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TCHAIKOVSKY -

FANTASY OVERTURE:

ROMEO & JULIET

“I have lovingly made
repeated attempts to
express through music
both the torment and
bliss of love.”

Love crushed by a hostile fate was a theme
that deeply intrigued Tchaikovsky who
explored it in many of his works. Premiered
in Moscow on 4 March 1870, Romeo and
Juliet is now regarded as Tchaikovsky’s
first undisputed masterpiece, though its
reception at the time was luke-warm at
best. Mily Balakirev, Tchaikovsky’s older
colleague, had first suggested setting this
story to music, proposing potential themes
and a general outline for the work. He was
later critical of the work as Tchaikovsky had
not followed all of his suggestions.

The Overture-Fantasia is in sonata form,
which has three sections: exposition,
development and recapitulation. The
solemn introduction, played by the
clarinets and bassoons, represents the
peaceful character of Friar Lawrence, while
the stormy first theme, with its violent oft-

beats, signifies the deadly feud between the
two families. The extended second melody,
Tchaikovsky’s famous love theme, is first
played by the English horns and violas, and
encapsulates the two ‘star-crossed lovers’.
The feud between the Montagues and the
Capulets is heard in the recapitulation,
towards the end of the overture, and
leads the entire piece to its climax at the
end, where the coda gives us the tragic
conclusion of the story.

The yearning love theme appears first
in the horn (representing Romeo) and
later in the flute (Juliet). After the conflict
of the ‘development’ section, when we
next hear the theme, we hear the horn
accompaniment but not the flutes, perhaps
a nod to Juliet’s ‘fate’, leaving Romeo alone
in their duet. Towards the end, the love
theme is played by the full orchestra. No

longer expressed by its main characters,
it is now taken up by a narrative voice.
Through the transformation of the themes,
Tchaikovsky masterfully illustrates the
love story written by Shakespeare in an
orchestral format, portraying love, conflict,
and tragedy vividly and beautifully. As
Tchaikovsky wrote,

“I do not know whether I have succeeded, or
rather, 1 leave it to others to judge.”

LOUIS JONES



MONTEVERDI -
BEATUS VIR

Monteverdi, latterly Master of Music at St. Mark’s, Venice, was one of the great Renaissance
composers. Beatus Vir is a joyous motet, and one of Monteverdi’s most recognised works. It
was first published in his collection Selva morale et spiriituale, in 1641, though the piece itself
is thought to have been composed much earlier. The motet is a dramatic setting of Psalm 112,
‘Blessed are those who fear the Lord, who find great delight in his commands. The lively violin
solo in this piece is borrowed from a secular madrigal (Chiome d'oro) that he had written
twenty years earlier; an example of Monteverdi’s talent for mixing secular and ecclesiastical
music. He complained, in a letter, that having to write so much church music was a distraction
from his love for opera and madrigals.

Beatus Vir exemplifies his imaginative use of instruments and voices; contrasting the voice
parts singing in pairs with the power of the full chorus. This allows for moments of intense
drama and quiet reflection, such as the echoing ‘Beatus Vir’ from the Quirister soloists to
the full energy of the whole choir lift one’s mood, rejoicing with the musicians on stage.
Complementing the six-part chorus are string soloists; the use of these instruments varies
throughout the piece. The energetic violin parts dance over a walking bass. This results in a
rich and varied texture that enhances the text and the emotional impact of the music while
maintaining the celebratory tone.

The middle section becomes more subdued and intense; however, the dotted rhythms and
antiphony between the voice parts propel the music forward, keeping the listener fixed on
the drama at all times. Before the full chorus returns with the rejoicing opening melody, the
tenor parts interact with beautiful semi-quaver runs on ‘gloria’, captivating one’s attention in
anticipation of what is to come.

Monteverdi packs Beatus Vir full of word painting, reflecting the words through the musical
details. ‘Irascetur’ (‘is angered’) is expressed in fast repetitions in quick succession. Meanwhile,
the word ‘aeternum’ (‘eternity’) is set in long notes and ‘peribit’ (‘perishes’) has falling figures
that disappear into a cadence.

The piece concludes with a six-bar-long ‘Amen’ sung by all six voices being an appropriate
reflection of the celebration just heard in the motet.

FRANCESCA WYSE
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