

[image: Front cover]








[image: Title artwork]














Published in the UK in 2012 by Icon Books Ltd,


Omnibus Business Centre, 29–41 North Road, London N7 9DP


email: info@iconbooks.co.uk


www.iconbooks.co.uk


ISBN: 978-1-84831-467-2 (ePub format)


ISBN: 978-1-84831-475-7 (Adobe ebook format)


Text copyright © 2012 Michael Steen


The author has asserted his moral rights.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, or by any means, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.


Typesetting by Marie Doherty














CONTENTS



Title page


Copyright


PREFACE


USING THIS EBOOK


A NOTE ON NAMES


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


TCHAIKOVSKY’S EUGENE ONEGIN


THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER


WHO’S WHO AND WHAT’S WHAT


THE INTERVAL: TALKING POINTS


Pushkin’s story


Duels


Boredom in Russia: the ‘superfluous man’ above


The serfs below


ACT BY ACT


Act 1


Act 2


Act 3


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Sources of quotes


Other sources


NOTES


Short Guides to Great Operas














PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to Eugene Onegin, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Tchaikovsky’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.














A NOTE ON NAMES



At the risk of irritating those who prefer consistency of language, the author has deliberately used forms of Russian names which would be used in conversation, or might be expected to appear in print.
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TCHAIKOVSKY’S EUGENE ONEGIN



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Tchaikovsky brooded over Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin1, a ‘novel in verse’, as a subject for an opera. He originally thought that the suggestion, which came from a star mezzo-soprano, was crazy, and possibly even foolhardy: Pushkin and Eugene Onegin are as familiar and sacred to Russians as Shakespeare, Hamlet and King Lear are to people from the West; so you tamper with them at your peril.


Tchaikovsky thought he might compose an Othello, or an opera based on a historical novel about a favourite of King Louis XIII of France. In the event, he composed Eugene Onegin between May 1877 and February 1878.


This was a momentous period in his personal life, which should have entered a reasonably stable and secure phase: he was now being helped with finance from the widow of a railway tycoon. But he had been unsettled when his friend and pupil Vladimir Shilovsky, 2 who he was particularly fond of, went off to get married.


Tchaikovsky started working with Vladimir’s brother, Konstantin Shilovsky (1849–1893), on a libretto for Eugene Onegin. They evolved it into seven ‘tableaux’, being incidents selected from Pushkin’s poem, which, with less than 400 stanzas, is actually quite short.


In May 1877, a bolt came from the blue. Tchaikovsky suddenly received a love letter from an unknown 28-year-old music student. He met Antonina Milyukova, for the first time on 20 May, and callously dismissed her suit. He seems to have thought that this rejection was analogous to Onegin’s treatment of Tatyana in Pushkin’s great work. Within a week, Tchaikovsky had returned to see Antonina, proposed, and been accepted with alacrity.


He went away to the Shilovsky estate, where he finished the Letter Scene in Act 1 and sketched out much of the rest of the opera. On 18 July, only eight weeks after they first met, he and Antonina were married.


From the outset, from their train journey to go on honeymoon, the marriage was disastrous. He found her physically repulsive, even though their union was entered into on the basis that there would be no physical relationship. He escaped, and his brothers sorted out the mess he had left behind. He had to return to Moscow for the Conservatoire term in September. Before winter set in, he seems to have tried to commit suicide by wading into the Moskva river.


He resumed work on Eugene Onegin. After a trip around Europe, in January 1878 he finished scoring the Fourth Symphony. In February, Eugene Onegin was completed.


The first performance of Eugene Onegin, by Moscow Conservatoire students in March 1879, made little impact. It was only about five years later that the opera was staged in St Petersburg. There it received some poor reviews, not least from those who thought that supplementing and emasculating Pushkin’s masterpiece was tantamount to blasphemy – a fair criticism, because Tchaikovsky bypasses some very well-known sections of the poem and much of the humour.
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