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THE WORK: 

ROMÉO ET JULIETTE
An opera in five acts, sung in French
Music by Charles Gounod
Libretto by Jules Barbier and Michel 
Carré
Based on the play Romeo and Juliet by 
William Shakespeare
First performed April 27, 1867
at the Théâtre Lyrique, Paris, France

PRODUCTION
Plácido Domingo, Conductor
Bartlett Sher, Production
Michael Yeargan, Set Designer
Catherine Zuber, Costume Designer
Jennifer Tipton, Lighting Designer
Chase Brock, Choreographer
B.H. Barry, Fight Director

STARRING
Ailyn Pérez
JULIETTE (soprano)

Karine Deshayes
STÉPHANO (mezzo-soprano)

Bryan Hymel
ROMÉO (tenor)

Joshua Hopkins
MERCUTIO (baritone)

Kwangchul Youn
FRÈRE LAURENT (bass)

Production a gift of The Sybil B. 
Harrington Endowment Fund
Revival a gift of Rolex

A La Scala Production, initially 
presented by the Salzburg Festival

WHAT TO E XPEC T FROM ROMÉO E T JULIE T TE

SHAKESPEARE’S ROMEO AND JULIET IS FILLED WITH SOME OF THE BEST-KNOWN IMAGES 

in literature: a girl on a balcony and a boy below, bathed in moonlight as they express their 

newfound passion; a secret wedding of young lovers from rival families; a desperate plan to 

be together in spite of violence and exile; and a reunion in a dark tomb, where the dying hero 

and heroine prove that love is stronger than death. To these unforgettably romantic scenes, 

Charles Gounod’s operatic adaptation Roméo et Juliette adds music that is a thrilling, rapturous, 

and heartbreaking counterpart to the transcendent poetry of Shakespeare.

Taking inspiration from sources as diverse as 18th-century Italian design and the films of Federico 

Fellini, Bartlett Sher, director of the Met’s new production, sets the passion of Gounod’s couple 

against a world of decadence, wealth, and violence. His staging highlights the title characters’ 

longing, as expressed through a series of four exquisite duets, for an exterior world to match 

their private universe of love and devotion. Gounod’s music masterfully reflects this unreal-

ized hope for beauty, peace, and rest.

This guide is intended to help your students appreciate the Shakespearean roots of one of 

the greatest French operas in the repertoire. Students will also examine how solo arias play a 

key role in understanding the inner life of the hero and heroine and consider the forces that 

contribute to their tragic fate. The activities on the following pages are designed to provide 

context, deepen background knowledge, and enrich the overall experience of this Live in 

HD transmission. This guide will also align with key strands of the Common Core Standards.
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ABOUT THE ME TROPOLITAN OPER A HOUSE

The Metropolitan Opera is a vibrant home for the most creative and talented singers, conduc-

tors, composers, musicians, stage directors, designers, visual artists, choreographers, and 

dancers from around the world.

The Metropolitan Opera was founded in 1883, with its first opera house built on Broadway 

and 39th Street by a group of wealthy businessmen who wanted their own theater. In the 

company’s early years, the management changed course several times, first performing 

everything in Italian (even Carmen and Lohengrin), then everything in German (even Aida and 

Faust), before finally settling into a policy of performing most works in their original language.

Almost from the beginning, it was clear that the opera house on 39th Street did not have 

adequate stage facilities. But it was not until the Met joined with other New York institutions 

in forming Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts that a new home became possible. The 

new Metropolitan Opera House, which opened at Lincoln Center in September of 1966, was 

equipped with the finest technical facilities of the day.

Each season the Met stages more than 200 opera performances in New York. More than 800,000 

people attend the performances in the opera house during the season, and millions more 

experience the Met through new media distribution initiatives and state-of-the-art technology.

Photo: Johnathan Tichler/
Metropolitan Opera
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A GUIDE TO ROMÉO E T JULIE T TE

This guide includes several sections 
with a variety of background material on 
Cendrillon.

• The Source, The Story, and Who’s 
Who in Roméo et Juliette

• A Timeline: The historical context 
of the opera’s story and composition

• A Closer Look: A brief article 
highlighting an important aspect of 
Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette

• Guided Listening: A series of 
musical excerpts with questions and a 
roadmap to possible student responses

• Student Critique: A performance 
activity, highlighting specific aspects 
of this production; and topics for 
wrap-up discussion following students’ 
attendance

• Further Resources: 
Recommendations for additional study, 
both online and in print

• Glossary: Common musical terms 
found in this guide and in the concert hall

The materials in this guide will focus on several aspects of Roméo et Juliette:

• The use of arias as a way to reveal characters' inner feelings and thoughts

• The expressive nature of Gounod’s music

• Creative choices made by the artists of the Metropolitan Opera for this production

• The opera as a unified work of art, involving the efforts of composer, librettist, and Met 

artists

This guide is intended to cultivate students’ interest in Roméo et Juliette, whether or not 

they have any prior acquaintance with opera. It includes materials for students with a wide 

range of musical backgrounds, and seeks to encourage them to think about opera—and the 

performing arts as a whole—as a medium of both entertainment and creative expression.

Ken Howard/
Metropolitan Opera
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Two great families, the Montagues and the Capulets, are bitter enemies. Roméo, a Montague, and his friends 

have secretly made their way in to a masked ball hosted by the Capulets. When he sees Juliette, the two fall 

instantly in love. Right after, as they learn each other’s names, they realize their love is forbidden. That same 

night, Roméo visits Juliette in her garden, where she appears on her balcony. They affirm their love and make 

plans to marry. The next day, they secretly meet at the cell of a monk, Frère Laurent, who marries them. Later, 

in a street fight between Montagues and Capulets, Roméo’s best friend Mercutio is killed by Juliette’s cousin 

Tybalt, and although Roméo initially tries to diffuse the situation, he eventually kills Tybalt, and as punishment 

is sent into exile.

