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Prokofiev: Suites from the Soviet Ballets

Prokofiev’s ballet Romeo and Juliet was commissioned by the Bolshoi Theatre in
Moscow in the mid 1930s, shortly after the composer’s return to the USSR from the
self-imposed exile he had adopted following the 1917 Revolution. Conceived by
Prokofiev as a ‘silent opera’, the ballet’s unusual length and fidelity to the psychological
depths of Shakespeare’s drama at first militated against its performance: in 1935 the
virtually completed ballet was rejected by the Bolshoi as ‘unsuitable for dancing’, and
in 1937 a proposed Leningrad production was cancelled. It was not until 1938 that
Romeo and Juliet was first performed, and then in Brno, Czechoslovakia; a Russian
production was not achieved until 1940, in Leningrad.
The music, which for the most part eschews the sensationalism of the scores

Prokofiev wrote in his émigré years, has a freshness, depth and occasional epic nobility
that makes clearer than ever before the composer’s basic kinship with the great 19th-
century Russian musical traditions of Borodin, Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky. Though
the tragedy of the young lovers is, of course, central to the ballet, the score is a broad
canvas, teeming with orchestral invention. On the one hand, Prokofiev paints a picture
of the bright, sunlit, bustling Renaissance Italy that acts as the backdrop to the tragedy,
giving him an opportunity to write plenty of communal dances for the full Bolshoi
troupe. On the other hand, he evokes the sumptuous, stiff and hieratic formality of the
ceremonial aristocratic world of the Montagues and Capulets.
The great length of the score, which comprises nearly 60 separate numbers, means

that it is seldom heard in the concert hall in its complete form. Instead, Prokofiev
reworked much of the material into three different suites for concert performance.
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Cinderella – Suite No.1 Op.107
1 No.1 Cinderella 2’15
2 No.2 Pas de châle 3’43
3 No.3 Quarrel 3’28
4 No.4 Fairy Godmother and the Winter Fairy 4’57
5 No.5 Mazurka 4’49
6 No.6 Cinderella goes to the ball 2’45
7 No.7 Cinderella’s Waltz 2’47
8 No.8 Midnight 2’10

The Stone Flower – Suite No.1 Op.126 ‘Wedding Suite’
9 No.1 Love Scene 7’55

10 No.2 Dance of the Groom's Men 2’09
11 No.3 Dance of the Young Girls 3’47
12 No.4 Ritual Dance 2’19
13 No.5 Wedding Dance 3’28

Romeo and Juliet – Suite No.2 Op.64ter
14 No.1 Montagues and Capulets 5’00
15 No.2 Juliet as a Young Girl 3’51
16 No.3 Friar Laurence 3’01
17 No.4 Dance 2’00
18 No.5 Romeo and Juliet before parting 9’33
19 No.6 Dance of the Maids 2’20
20 No.7 Romeo at Juliet’s Grave 6’23

Novosibirsk Symphony Orchestra
Arnold Katz
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Cendrillon, the famous fairy tale by Perrault, Prokofiev wanted to adapt the Cinderella
story in the style of a specifically Russian kind of fairy tale, and introduced a host of
sprites and fairies as subsidiary characters. In the story, Cinderella lives with her
stepsisters, who are more mad than wicked in this version. One day she shows kindness
to a beggar, who reveals herself to be a fairy and rewards Cinderella by giving her a
magic coach and beautiful clothes, to use only until midnight. At the ball Cinderella
falls in love with the prince but flees at midnight, leaving behind a single slipper, which
the prince uses to find her.
The music of the ballet is rich and complex, and, despite its reputation as a ballet for

children, has a sophistication that makes it suitable for an adult audience. In June 1941
Prokofiev was working on the piano score of the second act in the countryside near
Moscow when he heard of the Nazi invasion of Russia. He at once laid the ballet aside
for nearly two years, during which he concentrated on writing his opera War and
Peace. However, he returned to Moscow at the end of 1943 with a completed piano
score of Cinderella, which he had completely orchestrated by the summer of 1944. It
was in fact the Bolshoi Ballet, rather than the Kirov, that gave the premiere in
November 1945; Prokofiev was unable to supervise the rehearsals owing to illness (he
had brain concussion caused by a fall, which would lead to an ongoing deterioration in
health throughout the rest of his life), but the occasion was a tremendous success.
As with Romeo and Juliet, Prokofiev subsequently quarried the ballet for suites and

