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THE STORY

Romeo and Juliet was written by William 
Shakespeare over 400 years ago, 
between 1591 and 1595. It’s probably the 
most famous tragic love story ever told. 
Dozens of other plays, books, movies, 
operas and ballets are based on Romeo 
and Juliet.

Wikipedia



The ballet you’re going to see was 
created by Jean-Christophe Maillot, 
who is a famous ballet choreographer 
and director of the professional ballet 
company, Les Ballets de Monte Carlo 
in Monaco. He created the storyline 
(based on Shakespeare’s play) and the 
choreography, and worked with scenic, 
costume and lighting designers to 
create the production.

Les Ballets de Monte Carlo photo



There are some differences between Shakespeare’s story and Maillot’s ballet:

● The ballet starts with Friar Laurence and he appears in many scenes. He knows what’s 
going to happen but is powerless to stop the tragedy. He has two acolytes in the ballet - 
they represent the Friar’s inner conflict of wanting to act to stop the tragedy, but not 
being able to.

● There are no swords! The fighting between the Montagues and Capulets is more of a 
dance off, and also more hand-to-hand.

● Lady Capulet is the only authority figure - there’s no Lord Capulet or Montague parents.
● There is a puppet show in the ballet! It’s kind of a play within a play - the puppet show 

foretells the tragedy to come.  
● Romeo and Juliet commit suicide at the end of the ballet, but not in the same way as in 

Shakespeare’s story. 
● And of course there’s no speaking or words! The story in the ballet is told through 

movement.



THE CHOREOGRAPHY

The style of Maillot’s choreography in the 
ballet is a blend of classical and  
neo-classical. 

In classical ballet (left photo) there are 
very formalized steps, dancers use a 
very upright posture, and there are 
elaborate tutus and costumes. 

In neo-classical ballet (right) there are a 
lot of angular movements, positions that 
are off center and stretched as far as 
bodies will go! There are also moments 
that feel very grounded: Juliet wears 
pointe shoes, as in this photo, but also 
goes barefoot at the end of the ballet. 
Also! There are no tutus in this ballet!

Left: Alexandra Kochis; Photo 
by Rich Sofranko. Right: 
Pacific Northwest Ballet 
photo.



The choreography is  
fast-paced and high 
energy, with exciting 
movements, leaps and 
jumps. 

Les Ballets de Monte Carlo photo



It’s also very “human.” Maillot doesn’t want 
the dancers to look like they’re performing. He 
wants them to actually feel the emotion of 
what’s happening in the story and express it 
through their movements and choreography. 

Pacific Northwest Ballet photo



You can see that in the balcony scene, where the choreography expresses the joy 
and excitement of young love.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RC-NZbSvF0A&t=37


There are so many things to notice in 
the choreography! Watch how the 
dancers use their hands. Here is 
Maillot coaching dancers on hand 
movements. In the ballet hand 
movements help express the emotion 
of the characters - from love, to fear, to 
anger.

Pacific Northwest Ballet photo



The choreography also includes some techniques used in film and cinema. One is 
freeze-frame. A few times in the ballet Friar Laurence stops the action and all of the 
characters freeze in place. Friar Laurence seems to be trying to stop the tragedy that’s 
going to happen, but he realizes he can’t. Les Ballets de Monte Carlo photo



Slow motion is another cinematic technique in the choreography. It helps to 
emphasize the drama, shock, and violence of what’s going on in the story. This clip 
shows that some of the action is in slow motion when Tybalt kills Mercutio. What 
effect does that have on the scene? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQeVXMBPHHU&t=3952


THE MUSIC

The score for the ballet is by Sergei 
Prokofiev, a Russian composer, who 
lived from 1891 - 1953. He is one of the 
most important composers of the 20th 
century. He wrote ballets, operas, 
symphonies and film scores, as well as 
music for children. He composed 
Romeo and Juliet in the 1930s. 

The score is not just background music 
- it actually helps to tell the story of the 
ballet. 

