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OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

I learned about this version of Gounod’s opera and we 
scheduled it before we had the recording. One after 
another, I bought several copies of the Blu-ray 
recording but none would play on any equipment here. 
Not at Encore, not at the TV Station, not on my 
computer, not on our home set-up. So, Steve never had 
this version in time to review it and revise his notes. 
We did, finally, get the recording on DVDs and showed 
it once but with Notes that I cut and pasted together 
from reviews and summaries written by others. 
We never re-scheduled this version and Steve never 
wrote Notes specifically for it. He wrote the Notes 
reprinted below for a recording that was filmed at 
Covent Garden featuring Roberto Alagna and 
Leontina Vaduva, conducted by Sir Charles 
Mackerras. We last played that version in 2016 a week 
after showing the Franco Zeffirelli film of Shakespeare’s 
play and you will read Steve’s references to that film. 
I still have no playable BD of this version but the two 
DVDs of it provide a fine rendering. So, these Notes 
and the recording do not match precisely, however I 
am certain you will learn from and enjoy them and 
find that they do fit reasonably well.   —Gene 

___________ 
Despite its marvelously romantic and evocative story, 
Shakespeare’s great tear-jerker “Romeo and Juliet” has 
received few operatic settings, and of that small 
number, only this one has remained in the popular 
repertory.  Most of you know Gounod for his 
masterpiece “Faust”, which I have loved since childhood, 
since it was my mother’s favorite, which she played often 
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NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
On Friday, April 15, we switch from 
the romantic, but tragic, tale of Romeo 
and Juliet to the pre-World War II, 
harsh realism of Bertold Brecht in Die 
Drei groschenoper or Three Penny Opera as 
we know it. Brecht, one of the most 
influential playwrights of the 20th 
century sought to call attention to the 
artifice of the theater to push his 
audiences to attend to the reality 
implicit in the story. Kurt Weill’s 
music seems especially suited to 
Brecht’s play and his intentions.  Gene 

 Steve’s Encore Notes 

Romeo et Juliette 
Charles Gounod 

English Subtitles • 162 Minutes 
(With An Introduction by Gene)

THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
A Review Of This Production 

by Larry L. Lash  
Variety,  August 18, 2008  

Shakespeare wrote “Romeo and Juliet” 
in about 1595 and Charles Gounod 
adapted it into an opera in 1867, but for 
his debut at the Salzburg Festival, 
director Bartlett Sher (whose “South 
Pacific” revival was the major Broadway 
event of the past season) sets the work 
in the late 18th century. No reason for 
the update is stated, but it certainly 
offers four-time Tony winner Catherine 
Zuber the opportunity for a dazzling, 
non-stop parade of richly detailed 
period costumes. 
“Salzburg’s Felsenreitschule features an 
inordinately wide and very shallow 
playing area surrounded by three tiers of 
arches cut into the side of a mountain 
several centuries ago — recognized by 
most people today as the site of the song 
contest in the film “The Sound of Music.” 
“Sher has maximized the venue’s 
potential by using the entire width of  

______________  [Review continued on Page 5]
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often on the family’s 78 RPM player of 12 
inch vinyl disks. 
Gounod’s librettists were the same pair he 
used for that opera, Jules Barbier and Michel 
Carre.  They generally followed 
Shakespeare’s plot but varied it at times, 
some of which I’ll mention. On the following 
pages I also  comment on some of the ways 
in which the opera differs from the Franco 
Zeffirelli film of Shakespeare’s play, which 
Gene and I presented here last Friday. I 
believe that some of those differences serve 
to demonstrate the basic premise in our 
theme for 2016, that is, showing different 
versions of the same work of art serves to 
demonstrate how different artists can produce 
shows that highlight their individual visions of 
the same work. 
By way of introduction to the few of you (if 
such there be) who are unfamiliar with the 
story, the setting is the Italian city-state of 
Verona.  The time is during the middle ages, 
when class distinctions were a major element 
in the lives of the residents, and members of 
the aristocracy lived totally different 
lifestyles.  Our story revolves around 
members of that aristocracy.  

Prologue 
Shakespeare opened his play with a sort of 
Greek chorus who set the stage for the play 
including insights into the characters’ 
motivations.  Zeffirelli’s film did this by 
means of a mellifluous voice-over.   Gounod 
does it with most of the cast singing as a 
chorus on stage and led by the governing 
Prince.  In each instance, the audience is 
made aware of the age-old feud between two 
of the leading families of Verona, the 
Capulets and the Montagues and how their 
never-ending quarrel caused our young 
couple to be aptly called “star-crossed 

lovers”.  In the opera the governor is called 
‘Prince’ while Shakespeare calls him ‘Duke’, 
but no matter.  He forcefully admonishes 
both households that he will not tolerate any 
further incidents that disturb the tranquility 
of his domain, thus defining a basic element 
of this tragedy. 
Act One - the ballroom of the Capulets 