Before Roméo departs, he secretly spends one night with Juliette, but he is forced to flee at dawn. When Juliette's 

father demands that she immediately marry the nobleman Paris, she meets with Frère Laurent, who devises a 

plan for her to reunite with Roméo. He advises her to fake her own death with a potion. Roméo, however, does 

not learn about the ruse and returns to Verona bereft. Believing Juliette dead, he enters her tomb and poisons 

himself—just in time to see her awaken. The two passionately declare their love, then Juliette stabs herself and 

both die in each other’s arms.

THE S TORY

SUMM A RY
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Written around 1594–6, Romeo and Juliet is Shakespeare’s earliest tragedy other than the remarkably 

violent Titus Andronicus. For his source material, he turned to an earlier narrative poem by the English writer 

Arthur Brooke, The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet from 1562. Brooke in turn had been inspired by 

a story by the Italian poet Mateo Bandello—some whose other tales made their way into Shakespeare’s 

Much Ado About Nothing and Twelfth Night.

Gounod's librettists Jules Barbier and Michel Carré closely followed Shakespeare's text, often using direct 

translations of the original’s expressions and metaphors. As a whole, the opera condenses the action of 

the play and focuses it more tightly on the story of the two lovers. 

THE SOURCE:WILLI A M SH A K E SPE A RE'S  ROMEO A ND JULIE T

Ken Howard/
Metropolitan Opera
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Prologue

A chorus introduces the story of the endless feud between the Montague 

and Capulet families, and of the love of their children, Roméo and Juliette. 

Act I: Verona, 18th century

At a masked ball in the Capulet palace, Tybalt waits for his cousin Juliette 

and assures her suitor, Count Paris, that her beauty will overwhelm him. 

Capulet presents his daughter to the guests and invites them to dance. 

The crowd disperses and Roméo, a Montague, enters with his friends 

Mercutio and Benvolio. He tells them about a strange dream he has had, 

but Mercutio dismisses it as the work of the fairy Queen Mab. Roméo 

watches Juliette dance and is instantly entranced by her. Juliette explains 

to her nurse that she is not interested in marriage, but when Roméo 

approaches her, both feel that they are meant for each other. Just as they 

discover each other’s identity, Tybalt returns. Roméo masks himself and 

rushes off. Tybalt identifies the intruder as Montague’s son, but Capulet 

restrains him, ordering the party to continue. 

Act II: Juliette’s garden

Later that night, Roméo enters the Capulets’ garden, looking for Juliette. 

When she steps out onto her balcony, he comes forward and declares his 

love. Servants briefly interrupt their encounter. Alone again, they vow to 

marry. 

Act III: The cell of Frère Laurent

Roméo comes to Frère Laurent’s cell at daybreak, followed by Juliette 

and her nurse, Gertrude. Convinced of the strength of their love, the 

priest agrees to marry them, hoping that the union will end the fighting 

between their families.

Outside Capulet’s house, Roméo’s page, Stéphano, sings a mocking song. 

This provokes a fight with several of the Capulets. Mercutio protects 

Stéphano and is challenged by Tybalt. Roméo appears and tries to make 

peace, asking Tybalt to forget about the hatred between their families, 

but when Tybalt attacks and kills Mercutio, Roméo, furious, stabs him. 

The Duke of Verona arrives, and both factions cry for justice. Roméo is 

banished from the city.

S Y NOPSIS
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VOICE TYPE

Since the early 19th century, singing 
voices have usually been classified in six 
basic types, three male and three female, 
according to their range:

SOPRANO
the highest-pitched type of human voice, 
normally possessed only by women and boys

MEZZO-SOPRANO
the female voice whose range lies between 
the soprano and the contralto (Italian 

“mezzo”=middle, medium)

CONTRALTO
the lowest female voice, also called an alto

COUNTERTENOR
a male singing voice whose vocal range is 
equivalent to that of a contralto, mezzo-
soprano, or (less frequently) a soprano, 
usually through the use of falsetto

TENOR
the highest naturally occurring voice type in 
adult males

BARITONE
the male voice lying below the tenor and 
above the bass

BASS
the lowest male voice

Act IV: Juliette's chamber

Roméo and Juliette awake after their secret wedding night. She forgives him 

for killing one of her relatives, and after they have assured each other of their 

love, Roméo reluctantly leaves for exile. Capulet enters and tells his daughter 

that she must marry Paris that same day. She is left alone, desperate, with Frère 

Laurent, who gives her a sleeping potion that will make her appear dead. He 

promises that she will wake with Roméo beside her. Juliette drinks the potion. 

When Capulet and the guests arrive to lead her to the chapel, she collapses.

Act V: The Capulet's cemetery vault

Roméo arrives at the Capulets’ crypt. Discovering Juliette’s body, he believes 

her to be dead and drinks poison. At that moment, she awakens, and the 

lovers share a final dream of a future together. As Roméo grows weaker, 

Juliette takes a dagger from his belt and stabs herself. The lovers die praying 

for God’s forgiveness. 



8

WHO’ S  WHO IN ROMÉO E T JULIE T TE

Character Pronunciation 
Guide

Voice 
Type

The Lowdown

Roméo

A young nobleman, 
member of the 
Montaigu (in English, 
Montague) family

roh-meh-OH
(in French; in 
English, usually 
ROE-mee-oh)

tenor
When he sees Juliette for the 
first time, Roméo is immediately 
spellbound.

Juliette
The 13-year-old 
daughter of the 
Capulet family

zhoo-lee-ETT soprano

Although initially disinterested in 
love and marriage, Juliette soon 
realizes that she and Roméo are fated 
to be together.

Mercutio Roméo’s cousin and 
best friend

mehr-COO-
shee-oh

baritone
Impulsive and sardonic, Mercutio is 
also fond of Roméo and concerned for 
his honor.