Wikipedia



The music can help us identify and understand a character. Play about a minute of 
the link on the left - this is the music for Juliet. You can feel the warmth and 
lightness of Juliet’s spirit in the music. The link on the right is the music for 
Mercutio - play about 30 seconds. How would you describe his character based 
on this music?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iz2U_ioj-RE&t=15
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FO-v-BpZJA


This is the music for the Capulet’s ball - this some of the most famous music from 
the ballet. Play about 30 seconds of the music. What words would you use to 
describe it? Why do you think Prokofiev created music that sounds like this for the 
ball?  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z_hOR50u7ek&t=4


At Romeo and Juliet you will see and hear a live orchestra playing the score, led by 
Maestro Charles Barker, who is Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre’s Music Director and 
Principal Conductor. Charles Barker and PBT Orchestra; PBT photo.



SET DESIGN

The sets (also called scenic design) for the ballet are very plain and simple. It’s 
not meant to look like the actual places in Shakespeare’s play; it allows the 
audience (and the dancers) to imagine those places.  

Les Ballet de Monte Carlo photo



Les Ballets de Monte Carlo photo

One of the cool elements of the set 
design is the moveable ramp. A lot 
happens on the ramp! At the start of 
the ballet it’s low to the ground, and 
Romeo flirts with Rosaline on it. 

Then it rises, which you see 
in this picture, to become 
Juliet’s balcony. 

The ramp is also where Romeo kills Tybalt.



Another element of the set is the canvas panels, which you see on either side of 
the stage in this picture. They move around to create different places in the story - 
the street, the ballroom, Juliet’s bedroom, etc. When you see the panels move 
you know the scene is changing. 

PBT artists; Photo by Rich Sofranko



THE LIGHTING

Lighting is also used to help 
create the story’s different 
rooms and locations. It has 
a dramatic effect too, giving 
a certain feel to a particular 
scene. 

Here Juliet is in her 
bedroom with the Nurse. 
What kind of feeling does 
the lighting create here? 
What do the shadows look 
like? What time of day do 
you think it is?

Alexandra Kochis and PBT artist; Photo by Rich 
Sofranko



This Romeo and Juliet in 
the wedding scene. The 
pattern the lighting 
makes reminds us of a 
stained glass window in 
a church or cathedral.

Christopher Budzynski and Alexandra Kochis; Photo by 
Rich Sofranko



In this scene, Romeo 
has died, and Friar 
Laurence is sitting with 
Juliet before she wakes 
up. What feeling does 
the lighting give you in 
this photo?

Christopher Budzynski, Alexandra Kochis, Christopher Rendall-Jackson; Photo by Rich Sofranko



THE COSTUMES

The costumes for the ballet are very 
contemporary looking - not like the elaborate, 
historical costumes in some Romeo and Juliet 
movies or plays. The costumes are 
streamlined, like the set design.  

Friar Laurence wears a simple black vest and 
tights and a white shirt, with a clerical collar. 

Christopher Rendall-Jackson; Photo by Rich Sofranko



The colors of the costumes help the audience know who’s who: the Capulets 
wear black or dark costumes and the Montagues wear lighter colors.

Les Ballets de Monte Carlo photo



The costume designs sometimes 
echo the clothing style of 
Shakespeare’s time. This is Juliet’s 
dress for the ball - its neckline 
goes straight across her chest, 
which was a neckline popular in 
1590s England. Mercutio’s 
costume has the look of a suit of 
armor from the 1400s or 1500s. 
But these designs are much 
simpler than the clothing back 
then!

 
Alexandra Kochis and Kwang-Suk Choi;  Photo by Rich Sofranko



Costumes for ballet have to be 
made so that dancers can move 
freely in them! Designers use 
stretchy fabric, extra panels 
under the arms and seams that 
“give” to allow the dancers to 
perform the athletic movements 
of ballet. 

Julia Erickson and Alexandre Silva; Photo by Rich Sofranko



The ballet is a little over two hours long, with one intermission. We 
hope you enjoy it! 

Atlanta Ballet Photo


