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 The Russian Review, vol. 45, 1986, pp. 287-304

 Love for Three Operas:
 The Collaboration of Vsevolod Meyerhold

 and Sergei Prokofiev

 HARLOW ROBINSON

 Vsevolod Meyerhold, who studied music in his youth and briefly
 considered a musical career before choosing the theater, once said, "I
 consider my musical education the basis of my work as a director."1 An
 examination of his enormously influential theoretical and practical
 work-throughout his long career-gives us no reason to dispute that
 claim. Not only did Meyerhold attempt to develop a precise musical
 vocabulary for the productions he directed, involving the concepts of
 rhythm, meter, and even "harmonic" movement.2 Not only did he
 incorporate music into his productions in unusual and aggressive ways,
 sometimes matching the emotional mood and rhythm of the stage
 action, and sometimes contradicting it, in highly self-conscious counter-
 point;3 not only did he stage numerous operas-including Tristan and
 Isolde, Boris Godunov, Elektra, The Nightingale, Orpheus and Eurydice,
 and The Queen of Spades;4 in addition-and this, arguably, was
 Meyerhold's greatest contribution in the field of music-he worked
 closely with composers and musical figures, encouraging them to think
 in theatrical terms, inspiring them with his rigor, brilliance, and erudi-
 tion, proposing and developing projects. The list of composers who
 worked with Meyerhold at one time or another includes some of the
 most important Russian composers of the twentieth century: Prokofiev,
 Shostakovich, Asafiev, Gliere, Liadov, Glazunov, Gnesin, Shebalin.

 1 V. E. Meierkhol'd, Stat'i, pis'ma, rechi, besedy, vol. 2, Moscow, 1968, p. 503.
 2 "Acting is melody, directing is harmony. I discovered that not long ago, and I

 astonished myself, the definition was so exact .... Musical terminology helps us a great
 deal. I love it because it possesses an almost mathematical exactness." Paul Schmidt,
 ed. Meyerhold at Work, Austin, 1980, p. 154.

 3 A particularly striking example was his use of Beethoven in an eccentric interpreta-
 tion of Griboedov's "Woe from Wit" ("Gore ot uma"), retitled "Woe to Wit" ("Gore
 umu").

 4 Meyerhold began and ended his official career as an opera director. He worked at
 the Imperial Theaters for nearly ten years before the Russian Revolution, and his last
 job, in 1938-39, was at the Stanislavsky Musical Theater.
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 The Russian Review

 But sadly, Meyerhold's most cherished musical dream persistently
 eluded him: developing and staging a new Soviet opera that would
 embody his ideas on the relationship between music, narrative, and
 gesture, and prove the continuing viability of opera in the twentieth
 century.

 No composer enjoyed a longer, deeper or more tragically frustrat-
 ing artistic and personal relationship with Meyerhold than did Sergei
 Prokofiev. Their sporadic and ill-fated collaboration, which began in
 1916 and lasted until the very day of Meyerhold's arrest in June 1939,
 is a fascinating chapter in the careers of both artists. It provides a
 graphic illustration of how Russian music and culture evolved from the
 time of the Revolution until World War II, veering from an inter-
 disciplinary experimentation, wild at times, to the cautious and
 government-enforced conservatism of Socialist Realism.

 Three of Prokofiev's seven operas were influenced by his associa-
 tion with Meyerhold: The Gambler (particularly in its revised 1927-28
 version), Love for Three Oranges, and Semyon Kotko. Meyerhold spent
 years preparing these operas for production in the USSR-he worked
 especially hard to get The Gambler produced-but for reasons primarily
 political and bureaucratic, he was unable to bring a single one of them
 to the stage. When arrested, Meyerhold was in the midst of rehearsals
 for the premiere of Semyon Kotko. Nor was their collaboration limited
 exclusively to opera. Prokofiev also wrote the incidental music for
 Meyerhold's projected production of Pushkin's tragedy "Boris
 Godunov," similarly abandoned after several years of intensive
 preparation and rehearsals, between 1934 and 1936.5