Gertrude Juliette’s nurse

gehr-TROOD (In 
Shakespeare’s 
play, this character 
is called simply 

“Nurse.”)

mezzo-
soprano

Gertrude acts as a mother figure to 
Juliette, protecting her but also helping 
to conceal her marriage to Roméo.

Frère Laurent A priest 

frehr loh-RAWNH 
(called Friar 
Lawrence in the 
play)

bass

While Frère Laurent helps the young 
lovers by secretly uniting them in 
marriage, his failed plan to help Juliette 
leads to the opera’s tragic outcome.

Tybalt
Juliette’s cousin, a 
Capulet TIH-bult tenor

Hot-tempered Tybalt is insulted when 
he recognizes Roméo at Capulet’s 
ball, and he later escalates tensions 
between the two families, ending in a 
deadly duel. 

Capulet Juliette’s father
ka-poo-LEH (In 
French; in English, 
KA-pyew-let)

bass-
baritone

While Capulet's actions are often in 
opposition to Juliette's own wishes, he 
has her best interests at heart.

Stéphano Roméo’s page steh-fah-NOH
mezzo-
soprano

The part of Stéphano is a “trouser role,” 
a term used in opera for the character 
of a young man played by a woman. His 
teasing leads directly to the duel that 
results in Mercutio’s and Tybalt’s deaths.
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TIMELINE

William Shakespeare writes Romeo and Juliet, with a plot based on The 

Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet (1562), an earlier work by the English 

poet Arthur Brooke. It is one of Shakespeare’s earlier works, preceding his 

most famous romantic comedies and tragedies.

Charles-François Gounod is born in Paris, France, to an artistic family: his 

father is a painter and his mother a pianist and visual artist. Despite this, 

his mother encourages him to pursue a career in the law.

Gounod’s father dies, and his mother opens a piano studio to support the 

family. Charles shows an early talent for both music and the visual arts.

Gounod wins the grand prize in the prestigious Prix de Rome competition, 

which awards him a three-year stipend to study at the French Academy in 

Rome and in Vienna. While in Rome, he is impressed by performances of 

early music at the Sistine Chapel, an experience that informs his musical 

aesthetics. 

Gounod returns to Paris where he takes the position of maître de chapelle 

(music director) for the Séminaire des Missions Etrangères, a seminary for 

Catholic missionaries.

Intending to pursue a religious vocation, Gounod enrolls at St. Sulpice 

Seminary. After only one year of study, he leaves to focus on opera compo-

sition. But he remains committed to his Catholic faith, finding it to be a 

source of stability during the professional failures and emotional turbu-

lence of his later life.

1590s

1823

1818

1839

1843

1847
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Gounod’s first opera, Sapho, premieres at the Paris Opéra. Despite critical acclaim, it is a commercial 

failure and closes after only six performances.

Gounod’s opera Faust premieres, based on the play by Goethe and with a libretto by Jules Barbier 

and Michel Carré, who would go on to collaborate with him on six other stage works. Faust becomes 

Gounod’s most popular and frequently performed opera, despite the prediction by Gounod’s younger 

contemporary Georges Bizet that “it will not be a success.”

Gounod produces several operas—including Philémon et Baucis (1860), La Reine de Saba (1862), and 

Mireille (1864)—but none garners success with either audiences or critics.

Roméo et Juliette has its first performance at the Théâtre Lyrique during the Paris Exposition Universelle, 

an international world’s fair presented in Paris. It is a spectacular success and sells out for several 

performances after its premiere.

Gounod continues to write operas, but none of his next three works finds favor with the public. After 

a revised version of Sapho also fails in 1884, the composer never again writes for the stage, concen-

trating instead on sacred music and works for piano and chamber ensembles.

Mireille is revived at the Opéra Comique and is well received. It becomes one of the most popular 

pieces in the company’s repertoire and a staple on the French stage for the next 75 years.

After experiencing declining health for some time, Gounod suffers a stroke and dies on October 18.

1868-64

1893

1889

1867

1851

1859

1859-64
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A CLOSER LOOK

S TA R- CROSSED LOV ERS FROM A ROUND THE WORLD

A miniature illustration of the star-crossed 
lovers in the Layla and Majnun story, depicted 
in a 14th-century Mughal manuscript (Walters 
Art Museum).

One of the most enduring of all operatic tropes is that of the doomed lovers. 

Unlucky couples from across operatic history have met their fate onstage, to the 

strains of glorious melodies. But the notion of star-crossed lovers isn’t unique to 

the operatic art form: it has deep literary roots. The sources for Gounod’s opera 

stretch back past Shakespeare to a collection of stories by the Italian writer Matteo 

Bandello—and there are many other tales of doomed lovers found throughout 

history and in cultures around the world. Here’s a sampling:

• Pyramus and Thisbe: In this tale from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, two Babylonian 

lovers woo each other through a crack in the wall between their families' houses. 

They arrange to meet but Pyramus mis-reads the signs at their meeting place, 

believes Thisbe is dead, and kills himself. Thisbe finds him and then follows him 

in death. 

• Layla and Majnun: This classical Arabian love story recounts how a young 

man goes mad when the father of his beloved prevents them from marrying.

• Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl: A Nahuatl legend describes two star-crossed 

lovers who are transformed into the two volcanoes that overlook the Valley of 

Mexico.

• The Butterfly Lovers: In this Chinese folktale, a young woman disguises herself 

as a man to pursue her academic studies, but then falls in love with one of her 

fellow students. After dying together, they are transformed into butterflies.

• Tristan and Iseult: This tale of the forbidden love between a Cornish knight 

and an Irish princess predates the story of Lancelot and Guinevere found in 

Arthurian legend, but turns on the same themes.