individual pieces that could be arranged for different instruments – this resulted in three
orchestral suites, three sets of piano pieces and a work for cello and piano. The Suite
No.1 Op.107, arranged in 1946, was premiered in Moscow on 12 November that year,
conducted by Abram Stasevich. It contains several of the best-loved numbers from the
ballet, notably the ‘Pas de châle’, the quarrel between the stepsisters over their attire for
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Suites 1 and 2, prepared in 1936–7, were both performed in Russia well in advance of
the full ballet. Prokofiev himself conducted the premiere of Suite No.2 Op.64ter in
Leningrad on 15 April 1937. Taking the movements in order, ‘Montagues and
Capulets’ evokes the ball given in Juliet’s honour by her parents. Knights in armour
dance a heavy, ponderous measure, and then in a gentler section Juliet dances, to
general admiration but in a coolly formal way, with Paris, whom her parents intend her
to marry. The scherzo-like ‘Juliet as a Young Girl’ presents the heroine – here preparing
for the ball – as young, fragile and impetuous; she is characterised by rushing scale
figures, a tender ascending tune and a plaintive woodwind theme that comes to
represent her tragic destiny.
‘Friar Laurence’ is a warm Andante espressivo portraying the honest friar who

performs the secret marriage ceremony between Romeo and Juliet. The ‘Dance’, also
known as the ‘Dance of the Five Couples’, depicts part of a popular holiday – the
dancers’ delicate movements are interrupted by the passage of a cheerful procession,
before they resume once more. This is followed by the elegiac passion of ‘Romeo and
Juliet before parting’, a romantic aubade in which Romeo takes his leave of Juliet. This
is one of the ballet’s two great love scenes, featuring wide-arching, passionate melodies,
expressively scored for solo instruments. In the ‘Dance of the Maids’ we have a delicate
and lyrical interlude on the morning of Juliet’s intended marriage to Paris – but the
heroine cannot be roused from her sleep. ‘Romeo at Juliet’s Grave’ comes from the
closing pages of the ballet. It evokes the funeral procession in which the drugged Juliet
is carried to her grave, and Romeo’s despair and suicide.

Cinderella was Prokofiev’s second large-scale ballet composed in Soviet Russia, a
follow-up to the success of Romeo and Juliet, commissioned by the Kirov Ballet in
1940 to a scenario by Nikolai Volkov. Though the principal story was drawn from
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the ball, ‘Cinderella goes to the ball’, with its hints of excitement and danger, and the
sumptuous ‘Cinderella’s Waltz’. The suite ends with Prokofiev’s brilliant evocation of
the palace clock striking midnight – in his version 12 fantastic dwarves jump out of the
clock and dance.
The third and last of Prokofiev’s Soviet ballets, The Stone Flower, was conceived at a

time when the composer was in poor health and his official reputation had suffered an
almost fatal blow. The concerted political attack on leading Soviet composers, including
Prokofiev, Shostakovich and Myaskovsky, instigated by Stalin’s henchman Andrei
Zhdanov at the notorious 1948 Congress of the Soviet Composers’ Union, had
effectively ruined his career. According to some accounts, Prokofiev never wholly
recovered from the public abuse and humiliation that was heaped upon his
ideologically incorrect taste for ‘dissonant modernism’ and ‘decadent Western
formalism’. Over the next three years he worked on the four-act ballet The Stone
Flower, which is based on the Russian Urals folk tale of the same name by Pavel
Bazhov from his collection The Malachite Casket. The scenario, developed from this
tale, is a love story that mixes real life scenes with fantastic dreams, classical dance and
folk choreography.
The scenario concerns the stone carver Danila, who is betrothed to the beautiful

Katerina. His creative urge and desire to create more perfect art is the central theme of
the ballet; wishing to learn the full power of the stone and display its beauty to the
people, he aims to create a malachite vase that will be as simple and beautiful as a
flower – and therefore undertakes a quest to the subterranean realm of the Queen of
the Copper Mountain, who offers to help him but also desires him for herself. The
strength of Danila and Katerina’s love for each other, however, eventually convinces the
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Queen to release him, and the young lovers return to their village in possession of the
secret of creating beauty from stone.
Prokofiev died from a cerebral haemorrhage in April 1953, without ever seeing The

Stone Flower staged (it was first produced by the Bolshoi Ballet in Moscow in February
1954, with Galina Ulanova in the role of Katerina). The Bolshoi production was
criticised as too realistic, long and cumbersome, and the ballet was slow to make its
way into the repertoire of the USSR. However, as with Romeo and Juliet and
Cinderella, Prokofiev had already derived a number of concert works from the ballet,
notably the ‘Wedding Suite’ Op.126, which had been arranged in 1951 and was
premiered in Moscow in December that year, conducted by Samuil Samosud. The music
of the suite is drawn from the second scene of Act I, and is appropriately light and
colourful, with a strong folk influence in the various dances. Even by Prokofiev’s
standards, the score is full of memorable melodic invention, glorious soaring themes,
such as those in the ‘Amorous Dance’, and characteristic turns of phrase, harmony 
and orchestration.
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