character, favorite part of the story, or general impressions of the presentation. Letters and pictures can be sent to:

Education & Outreach Program
Toledo Opera

425 Jefferson Avenue, Suite 601
Toledo, OH 43604-1080

7. Resource

http://www.music-with-ease.com/gounod-romeo-juliet.html

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romeo_and_Juliet

http://www.vaopera.org/html/currentoperas/opera2.cfm
http://www.opera-australia.org.au/opera/oaweb.nsf/lookups/ROMEOANDJULIET-OPER-?0opendocument
http://www.geocities.com/Vienna/1891/op64.html

www.teachopera.net

www.operainfo.org

www.exploratorium.edu/music/

http://www.edinboro.edu/cwis/music/cordell/student-sm.html
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