• Johnson Hatfield and Roseanna McCoy: The real-life courtship of these 

19th-century American lovers did nothing to quell the bad blood between their 

feuding families, the Hatfields and McCoys of Kentucky and West Virginia.
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“A H!  J E  V EUX V I V RE”

The Guided Listening Activities are designed to introduce students to a selection of 

memorable moments from the opera. They include information on what is happening 

dramatically, a description of the musical style, and a roadmap of musical features 

to listen for. Guided Listening Activities can be used by students and teachers of 

varying levels of musical experience.

GUIDED L IS TENING

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, teachers will need 
access to a recording of Roméo et 
Juliette and the libretto. 

This aria (in the score, it is actually called an “arietta,” or “small aria”) occurs early in the opera, and is our musical introduction to the character of 
Juliette. Her father, Capulet, is hosting a masked ball, and unbeknownst to him, members of the rival family of the Montagues are in attendance. While 
they surreptitiously observe Juliette, her nurse hints that Juliette should consider the young count Paris for her husband. Juliette responds with the aria 

“Je veux vivre,” in which she commits herself instead to youth, beauty, and freedom.

What to listen for:

• Gounod’s depiction of Juliette’s emotional state
• The virtuosity of Juliette’s music
• The strongly rhythmic triple meter

(00:00) The aria opens with an ebullient orchestra introduction, establishing the vivacious tone of the piece. Rising chords in the strings   
  are accompanied by the distinctive timbre of the triangle. The voice then enters with a brief cadenza on the word “Ah!,” marked by  
  trills and a falling chromatic line.

(00:17)  Following this brief introduction and cadenza, Juliette launches into the text of her first line, “I want to live in the dream that  
  intoxicates me.” Her music is almost breathless, as she presents her pleasure-seeking philosophy of life. Note how her first notes are  
  followed by rests. These are also good moments to hear the strong OOM-pah-pah rhythm in the accompaniment. This pattern makes  
  the triple meter particularly easy to hear.

(00:32)  Juliette continues with a second phrase, which begins by repeating exactly the music from her first line. Here, however, she  
  continues on to an even higher point as she continues, “Sweet flame, I keep you in my soul like a treasure!”

(00:48) Juliette returns to the opening text and repeats her music from the beginning. Her second phrase now features a different cadential  
  pattern, ending in the home key. This literal repetition of text and music makes it seem like Juilette is completely fixated on her plan to  
  have a carefree, pleasure-filled life.

(01:21)  A contrasting section begins: the mode turns to minor, as Juliette’s text takes on a more plaintive tone: “This intoxication of youth lasts  
  only one day, alas!” She repeats this phrase a second time as she continues, “then the time comes when one weeps and the   
  heart surrenders to love.” Juliette views falling in love as the end of youth and something to be lamented.

(01:39)  Juliette continues with a new phrase that acts as a transition. At the close, she engages in a lengthy chromatic scale up to a  
  high range, and back down again.

(01:55)  With the dinging of the triangle, the music leads directly into a return to the major mode and a repeat of Juliette’s text and  
  music from the top. 

(02:26)  A sudden change to a much slower tempo begins another contrasting section. The relentless oom-pa-pa accompaniment in  
  the orchestra drops out, replaced by dreamy arpeggios performed by the harp. Juliette sings, “Let me sleep far from sad winter, and  
  breathe in the rose before it loses its petals.” The music creates a mood of pensiveness and wistfulness.

(03:03)  The tempo gradually begins to accelerate, and Juliette now launches into a series of rapid scales, all on the word “Ah!” It  
  is as if she is overcome with ecstatic joy in her youth. Much of the remaining, concluding section of the aria is made up of   
  scalar material that drives towards an ecstatic close.
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“A H!  LÈ V E -TOI ,  SOLEIL”

Roméo and Juliette have met briefly at the ball, and they have fallen instantly in love, just before discovering each other’s last name. At the beginning of the 
opera’s second act, Roméo secretly enters the garden at the house of the Capulets and speaks to himself of his love for Juliette. This scene corresponds to 
Shakespeare’s famous “balcony scene,” one of the most well-known passages in all of literature. 

What to listen for: 
 
• Gounod’s depiction of Roméo’s emotional state
• The similarity of Gounod’s language to that of Shakespeare
 

(00:00) Roméo is reflecting on how his new-found love has stricken him to his core. “Love, love!,” Roméo declaims, against drawn-out chords in the  
  strings. He continues with his line in a relatively rhythmically free style called “recitative.” This brief first line moves through different key  
  areas, almost as if Roméo is searching out his feelings.

(00:17)  The key settles in a new area, and the woodwinds enter with a gentle, pianissimo figure. Roméo continues in a recitative-like  
  style with his famous words, “But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?” After a response with the woodwind ensemble that  
  modulates to another new key, he continues, “It is there by night that her beauty shines.” Note how Gounod’s French translation differs  
  from Shakespeare.

(00:51)  A solo clarinet enters with a gentle arpeggio. This introductory section of recitative closes out with ascending chromatic chords  
  and a final fermata with harp accompaniment.

(01:05)  Roméo enters with his first line of the aria proper, “Ah! lève-toi, soleil, fais pâlir les étoiles” (“Ah, arise, o sun, and make the stars  
  pale!”). This corresponds to Shakespeare’s text “Arise, fair sun and kill the envious moon.” Roméo’s music is ardent, with chromatic  
  modulations, and sits relatively high in the tenor range. He is accompanied by the harp.

(01:26)  Roméo becomes more passionate, now singing a melody that rises by half-step, as he repeats “Ah! lève-toi!” This culminates in a high point  
  as he sings, “Parais!” (Appear!”), on a high Bb.

(01:46)  The violins now intrude with a new melody in a brief instrumental interruption. When Roméo sings again, it is almost as if he is  
  the accompaniment to this lush and romantic melody. But he soon is overcome with his feelings as he remarks on a lock of hair that falls to  
  caress Juliette’s cheek.

