
Program Note

“God! What a fine subject! How it lends itself to music!” French 
composer Hector Berlioz wrote these words as he contemplated 
turning Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet into an opera; instead, 

he made his own Roméo et Juliette a unique hybrid of dramatic symphony 
and cantata in 1839. His younger colleague Charles Gounod chose the more 
conventional path and with his Roméo et Juliette of 1867 created one of the 
most beautiful and compelling treatments of this now more than 400-year-old 
romantic tragedy. 

At the time he wrote the opera, Gounod was in extreme need of a success. 
Having chosen to ally himself with Paris’s recently formed and innovative Théâtre 
Lyrique rather than the long-established Opéra, he had become one of France’s 
leading opera composers in 1859 with his Faust, suavely adapted from Goethe’s 
epic verse drama. But since then, he had suffered three disastrous premieres, 
including his Provençal pastoral tragedy Mireille, one of his personal favorites 
among his works. Yet Léon Carvalho, the energetic manager of the Théâtre 
Lyrique, had not lost faith in him, and French opera lovers still eagerly looked to 
him to produce another hit like Faust. 

One of the most successful moments in that opera was the sensuous love 
scene between Faust and Marguerite in her garden. Though he once flirted 
with studying for the priesthood, Gounod was a man who easily succumbed 
to romantic temptations—a weakness that tormented his wife. As biographer 
Steven Huebner put it, “tension between the bon vivant and the ascetic would 
remain an integral part of his character.” So it is not surprising that, by 1865, he 
had become captivated with the possibilities of Romeo and Juliet, although, 
pessimistically, he told colleagues that it would be his last work for the stage.

Carvalho chose a seasoned team to create the libretto: Jules Barbier and 
Michel Carré. They had scripted many successful French operas, including 
Faust and Thomas’s Mignon; Barbier alone would go on to write the libretto 
for Offenbach’s Les Contes d’Hoffmann. Unlike the librettist for Bellini’s 1830 
Romeo and Juliet–based opera, I Capuleti e i Montecchi, they were reasonably 
faithful to Shakespeare’s original, even translating many lines directly into 
French. Their major change was to allow Roméo to live long enough to enable a 
heartbreaking final duet with Juliette. The need for embellishment was minimal, 
as Shakespeare had given operatic adaptors much to work with. “The play is 
itself notably rich in lyrical ‘set pieces,’” writes Huebner, “including Mercutio’s 
burlesque Queen Mab speech, Friar Lawrence’s sermons, Juliet’s soliloquy with 
the vial, the sonnet of the two lovers at their first meeting, and their later dawn 
poem about the nightingale and the lark.”

Premiering on April 27, 1867, only a month after Verdi’s Don Carlos debuted 
at the Opéra, Roméo et Juliette was the spectacular success for which everyone 
was longing. Audiences packed the Théâtre Lyrique night after night to see 



it. Its immense popularity was amplified by the Exposition Universelle, which 
had opened on April 1; this gigantic world’s fair—celebrating all things French 
and the glories of Haussmann’s recently rebuilt Paris—drew national and 
international visitors to the capital in numbers never seen before. 

By July, Roméo et Juliette had opened at London’s Covent Garden, and 
before the year was out, it had reached Belgium and Germany. With this opera, 
Gounod was at the summit of his career: a peak that he would never again 
achieve. In the words of Camille Saint-Saëns, “all women sang his melodies, all 
young composers [in France] imitated his style.” He would hold an enduring 
influence over such composers as Georges Bizet and Jules Massenet; his lyrical 
style would inspire Gabriel Fauré’s early songs; and even artists like Debussy 
and Ravel, who took very different paths, would feel his sway. When, in 1869, 
the impresario Auguste Mariette began to search for a composer to write the 
opera to open the new opera house in Cairo—what would eventually become 
Aida—his stated candidates were Verdi, Wagner, and Gounod.

Roméo et Juliette triumphed in spite of the fact that it did not follow in 
the French grand opera tradition that had dominated Parisian opera houses—a 
style that favored dazzling stage effects, massive choral scenes, and interpolated 
ballets. Despite the chorus that opens the opera and foretells Roméo and 
Juliette’s fate, the jubilant crowd at the Capulet ball, and the heroically tragic 
choral finale of Act III, this is predominantly a very intimate opera that focuses 
on the four glorious duet scenes for the two lovers. 

Gounod was also generous in providing stunning moments for each of his 
lovers to shine on his and her own. For his first Juliette, he had Marie Miolan-
Carvalho, the wife of Léon Carvalho and the undisputed star of the Théâtre 
Lyrique, who had earlier created the roles of Marguerite and Mireille. Because 
she had a brilliant coloratura technique and an effortless upper range, she 
prevailed upon the composer to add the exuberant waltz aria at the ball, “Je 
veux vivre dans ce rêve” (Gounod instead had wanted to concentrate his 
energies on her second aria as she takes the potion). We can be very grateful 
to Miolan-Carvalho for insisting on this scintillating showpiece, with its exacting 
chromatic scales and thrilling roulades cresting at a high D. 

