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Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) was a diffident genius who had a modest start to his illustrious 

career. He was refused acceptance to the Milan Conservatory due to his lack of skill at the 

piano, but pursued writing operas during his twenties. Verdi found success is 1839 with his 

second attempt in the genre, Oberto, Conte di San Bonifacio, which was so indubitably received at 

La Scala that he was contracted to compose more. His next attempt was Nabucco in 1842, 

followed by a host of other timeless classics such as Rigoletto in 1851, Il trovatore and La traviata 

from 1853, and La forza del destino from 1862. His final three operas were Aida, Otello, and 

Falstaff, written in the years 1871, 1887, and 1893, respectively. Today he is still cherished as one 

of the greatest composers of Italian opera ever to have lived.  

 

La forza del destino was composed between 1861-62, commissioned by the Imperial Theatre in St. 

Petersburg, where it premiered in 1862. The initial reception of the opera was apparently 

depressing to the audience, but was considered a success more in part to the opulent costumes 

than the music, according to the local critics. The opera itself was looked upon with disfavor 

from church officials because it seemed in conflict with the power of God. God’s will – as 

censors scrutinized – was the only true power, arguing that the word “destiny” was not actually 

a power at all. Despite the controversy over the influence of predestination, the work remains as 

potent today as it did at the premier. Musically, it represents a mid-point in Verdi’s 

development as a composer of opera. The melodies are lyrical in the same manner as his earlier 

operas, but the orchestration is darker and richer, in line with the intensity of his later operas. 

The most discerning feature of this work is the opening motive of the overture: three unison 

statements in the brass representing fate itself, setting the ominous tone for not only the 

overture, but the work as a whole.  

 

Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) remains as popular today as he was 125 years ago, chiefly 

because his music has been consistently incorporated into television shows, films, 

documentaries, animated shorts, and the concert hall. As a composer, he stands apart from the 

Russian nationalist movement composers such as Mussorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov, in spite 

of the very strong Russian elements in his style. The difference between them rests as a result of 

cultivation over instinct: Tchaikovsky instinctively wrote music that was Russian; whereas later 

Russian composers specifically cultivated those elements into their music. They could not 

compete with his sense of sentiment and warmth, nor could they draft a melody with the same 

adeptness and craftsmanship, for Tchaikovsky lives through his melodies. One of the best 

examples to illustrate that point is the Overture-Fantasy from Romeo and Juliet.  

 

Romeo and Juliet is a symphonic poem – called an Overture only in name – that calls upon three 

dramatic streams from the famous Shakespeare play: Friar Laurence, the tension between 

Montagues and Capulets, and the “Love Theme” that elegantly portrays the balcony scene 

between the passionate young lovers. The horn is used to represent Romeo (following the 

convention of the instruments’ use during the hunt), with the flutes representing Juliet. Romeo 



and Juliet first premiered in 1870, but (following a series of revisions – mostly to the closing 

sections) eventually flourished into the completed version we know today in September of 1880. 

It did not premier in this final rendering, however, until May of 1886. Romeo and Juliet did not 

overwhelm European audiences with the same intensity as those in America, where 

Tchaikovsky – arguably – has had greater posthumous success. Most Californians can recognize 

his melodies, as the “Love Theme” from Romeo and Juliet alone has appeared in such admired 

programs as Pinky and the Brain, Ren and Stimpy, South Park, Spongebob Squarepants, and Sesame 

Street. It remains the most oft quoted theme in entertainment history.  

 

Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) was a great Romantic composer from France, predominantly 

recognized for two major works: Symphonie fantastique, Op. 14; and his setting of the Requiem 

(Grande messe des mortes, Op. 5), widely recognized for the infamous “Dies irae” section that 

features four brass choirs with timpani. Symphonie fantastique notably demonstrated his knack 

for infusing programmatic ideas into his music, a concept that became central to many great 

Romantic composers. His development of symphonic forms and his dedication to the craft of 

orchestration made him a significant influence on composers like Liszt and Wagner, but his 

footprint on the music of his home country of France was barely noticeable.  

 

Berlioz loved literature, especially authors like Goethe, Victor Hugo, Lord Byron, and of course: 

The Bard. Berlioz was able to relate to Shakespeare’s ability to focus on the truth of the human 

heart with precise dramatic control, and to the actresses who appeared in his plays…namely 

Harriet Smithson, the actress he would become obsessed with, and for whom he composed one 

of the greatest symphonies of all time (Symphonie fantastique) as a love letter. Her influence was 

also paramount in the writing of his dramatic symphony Roméo et Juliette, Op. 17. The structure 

and concept of Roméo et Juliette hearken back to Beethoven’s ninth symphony, especially with 

the inclusion of a limited chorus, the similar fuller use of the chorus in the Finale, and in respect 

to orchestration and effect.  

 

The lasting influence of Roméo et Juliette can be found in the infrastructure of later Romantic 

programmatic and dramatic works such as Tristan und Isolde, and Wagner knew it, as evidenced 

by his personal gift to Berlioz of an autographed copy of the score. Roméo et Juliette would not 

have been completed if it were not for the generosity of the violin virtuoso Niccolo Paganini, 

who revered Berlioz as the true successor to Beethoven, and gave him a copious sum of money 

to complete the programmatic symphony in 1839. Paganini died before seeing or hearing the 

completed work, but his magnanimity enabled Berlioz to finish one of his most engaging and 

important symphonic works. The final version of the score was dedicated to Paganini before the 

first performance in November of 1839 at the Paris Conservatory, with Berlioz conducting 

instrumental forces that numbered at a hundred, and a chorus of 101.  

 

Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) was a gifted composer, conductor, and teacher, who inspired the 

American music scene – in both classical and popular forms – like no other American…before, 

or since. He became an overnight conducting sensation when he subbed for an ailing Bruno 

Walter with the New York Philharmonic in November of 1943, and prosperity as a composer 



soon followed. His stage works include the comic operetta Candide from 1956, and Broadway 

musicals On the Town from 1944, and West Side Story from 1957. West Side Story is a modern 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, featuring rival New York gangs fighting in 

Jerome Robbins’ distinct choreography. The Symphonic Dances from West Side Story came 

about a few years later, late during 1960, in collaboration with Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal, who 

had recently scored the film version of the musical. Ramin and Kostal assisted with the 

orchestration of the Symphonic Dances, which feature a considerable percussion section, under 

Bernstein’s direct supervision. The music revolves around the tri-tone interval (the celebrated 

opening motive of “Maria”), pervading the entire work, but the most challenging aspects are 

found in the complex Latin-inspired rhythms. The concert version of the Symphonic Dances 

premiered just a few weeks after Kennedy's Inauguration, in February 1961, as part of a 

Valentine gift by the New York Philharmonic for Bernstein.  
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