(02:28)  A new section begins, marked by repeated, driving notes in the strings and rapid modulation. “She speaks! But I heard nothing,”  
  Roméo sings. The music expresses his impatience to know what Juliette is thinking.

(03:00) Roméo returns to the music and text from the beginning of the aria, with a repeat of “Ah! lève-toi, soleil.” This ardent and lyrical music is a  
  wonderful demonstration of Roméo’s emotional character.

(03:43)  In this concluding section, Roméo repeats “Viens, parais” (“Come, appear”) several times, against a soft and gentle orchestral  
  accompaniment. The aria ends on a high Bb, Roméo’s highest note.
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 S TUDENT CRIT IQUE

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, students will need the 
My Highs & Lows reproducible handout 
found in the back of this guide.

COMMON CORE STANDARDS AND 
ROMÉO ET JULIETTE
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1
Initiate and participate effectively in 
a range of collaborative discussions 
(one-on-one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners 
on grades 9–12 topics, texts, and 
issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1d
Respond thoughtfully to diverse 
perspectives; synthesize comments, 
claims, and evidence made on all sides 
of an issue; resolve contradictions 
when possible; and determine what 
additional information or research is 
required to deepen the investigation or 
complete the task.

Watching and listening to a performance is a unique experience that takes 

students beyond the printed page to an immersion in images, sound, inter-

pretation, technology, drama, skill, and craft.  Performance activities help 

students analyze different aspects of the experience and engage critically 

with the performance. They will consider the creative choices that have been 

made for the particular production they are watching and examine different 

aspects of the performance.

The Student Critique activity incorporates a reproducible sheet. Students 

should bring this activity sheet to the final dress rehearsal and fill it out during 

intermission and/or after the final curtain. The activity directs attention to 

details of the production that might otherwise go unnoticed.

The activity sheet is called My Highs & Lows. It serves to guide students 

toward a consistent set of objective observations, as well as to help them 

articulate their own opinions. It is designed to enrich the students’ under-

standing of the art form as a whole. The ratings system encourages students 

to express their critique:  use these ratings to spark discussions that require 

careful, critical thinking. 

The My Highs & Lows handout can be found at the back of this guide. 

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L
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Start the class with an open discussion of the Met performance. What did students like? What didn’t they? Did anything 

surprise them? What would they like to see or hear again? What would they have done differently? The discussion offers 

an opportunity to apply the notes on students’ My Highs & Lows sheet, as well as their thoughts about the visual design 

of the Met production—in short, to see themselves as Roméo et Juliette experts. 

In Shakespeare’s version of the story, Romeo and Juliet are famously referred to as “star-crossed lovers.” For audiences of his 

time, this meant that their fate was pre-ordained—they were not born under a “lucky star,” and were thus doomed to see 

their love end tragically. When Gounod wrote his opera nearly 300 years later, the idea that people’s destiny is foretold by 

the stars was no longer valid. In your final exploration of the opera, lead your students in a discussion of its tragic ending 

and its relation to the notion of destiny. You may wish to share the meaning of the phrase “star-crossed lovers” to help 

provide a context for the discussion. Possible questions to ask include the following:

• What are the forces that contribute to the deaths of the hero and heroine? Society as a whole? Their families? Specific 

characters in the play?

• How would you describe the characters of Roméo and Juliette? Are there aspects or faults in their personalities that may 

contribute to their tragic demise?

• In Shakespeare’s play, the deaths of Romeo and Juliet are presented as resulting in part from the feuding families and 

the resulting civil unrest. Do you agree with this assessment? Do you think Gounod’s version supports this interpretation? 

Is this also in line with the director’s interpretation and staging?

• Can you imagine a version of Roméo et Juliette in which the lovers survive? Do you think it would be a more compelling 

or a less compelling story?

Sum up the discussion by asking whether students think the story of Romeo and Juliet is still relevant today. Would a version 

of the story set now be tragic, or would it end happily? What contemporary forces would keep the lovers apart? Would 

destiny or the stars play a role in the story’s outcome? In a class discussion or as homework, have students compile an 

outline of the ways they would adapt Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet to be realistic characters in a contemporary setting. 

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L

FOLLOW- UP DISCUSSION
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FURTHER RESOURCES 

IN  PRINT 

ONLINE

Cross, Wilbur L., and Brooke, Tucker. The Yale Shakespeare: The Complete Works. New York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1993.

A must-have reference volume, including the complete works of Shakespeare as well as copious footnotes and margin commentary.

Giroud, Vincent. French Opera: A Short History. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010.

Giroud presents an in-depth study of opera in France from its origins to the present day—or more precisely, from Lully to 

Messiaen, including composers, performance, performers, and audience.

Huebner, Steven. The Operas of Charles Gounod. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990.

One of the only book-length explorations of Charles Gounod, Huebner’s work explores not only the operatic world of mid-century 

France, but also Gounod’s life and career. The bulk of the work is a detailed exploration of each of Gounod’s operas and a study 

of his musical style.

The Complete Works of William Shakespeare

http://shakespeare.mit.edu/

Hosted by MIT, this site is an online version of Shakespere’s complete works.   

Folger Shakespeare Library

https://www.folger.edu/

The Folger is the world’s largest Shakespeare collection, located in Washington, D.C. Their site is vast resource for Shakespeare 

research, artwork, and lesson plans. 

Metropolitan Opera: Bartlett Sher on His New Production of Roméo et Juliette.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3c12GtM7UEk

A video preview of the Met’s production of Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette, featuring Bartlett Sher, the production’s director.

