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Opera without Singers? Sure!...
What about Ballet
without Dancers?
By John Costello

F

IRST of all, why is an opera company doing a ballet?
And secondly, why is the company doing it without
dancers?! I recently asked Maestro Ron De Fesi these
very questions. I’ll summarize his response. “Why not?” Well,
there was more to his answer, “The very first time I heard this
score was when the Royal Ballet came to New York in 1970.
I didn’t know the ballet at all, but I knew Shakespeare’s play
and I loved it. I was young, so of course, I loved it. There is
a youthful exuberance to the play. It is full of the self-assurance, the wonder, the possibilities, and the rudeness of youth.
It is, most of all, a love story and it speaks to the ages! From
the first three chords that the orchestra played, I was captivated by the score. It was relatively new then, only about 30
years old, and pretty new to Western audiences.
“Yes, I enjoyed watching Margot Fonteyn and Rudolph
Nureyev in the title roles, and a slew of other great dancers,
but the music and its orchestration were what carried me
away. All the passion, all the fury, all the tenderness that I
knew from the play, was brought to life... to a different level
of understanding by the music. It began a nearly 50-year love
affair between me and that score! But I’m not alone. Now,
after 80 years of its existence, the score is a mainstay, not only
of the world’s ballet stages, but of its concert halls as well, and
is considered one of the most expressive and moving works
of the 20th century. It is, at once passionate, witty, beautiful
and visceral. I’ve had the good fortune to conduct many ballets in my lifetime, but never this one. So I said, ‘Let’s do it!’
The music is so descriptive, it doesn’t need dancers to tell the
tale! If you’ve never heard this score, you don’t really know all
that you can know about Romeo and Juliet!”

Sir Frank Dicksee: Romeo and Juliet

Prokofiev composed his score in 1935 as a dramatized
ballet that essentially followed Shakespeare’s tragedy except
for the conclusion which left the “star-crossed” lovers alive
at the end, because, as he said, “Dead people can’t dance.”
He subsequently accepted criticism that impelled him to revert to the original. The composer had hoped the Kirov Ballet would mount his work, but with personnel changes at a
time of Stalinist censorship, this did not immediately occur.
The Bolshoi Ballet returned his score as “undanceable,” and
Prokofiev selected excerpts from the ballet and published

World War II and the Cold War delayed the popular recognition in the West of this beautiful music for another 20 years.
In 1965 Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev were the leads
in the Royal Opera House’s production at Covent Garden. In
1980 the La Scala Ballet and in 1984 the Paris Opera Ballet
produced this work. Opera companies have been drawn to
Prokofiev’s versatility and consummate skill as a musician:
the tender, lyrical passages assigned to the young lovers characterize them in music just as Shakespeare’s language does in
his timeless play. As audience members we come to sympathize with the idealistic teenagers who deserve better families
and a society that needs to repudiate its destructive violence.
Prokofiev’s instrumentation captures the Italian Renaissance
flavor of the setting, but the artistic portrayal of the drama
extends the relevance of the work to struggles in our own day
too. How does the state or government provide for justice for
all groups in ways that the hopes and futures of young innocents become realities?
It’s appropriate that Hudson Opera Theatre perform
Prokofiev’s score as part of its 40th year of providing quality productions in the Hudson Valley. Maestro De Fesi had
directed Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet in 1978. It was the
company’s second show. His nearly 50-year love of the score
has him poised to guide the orchestra through this extraordinary creative work, from its compassionate characterization,
its delicate discoveries of love, its atmospheric realism, to the
cataclysmic drama of irrational, needless violence.

Fonteyn & Neureyev in Romeo and Juliet

Carl Heinrich Bloch, The Resurrection

three different orchestral suites and a book of ten piano pieces from the score. Clearly, he was convinced of the worth of
his music, and so were others, for the ballet had its premiere
in Brno, Czechoslovakia in 1938. The ballet got its first Russian performance in 1940 by the Kirov (Mariinsky) Ballet
after the composer had made the first recording of the work.

Handel’s Complete ‘Messiah’
slated for Dec.

A

by Janean Sherwin

FTER the first performance of Messiah at Covent
Garden in 1743, Handel said to Lord Kimmoul, “I
should be sorry, my lord, if I have only succeeded in
entertaining them, I wished to make them better.”
Many of you have heard parts of this great work but this
is an opportunity to hear the entire work with soloists, orchestra, and chorus. Inspired, and having recovered from a
stroke, Handel wrote and orchestrated this entire oratorio
in the incredibly short period of 24 days. He ate and slept
very little. When he had completed the “Hallelujah Chorus”,
he exclaimed, “I did think I saw all heaven before me and
the great God Himself.” The magic of this music continues
until the final climax with orchestra and chorus singing in
full ringing tones, “Worthy Is the Lamb, Amen.” Mark your
calendar, you don’t want to miss this event! Performances
are Saturday, December 9 at 7:00 and Sunday, December 10
at 4:00
Auditions for soloists are scheduled for September 30th
and October 1st. Interested parties should send photo, resumé and audio or video clips to zoey@hotopera.com by
September 25th.