mansion 
After a brief scena outside the Capulet palace 
we see an unidentified  group of young men 
plotting to enter unannounced and uninvited 
to a great masked ball that will soon take 
place there. It’s clear that they know they are 
not welcome inside, but just now they‘re 
feeling their oats.   
During the ball, we meet two disparate 
groups of people. One is the members of the 
Capulet family, including the patriarch 
always called “Capulet”, his daughter, 
Juliet, Gertrude, Juliet’s nurse-guardian, 
always called Nurse, and Juliette’s 
combative cousin who will provoke the 
impending quarrel, Tybalt.  We also meet 
Paris, the young man who Capulet and 
Gertrude want to have marry Juliette.  He is 
ready, but she is not yet fourteen and tells 
Nurse she’s too young and wants to enjoy the 
springtime of her life 
The other group consists of the young men 
we saw outside, who belong to the Montague 
clan, including Romeo, the son of that 
family’s patriarch, and two of his relatives, 
Mercutio and Malvolio.   
Over the course of the ball, Romeo and 
Juliette espy each other from afar and 
instantly fall in love.  (Ah, to be young!)  
They contrive to make discreet contact and 
learn that they both have the same, 
honorable intentions.  But the Montague 
men have been spotted by some Capulets 
and must get away fast.   
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There are more mini-scenes during the ball 
that give us a more complete picture of what 
underlies the actions to follow, including the 
fact that although Romeo is masked, Tybalt 
recognizes him by his voice and vows 
revenge.  
In all this, Shakespeare, Zeffirelli and 
Gounod follow the same story line. 

Act Two - The Capulets’ garden  
Both Zefirelli and Gounod have essentially 
the same scene, known by one and all as the 
Bard’s justly famous “balcony scene”.  
Having already fallen madly in love, Romeo 
tempts fate and approaches the grounds 
under our heroine’s bedroom balcony, 
knowing he’d be killed if his presence is 
discovered. Gounod’s libretto is in French, 
but it provides enough accurate translations 
of key portions of Shakespeare’s brilliant 
English prose (among them, “It is the east 
and Juliette is the sun” and “Parting is such 
sweet sorrow that I shall bid goodnight ’til it 
be morrow”), evoking in us the the same 
intense emotions.  
Although Nurse plays a crucial role in 
Shakespeare and Zeffirelli, her role is 
somewhat diminished in the opera. Gounod 
includes several of her (unseen) 
interruptions of the lovers’ moving 
declarations of love, which increase the 
tension. But to me, the Bard’s humor has 
been lost, unnecessarily diminishing the 
emotional impact of the scene.  In every 
version, we learn the couple intend to 
contact Friar Laurence to be married as soon 
as possible. 

Act Three, Scene One - Friar 
Laurence’s cell 

In the opera, Gounod not only has the Friar 
bless the proposed union, but he formally 
marries them in a church-blessed ceremony.  

By this means, Gounod manages to inject 
some of his deeply religious bent into the 
story.  (And, I must add that the role of the 
Friar is sung by one of my favorite bassos, 
Robert Lloyd, who delivers his usual fine 
performance.) 
Act Three, Scene Two - a square near 

the Capulet palace 
This pivotal scene differs from Zeffirelli but 
has the same impact. The two clans meet in 
public and inevitably and unhappily clash.  
Tybalt attempts to provoke Romeo into a 
sword fight for having invaded the sanctity of 
his family’s palace.  Because of the secret 
marriage, Romeo is now Tybalt’s kinsman, so 
Romeo wants peace and hopes the marriage 
will to lead to a rapprochement between 
their houses. So, he politely declines to fight 
and walks away. 
Mercutio, not knowing of the marriage, sees 
this as cowardice and is angry at his 
kinsman.  So he gladly jumps in to accept the 
challenge. Romeo tries repeatedly to prevent 
anyone from being hurt but ends up doing 
the opposite.  
When Romeo tries to come between the two 
combatants, he inadvertently causes Tybalt’s 
sword to impale Mercutio, who is mortally 
wounded.  As he dies, he says the immortal 
Shakespearean line “a plague on both your 
houses”.  Seeing Mercutio dead, Romeo loses 
his self-control, seizes a sword and takes on 
Tybalt himself. This time it is Tybalt who 
dies.   
Juliette arrives and is devastated by what she 
finds. Not only has her cousin been killed, 
but it was by Romeo’s hand.  She knows that 
he will be punished by the Prince, and sees 
all her dreams of future married bliss 
shattered.  When the Prince does arrive and 
is apprised of the circumstances, he rules 
that Mercutio’s murder was a criminal act by 
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Tybalt and has been duly punished by 
Romeo’s act of revenge.      
Here the opera diverges from the Bard and 
from Zeffirelli. As Capulet bends over his 
dying nephew, Tybalt whispers something to 
him which we in the audience are not 
allowed to hear.  The details will be disclosed 
in the next act.   
And what of Romeo’s fate?  Since the Prince 
cannot allow Romeo to go unpunished, he 
makes what he thinks is a Solomon-like 
decision.  He will  allow Romeo to go free, 
contingent on his leaving Verona 
immediately.  (Of course, he does not know 
that for Romeo, banishment means 
permanent separation from his new bride, a 
punishment worse than death.    
Romeo sings a moving aria, describing the 
misery he feels but vowing to tempt fate and 
see his beloved one more time before leaving 
Verona.  
Act Four - Juliette’s bedroom chamber 
In this truly romantic scene, Zeffirelli’s 
treatment has the greatest emotional impact.  
He shows the couple, now nude, awakening 
from their first and only night of connubial 
bliss.  Amidst their expressions of love, they 
argue in turn whether the songbird they 
heard is the nightingale, meaning that the 
night is not yet over, or the skylark, whose 
song only comes with the advent of dawn. 
They must part before he is found violating 
his banishment.  Hurriedly, he finishes 
getting dressed and leaves. 
In another deviation from Zeffirelli’s design, 
when the elder Capulet arrives with Friar 
Laurence, he tells his daughter to rejoice, for 
she will marry Paris on the morrow, Tybalt’s 
dying wish.  The Bard and Zeffirelli have the 
marriage set two days later. In all three 
versions, the poor girl tries fruitlessly to 