Metropolitan Opera: Roméo et Juliette: Ah! lève-toi, soleil

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B-NZlCVSH0E

Vittorio Grigolo sings Roméo's Act II aria from “Roméo et Juliette”
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ONLINE

act/scene
Acts and scenes are ways of categorizing sections of operas. An act is a large-scale division of an opera, 

and each opera will typically include from two to five acts. Acts can be subdivided into scenes, which 

are often differentiated by a change in setting or characters. 

adagio
Literally “at ease,” adagio is a tempo marking that indicates a slow speed. An adagio tempo marking 

indicates that the performer should play in a slow and leisurely style.

allegro
Italian for “cheerful” or “joyful,” Allegro is the most common tempo marking in Western music, indicating 

a moderately fast to quick speed. 

aria
A song for solo voice accompanied by orchestra. In opera, arias mostly appear during a pause in dramatic 

action when a character is reflecting musically on his or her emotions. Most arias are lyrical, with a 

tune that can be hummed, and many arias include musical repetition. For example, the earliest arias 

in opera consist of music sung with different stanzas of text (strophic arias). Another type of aria, da 

capo arias, became common by the eighteenth century and feature the return of the opening music 

and text after a contrasting middle section. Nineteenth-century Italian arias often feature a two-part 

form that showcases an intensification of emotion from the first section (the cantabile) to the second 

section (the cabaletta).

articulation
The smoothness or hardness with which a note is begun and ended. Articulation is a way of indicating 

the degree to which each note connects to the next, and can be seen while watching the bow of a 

stringed instrument player. A note can be attacked sharply and made short, or it can flow smoothly 

into the next note. 

baritone
Literally “deep sounding,” a baritone is what a typical male voice sounds like—the term refers to a male 

singer with a low but not extremely low vocal range. A baritone will sing notes that are higher than 

those sung by a bass and lower than those sung by a tenor. Uncommon until the nineteenth century, 

baritone roles have grown in popularity in opera since the works of Verdi, who often reserved the 

voice type for villains.

baroque
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1600 to 1750. The beginning of the Baroque period 

coincides with the invention of opera as a genre, and its end coincides with the death of the composer 

Johann Sebastian Bach. The Baroque period saw the rise of modern tonality, an expansion of performing 

forces, and increased ornamentation. The term “baroque” means bizarre or exaggerated, and was 

used by critics in the Eighteenth century critics who preferred a simpler and less-ornamented style.

GLOSSARY
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bass
The lowest sounding line in music. Bass also refers to the lowest singing range for the male voice. Opera 

composers often choose a bass voice to sing one of two opposite types of roles: comic characters or dramatic 

and serious characters. For example, Mozart and Rossini wrote comic parts for bass voice, using musical 

repetition and low register for comic effect. Wagner and Mozart wrote serious parts for bass voice, focusing 

on the gravity that a low register can contribute to the overall musical texture.

bel canto
Referring to the Italian vocal style of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, bel canto singing empha-

sizes lyricism and ornamentation in order to showcase the beauty of the singer’s voice. Its focus on lyrical 

embellishment directly contrasts with a contemporary Germanic focus on a weighty, dramatic style. Bel canto 

singing is most closely associated with the music of Gioachino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini, and Gaetano Donizetti. 

cadenza
An ornamented musical elaboration played in a free style by a soloist to display his or her virtuosity. Cadenzas 

are typically improvised—that is, created by a performer on the spot—though they can also be written out 

in advance. They most frequently occur near the end of a piece, at a point of harmonic tension when the 

piece is about to conclude. 

chorus
 A section of an opera in which a large group of singers performs together, typically with orchestral accompa-

niment. Most choruses include at least four different vocal lines, in registers from low to high, with multiple 

singers per part. The singers are typically from a particular group of people who play a certain role on 

stage—soldiers, peasants, prisoners, and so on. Choruses may offer a moral or commentary on the plot, or 

participate in the dramatic action. 

Classical
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1750 to 1830, bordered by the earlier Baroque period 

and the later Romantic period. Contrasting with the ornamentation common to the preceding Baroque 

period, Classical music is characterized by simple and elegant melodies, regular harmonic accompaniment, 

and contrasts between melodic themes. The composers most closely associated with the Classical period 

include Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven.

coloratura
A rapid and elaborate ornamentation by a solo singer, particularly common in operas of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Requiring vocal agility and a wide and high range, coloratura showcases the virtuosity 

of a singer by featuring repeating melodic figures, rapid scales, trills, and other embellishments.

conductor
The person who directs the orchestra, setting the tempo, giving interpretive directions to the musicians, 

and generally holding all the musical elements of a performance together. In orchestra performance, the 

conductor typically stands on a podium in front of the players and uses a baton to communicate the meter 

and tempo, and his or her non-baton hand to indicate dynamics, phrasing, and articulation to the musicians. 

The gestures of a conductor can be likened to a non-verbal language that the musicians understand.
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contralto
A deep female voice, with a vocal range that extends lower than that of a mezzo-soprano. Contraltos are 

known for having a very wide range and for the power and depth of sound with which they can sing. As is the 

case for roles for basses, many of the earliest roles in opera for contraltos are comic roles, though nineteenth-

century composers also wrote dramatic roles for female singers with a lower range.

crescendo
A gradual raising of volume in music achieved by increasing the dynamic level. When music crescendos, 

the performers begin at a softer dynamic level and become incrementally louder. One of the most famous 

types of crescendos in opera, the Rossini crescendo, includes an increase in volume together with repeating 

melodic and rhythmic phrases, higher instrumental registers, and the gradual addition of instruments in 

order to create a particularly dramatic effect.

diminuendo
A gradual lowering of volume in music achieved by decreasing the dynamic level. During a diminuendo, the 

performers begin at a louder dynamic level and become incrementally softer. 

dynamics
A musical trait pertaining to loudness and softness. During the eighteenth century, composers began indicating 

their desired intensity of volume in music by writing words such as piano (soft) and forte (loud) into the 

musical score. Dynamics encompass a spectrum from pianissimo (very soft) to piano (soft) to mezzo piano 

