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Sergei Prokofiev: Romeo and Juliet, Op. 64 

 

After its gestation in 1933, Prokofiev traveled a crooked path before his great, beloved 

ballet, Romeo and Juliet, reached the stage. Besides delays, artistic interference, temporary 

self-doubt (Prokofiev considered giving the plot a happy ending), and rivalry between the 

Kirov and Bolshoi ballets, the element of Stalinist terror even entered when a key figure, the 

very person who had suggested the project, was hauled away in the middle of the night, 

arrested, and murdered. The joyousness of Romeo and Juliet’s score somehow survived all 

of it, and the result was the last of the great Russia story ballets to enter the world dance 

repertoire (there are a host of lesser examples that persist in Russia and continue to be 

developed). 

Impatient with balky theater managers and other machinations—the premiere eventually 

took place not in the Soviet Union but in the Czech city of Brno in 1938—Prokofiev 

arranged 20 numbers from the complete score into three suites. If you consult the 

discography, Suites Nos. 1 and 2 have become the primary way by which listeners 

hear Romeo and Juliet (ArkivMusic lists 50 versions of one number, “Montagues and 

Capulets,” from Suite No. 2), while only a handful of complete recordings tend to exist at 

any given time. Vasily Petrenko now adds a superlative addition to the list with his Oslo 

orchestra, and it will thrill any lover of the score with its vibrant energy. Everyone knows the 

elegantly cheeky Gavotte from Prokofiev’s “Classical” Symphony. The composer transferred 

it into act I of Romeo and Juliet under the same title (No. 18). It serves as a touchstone for 

Petrenko’s affinity for this music; he delivers a puckish reading filled with nuanced rubato 

and mercurial whimsy. 

Being able to find newness in the score is a hallmark of Petrenko’s interpretation. The usual 

way with the music, especially when recording the suites, is to lean heavily on its brilliant 

orchestration. Claudio Abbado (DG) and Esa-Pekka Salonen (Sony), both with the Berlin 

Philharmonic, deliver sonic blockbusters in their program of excerpts. Petrenko doesn’t set 

out to be stupendous, reserving the great climaxes of ecstasy and tragedy for the most 

appropriate moments. To my ears, his goals are two: to narrate the story in all its variety and 

to give each of the ballet’s 52 numbers its own individuality. It’s the latter that sets this new 

reading apart from even the best of its predecessors, among which I’d place the two by 

Valery Gergiev at the top of the list. The first Gergiev account with the then-Kirov Orchestra 

(Philips, 1990) dates from the “he can do no wrong” period in the conductor’s career and 

created a stir when the performance came to Carnegie Hall, marking the first time the entire 
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score had been performed there. It’s a shame that the recorded sound, even when remastered 

for Philips’s 50 Great Recordings series, turned out rather dull and murky. 

Gergiev’s remake with the London Symphony (LSO Live, 2010) is an SACD/DSD recording 

in much improved sound, and the conductor’s emphasis has shifted toward elegance and 

finesse. The reading remains very impressive but feels studied in places. Either recording is 

preferable to old standbys from Previn and the London Symphony (EMI) and Maazel with 

the Clevelanders (Decca) because of Gergiev’s undoubted authenticity. Allow me to dwell 

on this for a moment. Petrenko is a child of perestroika and the fall of the Soviet Union; he 

was 13 when the Berlin Wall came down. It became evident that his conducting style was 

post-Soviet in the Shostakovich symphony cycle for Naxos that made Petrenko’s name. 

Something more personal, less tragic, and often original can be heard in those performances. 

Petrenko didn’t just let more light shine in; he felt free to apply his own imagination 

according to how the music struck him. 

Romeo and Juliet gives him even more scope, beyond Gergiev’s considerable penetration 

into the heart of the score. Ignoring what is danceable or not, Petrenko gets more excited 

than anyone else I’ve heard, more carried away, either by love or tragedy, more youthfully 

vibrant. At 40 he still looks boyish on the podium, if not as alarmingly young as during his 

wunderkind years in his 20s. You can see for yourself in a YouTube video of the complete 

ballet in concert with the hr-Sinfonieorchester of Hamburg, where his baton and facial 

expressions give visual proof of his ability to supercharge an orchestra. 

As for the present performance, there’s no fly in the ointment, but I’d wish for better sound 

than the fairly generalized engineering here, which gives a broad picture of the orchestra at 

the expense of inner details. The volume had to be turned up in order to capture the 

marvelous colors in Prokofiev’s orchestration. And by a certain margin the Oslo 

Philharmonic doesn’t technically play at the level of the world class ensembles mentioned 

above in rival recordings. (For example, the soaring string line in an episode like No. 39 

“Romeo Bids Juliet Farewell” isn’t refulgent. The spirit is willing, but the bow is a little 

weak.) Otherwise, Petrenko’s performance is an absolute delight. Huntley Dent 
This article originally appeared in Issue 40:4 (Mar/Apr 2017) of Fanfare Magazine. 

 