change her father’s command but as head of 
the Capulet household his word is Law. 
Shortening the time-span creates greater 
urgency, but the story line is the same.   Our 
heroine goes to Friar Laurence and begs him 
to find a way to get out of her dilemma.  He 
decides on a drastic course. He has made a 
potion with the power to cause her bodily 
functions to cease temporarily so she will 
appear to have died and will then be 
entombed in the Capulet’s crypt.   
Friar Laurence plans to send a letter to 
Romeo, who is in the next town, advising 
him of the plan and telling him to return to 
Verona so he can be in the crypt when she 
awakes.  (Of course, in real life there is no 
such potion, but hey, this is not only opera, 
where anything is possible, it’s also 
Shakespeare, and who would dare to 
question his work?) 
Friar Laurence writes the letter, but it is 
never delivered. Why? In Shakespeare, it is 
due to a quarantine imposed on the other 
town.  In the film it’s because Romeo’s page 
secretly witnessed Juliette’s interment and 
races to Romeo on horseback, arriving before 
the messenger.  In Gounod’s opera, the 
Capulets attack the messenger, who must tell 
the Friar he could not deliver the letter.  The 
Friar frantically sends another, but of course 
he is too late.  
Whichever the version, the key point is that 
Romeo is informed of his new wife’s death 
and interment and rushes to her crypt, where 
he finds her apparently dead. 

Act Five,  Scene One - The entrance 
to the Capulet clan crypt 

The entire extended Capulet family gathers 
to witness the ceremony conducted by Friar 
Laurence.  Juliette’s lifeless body is carried 
by young kinswomen, all dressed in white. 



Page  of 65

After the ceremony, her body is carried into 
the family’s burial vault and laid to rest on 
her own catafalque. 

Act Five,  Scene Two 
Romeo arrives to find Juliette lying on her 
bier with her cousin Tybalt placed on the one 
next to hers.  Although unstated, he has a 
vial of real poison to be taken after he visits 
Juliette’s body.  Exclaiming that he cannot 
live without her, he drinks from that vial and 
collapses at the foot of her bier.  

Act Five,  Scene Three 
In Zeffirelli’s film, when the heroine awakens 
to find her lover dead at the foot of her bier, 
she takes the vial of poison from his hand, 
would drink what remains, but finds nothing 
left.  Taking his dagger, she stabs herself and 
dies.  Gounod, however, has a more dramatic 
ending, not in the means of her death, but in 
its timing and with a brief reunion of the 
lovers. This gives an extra dose of irony, and 
we feel the entire tragedy even more deeply. 
In the opera, she wakes too late to stop 
Romeo from drinking the poison so he seems 
to be dead.   In fact, he has not yet dead and 
realizes she is alive.  In his ecstasy at finding 
her alive, he gets an extra spurt of energy and 
forgets he drank poison. They two embrace 
and begin to leave the crypt when the poison 
takes full effect and he dies.  Realizing what 
happened, she tries to drink from the vial.  
Since there is little or nothing left, she takes 
Romeo’s dagger, stabs herself, and collapses 
on his dead body.   
With this the opera ends, and dabbing a 
handkerchief at their eyes, everyone leaves 
the theater.    Steve Schwartz 