(moderately soft), all the way up to fortissimo (very loud). Music can shift to another dynamic level either 

suddenly or gradually, through a crescendo or diminuendo.

ensemble
A musical piece for two or more soloists, accompanied by orchestra. Types of ensembles include duets (for 

two soloists), trios (for three soloists), and quartets (for four soloists). Sometimes singers will respond directly 

to one another during an ensemble. At other times, singers will each sing to themselves as if the other singers 

were not on stage. In ensembles, multiple characters may simultaneously express very different emotions 

from one another.

finale
The last portion of an act, a finale consists of several musical sections that accompany an escalating dramatic 

tension. Finales frequently consist of multiple ensembles with different numbers of characters. When it 

occurs at the end of an early act in the opera, a finale may create a messy situation—and the resolution of 

this situation will only happen in subsequent acts. One type of finale common in comic operas, a chain finale, 

features characters entering or exiting from the stage to create unexpected combinations of characters, in 

turn increasing the opera’s dramatic tension.

forte
Meaning “loud” or “strong” in Italian, forte is a dynamic level in music that indicates a loud volume. Adding 

the suffix “-issimo” to a word serves as an intensifier—since forte means “loud,” fortissimo means “very loud.”
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harmony
The simultaneous sounding of pitches to produce chords, and the relationship between different chords as they succeed 

one another. Throughout much of Western music, systems of rules govern these progressions to help create our sense 

of musical tension, expectation, and conclusion. Tonal harmony is based on progressions of chords in relationship to a 

tonic (or home) key. In the 19th century, as composers sought novel sounds to reflect the originality of their invention, 

they began to employ chords and progressions of greater dissonance and greater distance from the home key. As such 

dissonances moved beyond mere sound effects into the musical structure itself, the traditional theory of tonal harmony 

began to become insufficient as a way to understand and describe musical structure. 

intermission
A break between acts of an opera. At the beginning of an intermission, the curtain will fall (that is, close) on stage, 

and the lights in the auditorium, called the house lights, will become brighter. Intermissions provide audiences with a 

chance to walk around, talk with one another, and reflect on what they have seen and what could happen next. The 

break in the performance may also correspond with a change of time or scene in the story of the opera—the next act 

may take place hours or months later, or be set in a different location. Usually lights will dim and a bell may sound to 

indicate that the intermission is drawing to a close and the opera is about to resume.

legato
A type of articulation in which a melody is played with smooth connection between the notes. A legato passage does 

should not include any pauses between notes or any accents at the beginnings of notes, as the notes blend into one 

another without a break. In contrast, a passage that is played staccato features notes played in a separated manner.

Leitmotif
From the German for “leading motive,” a leitmotif is a recurring musical idea, or motive, that represents a particular 

person, object, idea, emotion, or place. This musical idea is usually a few seconds in length and can occur in the music’s 

melody, harmony, rhythm, or a combination of the three. Leitmotifs are most closely associated with the operas of 

Richard Wagner, where they are used repeatedly throughout the opera to provide unity; they also less frequently appear 

in operas of other composers, including Giuseppe Verdi and Richard Strauss.

libretto
The text of an opera, including all the words that are said or sung by performers. Until the early eighteenth century, 

a composer would frequently set music to a pre-existing libretto, and any given libretto could thus be set to music 

multiple times by different composers. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, collaboration between the 

author of the libretto, known as the librettist, and the composer became more frequent. Some opera composers, most 

notably Richard Wagner, are known for writing their own text. 

maestro
A title of respect used to address a conductor. The term is often applied to conductors with several decades of experi-

ence. However, performers often use this honorific when addressing the conductor. 
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melody
A succession of pitches that form an understandable unit. The melody of a piece consists of the tune that 

a listener can hum or sing. During arias, the singer will usually sing the main melody, though other instru-

ments may play parts of the melody. Sometimes, such as during ensembles, multiple melodies can occur 

simultaneously. 

mezzo-soprano
A female voice with a range between that of a contralto and soprano. A mezzo-soprano’s voice is slightly 

deeper than that of a soprano, so mezzo-sopranos are often cast in supporting roles as older women, including 

nurses, confidantes, or maids.

opera buffa
A term applied to Italian comic operas from the mid-eighteenth through mid-nineteenth centuries. The plot 

of an opera buffa often features scenes and characters from everyday life and addresses a light or sentimental 

subject, concluding with a happy ending. 

opera seria 
An eighteenth- or nineteenth-century Italian opera employing a noble and serious style. The plot of an opera 

seria often upholds morality by presenting conflicting emotions such as love versus duty, or by modeling 

enlightened rulers. 

operetta
Featuring spoken dialogue, songs, and dances, an operetta is a short theatrical piece. Shorter in duration 

than operas, operettas typically feature a light subject matter, incorporate melodies composed in a popular 

style, and feature spoken dialogue. Most popular from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth 

century, the genre is the precursor of the American musical.

ornamentation
An embellishment to the melody, rhythm, or harmony of music, intended to make a melody more expressive 

or ornate. Ornamentation can be either indicated through symbols written into the music or improvised by 

the performer. 

overture
 An instrumental piece that occurs before the first act as an introduction to an opera. After the conductor 

enters the orchestra pit and takes a bow, the music for the overture begins. Most overtures are a few minutes 

in duration, and set the mood for the opera—even featuring musical themes that will occur later in the opera.

piano
Abbreviated p in a musical score, piano indicates a soft dynamic level. Musicians may achieve a piano sound 

by using less bow, less air, or less force. In opera, soft music will often correspond with emotions of sadness 

or moments in the plot when a character is reflecting on a course of action or emotional state. Pianissimo is 

“very soft,” and can be so quiet that an audience may need to listen carefully in order to discern its melody 

and harmony.



