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A Shakespearean Duel in Verona, an Answer to Stalin, and 
a Concerto  
 

Shakespeare’s famous play of Romeo and Juliet has been around since about 1590, 
and musical enactments of it similarly abound. Since Georg Benda’s German 
Singspiel from 1776 to Gounod’s popular opera from 1867, at least 24 operas were 
based on the tragic tale of the starcross’d lovers. Composers of the 20th century 
such as Delius and Kabalevsky were not idle either, and then there was West Side 
Story...,  and Nino Rota’s music for the Zefirelli film of 1969. Incidentally the two most 
popular pure instrumental versions of the play are Russian – Tchaikovsky’s fantasy-
overture and Prokofiev’s ballet.  

Tchaikovsky was very much aware of trends in 
western Europe, as a result of which he completed 
several orchestral works in the same line of 
programme music, such as Berlioz’ giant leap with 
his Symphonie fantastique of 1830. Mili Balakirev – 
the leader of the patriotically-minded Russian Five – 
tried to lure the gifted young Tchaikovsky into his 
circle, without much success. But Tchaikovsky was 
intrigued by the idea of “music as drama” in the form 
of a kind of overture. This undertaking, and his 
interest in Shakespeare, would in time result in 
several works based on the bard’s plays, such as 
TheTempest and Hamlet, and Romeo and Juliet 
(1870). His approach – not to indulge in composing a 
realistic copy of the play, but a fantasy broadly based 
on the characters and surrounding intrigues – led to 
his invention of what he called an overture-fantasy.  

Broadly following the traditional pattern of the operatic overture (which can be 
generally summarised as related to the first movement of a symphony), there are 
three main themes, of which the first depicts a solemn theme representing Friar 
Laurence, the energetic second an almost realistic “sword fight” between the 
Montague and Capulet families, complete with crashing cymbals and frenzy rhythms. 
The third – the famous “love theme” – is a gently swaying true Tchaikovskyan 
masterpiece. All themes reign supreme throughout the overture. The slow, almost 
chorale-like Friar theme (clothed in sounds related to Russian church music) also 
serves as “introduction” and general mood fixing. Towards the end the “sword” theme 
it is reduced to its musical function; the musical “action” concentrates on the tragic 
love, and the role of Friar Laurence. The brief Coda refers to the love theme as well, 
but now distorted, with pauses between the phrases. One may think of Beethoven’s 



famous dictum that “death can be expressed musically by silences...”. The final 
concluding loud single B underlines the tragedy.  

Musically, the town of Leipzig has two historically important elements to its credit. 
One is the final part of Sebastian Bach’s life and work. The other is Mendelssohn’s 
founding of the first German Musikhochschule (Music Conservatory) in 1843, 
incidentally also the birth year of Edvard Grieg, who spent four years of study at that 
institution. His only Piano Concerto in A minor, Op. 16 is on the menu for the CPO 
concert of 14 June, and possibly owes much to the young composer’s German 
sojourn. The institution with tutors like Schumann, Rheinberger and Max Reger drew 
crowds of students from around the world at the time, including Scandinavians such 
as Svendsen, Sinding, and Grieg.  

Grieg was present at Clara Schumann’s performance of her late husband’s A minor 
piano concerto there in 1859. This work, as well as Schumann’s scores of lyrical 
pieces for piano, were of significant importance for Grieg’s style – as for many other 
composers at the time. Much has been said and written about the “obvious” 
similarities between the two concertos, often with barely disguised suspicion. Of 
course the key of A minor is the same, and the opening cascades of downward piano 
chords of both works are similar. One may even suspect Grieg’s main theme in the 
first movement as vaguely Schumannesque. But, there, the similarities more or less 
end.  

The story of Grieg’s famous composition apparently started in a summer house in the 
small Danish town of Søllerød, where the young composer wrote most of his 
concerto in 1868, whilst discussing the process with his pianist friend Neupert. The 
first performance by Neupert took place in Copenhagen the following year. When 
Grieg showed his work to Liszt in 1870, the veteran pianist immediately played it on 
sight and congratulated the young composer on his work. He also told Grieg not to 
worry too much about gossiping around the work. But negative comments persisted, 
such as Debussy’s sarcastic description of the concerto as “... a pink bon-bon 
wrapped in snow...” 

As we all know by now, the concerto has since drawn attention of music lovers 
around the world. As such it occupies the same place in 19th-century piano repertoire 
as concertos by Beethoven, Brahms, Liszt, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov and others, 
and it certainly is the only work in the genre written by a Scandinavian composer, that 
has attained world fame.  