[Review continued from Page 1]

the stage as well as placing characters in the arches 
(the lovers are first glimpsed running on different 
levels in opposite directions) and in the arena-style 
auditorium. Page boy Stephano (mezzo-soprano 
Cora Burggraaf in a “trouser role”) enters from the 
top of the hall, runs down an aisle and begins his 
aria balanced on the balustrade separating the really 
expensive seats from the obscenely expensive ones. 
“Fortunately, the cast is young — Nino Machaidze 
(Juliette) is only 25, and Rolando Villazon (Romeo) 
is practically the senior member at 36 — deeply 
committed, and has the energy to keep Sher’s well-
thought-out action moving, which is no small feat with a 
five-act French grand opera. 
“The direction is basically straightforward, enabling 
one to focus on this intimate version of the 
immortal tale, greatly simplified by its librettists to 
concentrate not so much on the societal aspects of 
the family feud, but on the lovers and those closest 
to them. 
“The raucous, swashbuckling fight scene staged by 
B.H. Barry offers edge-of-the-seat excitement and 
spills into the audience. Mercutio (Russell Braun), 
costumed as a refugee from “Pirates of the 
Caribbean,” is an expert swordsman but falls to 
Tybalt (Juan Francisco Gatell) after being distracted 
when a huge white canopy is cut down. 
“Given the space, there’s not much Michael 
Yeargan — or any other designer — can do but 
provide bits of atmosphere. Other than colorful 
baskets of fruit and other marketplace wares in the 
duel scene, there is a Roman column, and a huge set 
of bronze doors which descend from on high to 
suggest the entrance to the Capulet crypt. A raised 
central plinth, roughly the dimensions of a bowling 
alley lane, provides a focal point. 
“The evening’s stars are 33-year-old Canadian 
conductor Yannick Nezet-Seguin and the 
Mozarteum Orchester Salzburg, drawing a rich, 
idiomatic performance of Gounod’s lush, romantic 
score. 
“Machaidze, well on the way to stardom with a 
packed schedule including a Metropolitan Opera 
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Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as Encore 
Opera and live operatic concerts as Purple 
Lady Productions. Notes & News is published 
every week to inform the opera community at 
Riderwood and is distributed without charge 
to the cubbies of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with O@R 
members who wear many hats and fill many shoes: 
Mike Beard, David Blackman, Paula Cook, Joe 
Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein, Maxine Goldstein, Sallie 
Holder, David Knutson, Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, 
Gene Martin, Sally Porter, Leah Solat, Mary Ann 
Stroker, John Szabo, and Millie Trimble, and others.
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene Martin 
and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
and Judith Dighe. To subscribe, send your name and 
(cubby) address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 
lsolat@comcast.net

debut, is a truly girlish Juliette. She proves the depth 
of her talent in the lengthy, often-deleted scene where 
Juliette debates taking the sleeping potion. 
“Among a uniformly superb cast, standouts are 
Braun’s rakish, quick-silver Mercutio; Mikhail 
Petrenko’s sonorous, sympathetic Friar Laurent; 
Burggraaf’s feisty Stefano; and rotund Susanna 
Resmark’s lusty Gertrude, boisterously lifting 
Gregorio (the excellent Jean-Luc Ballestra) off his 
feet. 
“Following a six-month hiatus, Villazon resumed 
his career in January in the demanding role of 
Massenet’s Werther. While he makes an impetuous 
Romeo with matinee idol good-looks and phrasing 
so gorgeous it raises gooseflesh, his voice began to 
show signs of strain in the middle of the third act. 
He finished the performance underpowered and 
cracked several notes. Perhaps a lighter schedule is in 
order: It would be a tragedy for such a multitalented 
and beloved artist to burn out before he even hits 40.” 

-  Larry L. Lash 

CAST & PRODUCTION  
Romeo et Juliette 

Juliette	 Nino Machaidze

Romeo	 Rolando Villazón

Frére Laurent	 Mikhail Petrenko

Mercutio	 Russell Braun

Stëphano	 Cora Burggraaf

Le Comte Capulet	 Falk Struckmann

Tybalt	 Juan Francisco Gatell

Gertrude	 Susanne Resmark

Le Duc de Vérone 	 Christian Van Horn

Le Comte Pâris	 Mathias Hausmann

Grégorio	 Jean-Luc Ballestra

Benvolio	 Robert Mrray


Mozarteum Orchester Salzburg

Conductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin


Staged by Bartlett Sher


Runtime 162 minutes • Recorded Live 
from the Felsenreitschule 2008 by ORF, 
jointly produced with Unitel Classica • 2 

DVD set released 2009 by Deutsche 
Grammophon • MPAA rating NR • ASIN  
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ENCORE OPERA  IN APRIL 
April 1 Peter Grimes Britten
April 8 Romeo et Juliette Gounod
April 15 Three Penny Opera Brecht
April 22 Il Trittico Puccini
April 29 Cosi Fan Tutti Mozart
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