22

pitch
The quality of a musical sound corresponding to its perceived highness or lowness. Scientifically, pitch can be measured 

as the number of vibrations (or repetitions) of a sound wave per second, which is called its frequency. A sound with a 

low frequency, like a bass drum, will sound low and have a low pitch, while a sound with a high frequency, like a siren, 

will sound high. 

prima donna
Meaning “first lady” in Italian, the prima donna is the leading female role in an opera. The term may apply to the role or 

to the singer herself, who usually sings in the soprano register and is the star of the show. Since the nineteenth century, 

the term has also been applied to a singer of any gender with a self-centered and demanding personality.

recitative
A type of vocal writing between speech and song that imitates the accents and inflections of natural speech. Composers 

often employ recitative for passages of text that involve quick dialogue and the advancement of plot, since the style 

allows singers to move rapidly through a large amount of text. Recitative may be accompanied either by keyboard or 

by the whole orchestra.

rhythm
Rhythm refers to the way music unfolds over time; it is a series of durations in a range from long to short. Along with 

pitch, it is a basic and indispensable parameter of music. Rhythm is perceived in relation to an underlying beat and within 

the context of a meter. Western musical notation indicates to the performer the exact duration of each note or rest. 

Romantic
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1830 to 1900. Beginning in literature and later adopted by 

composers, romanticism reflected a newfound focus on individuality, nature, and emotional extremes. Music from the 

Romantic period often explores music’s redemptive power, focusing on the sublimity of nature, love, and the mysterious. 

Composers began to experiment with shortening and lengthening the standard forms and durations of musical works, 

and also added more expressive harmonies to convey the originality of their musical vision.

score
The complete musical notation for a piece, the score includes notated lines for all of the different instrumental and 

vocal parts that unite to constitute a musical composition. In an opera orchestra, the conductor follows the score during 

rehearsals and performances, while each performer follows his or her individual part. 

Singspiel
Literally “sung play,” a Singspiel is an opera with spoken dialogue. Singspiels are typically in German and are from the 

Classical or early Romantic eras. The plot of a Singspiel is usually comic in nature, and its music may include songs, 

choruses, and instrumental numbers that are separated by spoken dialogue.

solo
A piece, musical passage, or line for a lone singer or other performer, with or without instrumental accompaniment. The 

most common type of solo in opera is the aria, which is composed for a single voice with orchestral accompaniment. 
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soprano
The highest singing range for the female voice. Roles composed for soprano singers are typically among the 

leading roles in the opera and require soprano singers to show off their virtuosic flexibility and range. 

tempo
Literally “time” in Italian, tempo refers to the speed of a piece of music. Tempo is indicated in a score by a variety 

of conventional (often Italian) words—such as allegro, adagio, vivace, moderato, grave, and many more—that 

not only provide direction on the composer’s desired rate of speed, but also carry associations of gesture and 

character. For instance, vivace indicates not only a brisk speed but also a lively spirit. Additional tempo markings 

may indicate when a composer asks for a section of music to be sped up (such as “accelerando”) or slowed down 

(such as “rallentando”).

tenor
The highest natural male vocal range. By the nineteenth century, the tenor had become the most common vocal 

range for male leading roles in operas. Tenor roles often feature high-pitched notes for male voice in order to 

showcase the singer’s range and power. A related voice type is the countertenor, with a range above that of a 

tenor and similar to that of a contralto.

theme/motive
Themes are the melodic ideas that are musical building blocks for a piece. A theme is often recognizable as a 

distinct tune and may reappear in its original form or in altered form throughout the piece. A motif (or motive) 

is a brief musical idea that recurs throughout a musical work. Motives can be based on a melodic, rhythmic, or 

harmonic component, and their repetition makes them recognizable to the listener. In opera, musical motives 

are often symbolically associated with specific characters or dramatic ideas. 

timbre
Pronounced TAM-bruh, a French word that means “sound color.” It refers to the complex combination of charac-

teristics that give each instrument or voice its unique sound. Just as we can recognize each other by the differ-

ences in our speaking voices, operatic singing voices are distinguishable by their unique timbres. Listeners can 

also identify orchestral instruments by their timbre without being able to see them. The creative combination 

of different instrumental timbres is one of the artistic aspects of orchestration.

trill
A rapid alternation between two pitches that are adjacent to one another. Trills are a type of ornamentation, 

serving to embellish the melodic line, and appear regularly within coloratura passages. Trills also may appear 

near the end of a piece in order to prolong the musical tension before the music concludes.

verismo
A movement in Italian theater and opera in the late 19th century that embraced realism and explored areas of 

society previously ignored on the stage: the poor, the lower-class, and the criminal. Its characters are driven 

by passion to defy reason, morality, and the law. In order to reflect these emotional extremes, composers of 

verismo opera developed a musical style that communicates raw and unfiltered passions. Musically, verismo 

operas react against the forced ornamentation of the bel canto style and instead emphasize a more natural 

setting of the text to music. Before its exploration on the operatic stage, the verismo aesthetic first developed 

within the realm of literature.
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ROMÉO E T JULIE T TE:   M Y HIGHS & LOWS

April 20, 2018
Conducted by Plácido Domingo
Reviewed by   

THE STARS:                                       STAR POWER                     MY COMMENTS

Ailyn Pérez as Juliette    *****

Bryan Hymel as Roméo    *****

Joshua Hopkins as Mercutio    *****

Karine Deshayes as Stéphano                            *****

Kwangchul Youn as Frère Laurent                            *****

THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

The masked ball

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5         1-2-3-4-5

Juliette’s view on life

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Roméo in Juliette’s garden 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Roméo and Juliette marry  

My opinion of this scene:                        1-2-3-4-5      1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Stéphano’s fight

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

A brawl  

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

The death of Mercutio

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5
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THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

Roméo’s response 

My opinion of this scene    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

In Juliette’s room

My opinion of this scene:    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

Juliette’s desperate plan 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

In the tomb

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5