The three movement structure and developed 19th century harmonic language make 
it a worthy product of the Leipzig circle, with few real novelties, as can be expected of 
its young and relatively inexperienced composer. The piano idiom – in spite of strong 
hints of Liszt’s pianism – is however convincing, and the frequent smaller and longer 
cadenzas for the soloist are very much in line with virtuoso pianism at the time. In its 
turn the piano style of the dreamy slow movement with its ornamented right hand 
melody and left hand accompaniment can be seen as Grieg’s answer to a Nocturne 
by Chopin.  



In spite of regular references to Grieg’s supposed nationalist musical leanings, there 
is little in the work that can be analysed as such, the finale being the sole exception. 
Here the jumpy main theme of the extended rondo has the rhythmic qualities of the 
halling, a Norwegian folk dance in 2/4 metre. There is definitely no authentic folk 
music present in the concerto.  

With the third work of the concert we have to return to the duel arena, but of a much 
more subtle, if not disguised nature, in the form of Prokofiev’s Symphony No. 7 in 
C-sharp minor (Op. 131). As is well-known, the Soviet authorities of the fifties 
expanded much effort in “guarding” the principles of the State – also literary and 
musical endeavours of the population. As far as music was concerned the authorities 
would do anything in their power to avoid the possibility of Soviet culture being 
influenced by “decadent” musical trends of the “imperialist West.” Compositions were 
inspected regularly and criticism directed at the composers who had failed to 
compose “correctly”. This meant that artists, including leading composers such as 
Shostakovich and Prokofiev, would be reprimanded for their “unpatriotic” and 
“formalist” music and their income frozen. These two mentioned composers were in 
fact forced to apologise in public for their misdemeanours by reading prepared 
apologies given to them.  

The creative situation of the composer writing a complex work such as a symphony 
demands control over a divergent collection of sound possibilities, which have to be 
organised in terms of musical tensions and their resolutions, which in turn may be 
translated as more and less dissonant sound qualities, more and less melodic 
material, and so on. The resultant musical “conflict” and its resolution are at the base 
of all successful works of art. The topic of such conflict in art was dealt with swiftly in 
the 1948 Cultural Doctrine, in the words of Andrei Zhdanov: “The only conflict that is 
possible in Soviet culture is the conflict between good and best". As a result of such 
threats Prokofiev’s Seventh Symphony originated in 1952, as a “simple” symphony 
for Children’s Programmes of the State Radio. There is virtually no musical 
confrontation in the whole composition, and it flows with one very agreeable melodic 
element after the other. It seems to have been Prokofiev’s way to appease Stalin and 
his cultural police. It worked. (Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony had the same 
purpose.)  

Reviewing his career, one of the composer’s apologies makes interesting reading: 
“To find a melody that is immediately understandable even to an unschooled listener 
and at the same time original – is the most difficult thing...”, and “it is much easier to 
compose complicated melodies...” but the composer had to be careful “... to keep the 
melody simple without allowing it to become trivial or saccharine”. This almost reads 
as a recipe for “good” Soviet music, which need not necessarily be “best”.  

Prokofiev nevertheless managed to develop a personal style that is tonal and 
original, with added mild dissonance that is not confrontational. Characteristics for the 
typical Prokofievan tune are wide melodic leaps, wistful modulations and spritely 
rhythmic vigour, all bathed in his individual masterful orchestral colouring. The 
Seventh Symphony possesses all of these. Most themes of the first movement are 
attractive entities and the listener will have no problem recognising features from 



Prokofiev’s highly successful Classic Symphony or the ballet Romeo and Juliet. 
Motives in the first movement may have had their origins in children’s songs. The 
second movement (Allegretto – Allegro) is not the expected Scherzo, but an 
imaginative waltz. And the finale has been equalled to “a band of frolicsome children 
that had burst onto stage ...”. Prokofiev’s sound classic approach is recognisable in 
the return of the broad second theme from the first movement, rounding off the work. 
At rehearsals concern was expressed at the “sad” ending of the work, which 
prompted the composer to replace it with a more joyous one, which is sometimes 
simply added to the older ending without serious consequences.  

The composer’s death on the same day as Stalin’s (in 1953) naturally went barely 
noticed. But this also heralded a new era for his music, since all earlier cultural 
doctrines were happily recalled, and Prokofiev was at last – posthumously – 
recognised as the leader he was, and awarded the coveted Lenin Prize for the 
Seventh, in 1957. 