The aria about which the composer cared most for his heroine was the so-
called Poison Aria—“Amour, ranime mon courage”—of Act IV, in which Juliette 
contemplates taking the potion that Frère Laurent has prepared for her. A 
demanding scena combining sections of recitative and aria and expressing 
a wide range of emotion, it is more suited to a dramatic soprano than a lyric 
coloratura. Here, Gounod takes Shakespeare’s extended soliloquy for Juliet in 
the play and sets it to music of electrifying sweep and power.

Roméo’s two arias are also strongly contrasted: the first more conventional, 
the second a tragic scene in a strikingly innovative style and form. “Ah! lève-toi, 
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soleil” is his Act II showpiece, sung as he arrives below Juliette’s balcony. Solo 
clarinet and harp color this beautiful display of legato ardor, topped by golden 
B-flats. In Act V, Roméo’s second aria, “Salut! tombeau sombre et silencieux!,” 
is something quite different: a tissue of musical reminiscences of happier times 
carried by the orchestra as melodic leader, with the singer given a flexible mixture 
of recitative and arioso molded to the text. At the words, “Ô ma femme,” we 
hear the cellos reprise their unforgettable melody from the wedding night, now 
transformed from sensuality to aching loss.

Gounod gives two secondary characters arias that bring touches of lightness 
to relieve the drama’s shadows. In Act I, Mercutio’s famous Queen Mab speech, 
about the diminutive fairy who torments the dreams of all sleepers, is turned 
into a quicksilver scherzo. The page Stéphano’s equally mocking “Que fais-tu, 
blanche tourterelle?” instigates the series of fatal duels. This is the obligatory 
aria for the dugazon: the traditional second-soprano role in French operas of 
the day, like Siébel in Faust. 

An important—but often overlooked—aspect of Gounod’s operatic 
innovation is his use of the orchestra. “According to Gounod,” writes Huebner, 

“the voice must be assisted by the orchestra in its mission to communicate 
‘truth.’ … At Gounod’s best moments, voice and instrumental strain enter into a 
symbiotic relationship where each is given nearly equal importance in the lyrical 
whole.” We hear this in several extraordinary passages. The Act II balcony scene 
begins with an orchestral prelude of mysterious beauty for strings and harp. It 
then returns at the end of the act with Roméo’s exquisite countermelody “Va! 
repose en paix” floating above it. In Act IV, the wedding-night scene opens 
with perhaps the most magnificent melody in the entire opera and, remarkably, 
one that will never be sung. Four cellos launch it in their richest, most sensuous 
tones; Verdi may have been inspired by this to use the same scoring in his  
Act I love scene in Otello. Huebner calls it “a small, but graphic, tone-poem 
about the night that has just passed.”

As Frère Laurent instructs Juliette to take his potion, Gounod provides an 
equally potent brew in his blending of bass voice with the orchestra to create 
an uncannily chilling atmosphere. In this unusual replacement for an aria, the 
flutes and other woodwinds sing the melody while the singer chants in a near 
monotone below.

The four love duets are among the greatest music that Gounod ever wrote. 
The lovers’ first meeting at the ball in Act I is the most formally structured, as 
they express their mutual attraction in metaphorical language. Gounod gives it 
a charmingly old-fashioned quality, like a court minuet of a century earlier.

Gounod’s great gift for rendering intimate conversations in music, using an 
exceptional plasticity of vocal style, gives them a naturalness and truthfulness 
that his French predecessors had never achieved. We hear this especially in the 
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balcony scene, which is divided in two by a comic interlude when some of the 
Capulet men come to investigate and banter with Gertrude. Having individually 
declared their love, only in the duet’s second portion do the lovers blend their 
voices together in rapturous close harmony.

In the wedding night scene’s “Nuit d’hyménée … Il faut partir,” this lush, 
unified duet style is enhanced by sensual contrapuntal lines between the two 
lovers. This scene is structured around three repetitions of the words “Non! non, 
ce n’est pas le jour” as the lovers resist the idea of parting—each sung a step 
higher as the tension builds.

Act V’s final duet is the duet of death as the lovers succumb to the cruelty 
of fate. The anguish of this scene is made virtually unbearable by the many 
reminiscences, in both the orchestra and the lovers’ lines, of music from their 
most joyful moments: their joint prayer at their wedding, the ecstasy of the 
wedding night, Roméo’s delirious reprise of “Non! non, ce n’est pas le jour.” 
Gounod’s last and most poignant musical transformation is his recasting 
of Act  IV’s passionate orchestral interlude as the lovers embraced into a 
heartrending farewell as Juliette sings her dying words.
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