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Romeo	and	Juliet	

- Brief	Pause	-

Symphony	No.	4	

i. Andante sostenuto — Moderato con anima
ii. Andantino in modo di canzona

ii. Scherzo: Pizzicato ostinato — Allegro
iv. Finale: Allegro con fuoco 

Pytor	Ilyich	Tchaikovsky	(1840-1893)	
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This	evening's	program	presents	two	of	Tchaikovsky's	most	beloved	orchestral	works	
alongside	one	another.		Each	is,	within	itself,	a	vivid	juxtaposition	of	power	and	beauty	and	rich	
with	anecdotal	influences	of	the	pain	Tchaikovsky	endured	during	his	lifetime.		

Beginning,	Romeo	and	Juliet	is	a	fantasy	overture	which	is	among	Tchaikovsky's	earliest	
mature	and	popularized	works.		The	piece	first	premiered	in	1870,	but	Tchaikovsky	published	
revised	versions	in	1872	and	1880.		It	is	the	1880	version,	the	third	and	most	commercially	
successful,	which	we	will	perform	this	evening.		Mily	Balakirev,	a	fellow	19th-century	Russian	
composer,	originally	encouraged	Tchaikovsky	to	compose	a	piece	on	Shakespeare's	Romeo	and	
Juliet.		Balakirev	was	a	member	of	a	group	of	Russian	composers	often	called	"The	Mighty	Five,"	
whose	music	was	characterized	by	nationalist	ideals	and	prioritizing	musical	expression	over	
academic	composition.	 	At	the	time,	Tchaikovsky,	a	more	technical	and	academic	composer,	
was	seen	as	oppositional	to	the	group,	but	 in	reality,	he	had	a	good	relationship	with	them,	
especially	 Balakirev,	 despite	 their	 ideological	 differences.	 	 Balakirev	 even	 jumpstarted	 the	
piece's	 composition	 by	 suggesting	 themes	 and	 collaborated	 closely	 with	 the	 young	
Tchaikovsky	as	he	developed	the	work.		This	piece	also	provides	early	historical	indications	of	
the	personal	turmoil	which	plagued	Tchaikovsky	during	his	life.		The	composer	spent	his	life	
tortured	by	the	need	to	repress	his	homosexuality	to	be	accepted	in	Russian	society.		Historical	
theory	suggests	that	his	muse	for	this	work	was	Eduard	Zak,	a	15-year-old	relative	of	one	of	his	
students,	and	that	Tchaikovsky	was	drawn	to	the	story	of	tragic	love	as	a	result	of	not	being	
able	to	be	with	Zak.		

The	piece,	while	programmatic,	does	not	tell	the	drama's	narrative	linearly.		The	work	
opens	 with	 a	 long	 slow	 introduction,	 often	 attributed	 as	 a	 depiction	 of	 Friar	 Lawrence's	
monologue	which	foreshadows	the	story's	tragedy.		This	introduction	gives	way	to	a	stormy	
allegro	representation	of	the	feud	between	the	Capulets	and	the	Montagues.		The	music	then	
transitions	 to	 the	 piece's	 famous	 love	 theme,	 one	 of	 Tchaikovsky's	most	 famous	melodies,	
sounded	by	the	English	horn	and	violas.		These	themes	develop,	entwined	with	one	another,	
leading	to	the	fatal	blow	of	the	timpani	which	seals	the	lovers'	fates.		Lamenting	on	the	events	
that	have	transpired,	the	work	draws	to	a	close	with	a	dirging	reimagination	of	the	love	theme,	
affected	by	the	tragic	tale	of	the	star-crossed	lovers.		

Composed in 1877, Tchaikovsky wrote his fourth symphony during the height of his
life's turmoil. During the piece's composition the composer reported in his diary that his recent
months were plagued by insanity, and historical accounts point toward Tchaikovsky suffering
with alcoholism and attempting suicide as a result. Most integrally, this period saw
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Composed	in	1877,	Tchaikovsky	wrote	his	fourth	symphony	during	the	height	of	his	
life's	turmoil.		During	the	piece's	composition	the	composer	reported	in	his	diary	that	his	
recent	months	were	plagued	by	insanity,	and	historical	accounts	point	toward	Tchaikovsky	
suffering	with	alcoholism	and	attempting	suicide	as	a	result.		Most	integrally,	this	period	
saw	Tchaikovsky	enter	an	unwilling	marriage	from	which	he	fled	only	a	few	months	later,	
leading	to	a	tumultuous	divorce.		Fortunately,	he	was	rescued	from	this	period	of	his	life	by	
his	 friendship	with	Nadezda	 von	Meck,	 to	whom	he	 referred	 anonymously	 as	 "my	 best	
friend"	in	the	piece's	dedication.	

As	 with	many	 great	 Romantic	 symphonies,	 the	 piece	 owes	 debt	 to	 Beethoven's	
Symphony	No.	5.	 	One	can	certainly	draw	notable	material	connections	between	the	two	
works,	such	as	the	repetition	of	their	defining	motive	or	their	journey	from	a	minor	opening	
movement	to	a	closing	movement	in	its	parallel	major	key.	 	However,	these	connections	
are	 in	 service	of	 a	 larger	narrative	 connection	between	 the	 two	masterworks.	 	Namely,	
Tchaikovsky,	in	his	fourth	symphony,	echoes	the	tale	of	man's	triumph	over	fate	laid	out	in	
Beethoven's	 fifth.	 	 The	 work	 opens	 with	 the	 winds	 and	 brasses	 sounding	 the	 works	
overwhelming	fatal	motif.		This	gives	way	to	a	somber	and	downtrodden	waltz	--	a	dance	
with	death	--	from	which	we	receive	only	mild	respite	with	the	movement's	contrasting	
theme.		The	material	develops	in	vain,	giving	way	to	an	emphatic	coda	during	which	fate	
still	firmly	controls	man's	trajectory.		The	second	movement	turns	solemnly	inward,	as	a	
solo	 oboe	 sings	 a	 longing	 reflection	 of	 a	 distant	 past.	 	 This	 mournful	 tune	 gives	 way,	
however,	 to	 a	 fonder	 memory,	 though	 only	 briefly,	 before	 returning	 to	 hopeless	
recollection.		It	is	in	the	third	movement,	in	which	solemnity	turns	to	wonderous	charm,	
that	man's	outlook	 turns	upward.	 	The	 sections	of	 the	orchestra	 trade	wandering	 light-
hearted	thoughts	in	individual	characters,	giving	way	to	the	triumphant	fourth	movement.		
Here,	fate	still	hopes	to	prevail	but	is	defeated	by	man	in	cheerful	victory.	

~Matthew	Henson	
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