 For nearly thirty years after Meyerhold's arrest and "disappear-
 ance," until the 1960s, information on all aspects of his career-
 including the purely dramatic-was scarce. When Meyerhold was
 mentioned, he was briefly dismissed as a pernicious influence. In his
 1957 biography of Prokofiev, which for many years (until the revised
 version appeared in 1973) remained the standard reference work and
 the starting point for Soviet research, Israel Nestyev made only fleeting
 reference to Meyerhold, minimizing and denigrating his contact with
 the composer.6 The first article on their collaboration, a brief and
 superficial survey by Alexander Fevralsky, appeared in a collection of
 articles on Prokofiev published in 1963. Describing the genesis of
 Semyon Kotko, Fevralsky concluded vaguely, "Meyerhold did not have
 the occasion to stage this opera .... Such were the artistic contacts

 5 See V. Gromov, "Zamysel postanovki," in Aleksandr Fevral'skii and L. D. Ven-
 drovskaia, eds., Tvorcheskoe nasledie V. E. Meierkhol'da, Moscow, 1978, pp. 353-401.

 6 Israel Nestyev, Prokofiev, tr. Florence Jonas, Stanford, 1960, p. 112.
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 between two remarkable masters of Soviet art."7
 In the huge volume of Materials, Documents, and Memoirs devoted

 to Prokofiev published in Moscow in 1961, Meyerhold's name gets only
 a single mention, in a footnote.8 That same volume includes an article
 by the director Serafima Birman, who took over the production of
 Semyon Kotko after Meyerhold's arrest. She, too, fails to mention
 Meyerhold, writing only that she was assigned to direct the opera "that
 had been begun by another director and left unfinished."9

 Only in the last fifteen years, when the rich and detailed
 correspondence between Meyerhold and Prokofiev began to be pub-
 lished in the USSR,10 has it become possible to grasp the full extent of
 the collaboration between the director and the composer. The publica-
 tion of Meyerhold's writings and speeches-a surprising number of
 which are devoted to or prominently mention Prokofiev-has provided
 further evidence of their special artistic and personal relationship.

 In her excellent survey article, "Meyerhold and Music," pub-
 lished more than forty years after Meyerhold's death, and nearly
 seventy years after the first meeting between Meyerhold and Prokofiev,
 Marina Sabinina belatedly laments, "Musicians of several generations
 have, unfortunately, heard almost nothing about the true nature of the
 role this director-innovator played in the fate of Soviet musical cul-
 ture."11 Amen.

 Prokofiev and Meyerhold first met in late 1916. By then, Meyer-
 hold was in his early forties, an experienced and controversial director
 with highly developed theoretical ideas about the role of music in all
 kinds of theatrical production. Indeed, as Edward Braun has written,
 "Perhaps more than anything else, it was the concept of 'musicality'
 that characterised Meyerhold's style and set him apart from every other
 stage-director of his time."12 This "musicality" was both literal and
 figurative: an important part of Meyerhold's theory of biomechanics
 was rhythm, finding a technical musical foundation for the movements
 of actors on stage and the movement of a whole production. Meyer-
 hold also used musical terminology to describe more exactly the pace,

 7 Aleksander Fevral'skii, "Prokof'ev i Meierkhol'd," in Nest'ev and Edel'man, eds.,
 Sergei Prokof'ev 1953-63. Stat'i i materialy, Moscow, 1962, p. 108.

 8 S. Shilfshtein, ed., S. S. Prokof'ev. Materialy, dokumenty, vospominaniia, Moscow,
 1961, p. 678.

 9 Shilfshtein, ed., S. S. Prokof'ev, p. 501.
 10 Prokof'ev, "Pis'ma k V. E. Meierkhol'du," in Muzykal'noe nasledstvo, vol. 2, part

 2, Moscow, 1968, pp. 214-231; and Korshunova and Sitkovetskaia, eds., Perepiska V. E.
 Meierkhol'da 1896-1939, Moscow, 1976.

 11 Marina Sabinina, "Meierkhol'd i muzyka," in Muzykal'nyi sovremennik, Moscow,
 1983, p. 143.

 12 Edward Braun, ed., The Theatre of Meyerhold: Revolution on the Modern Stage, Lon-
 don, 1979, p. 222.
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 movement and gestures of any staged work, and even referred to his
 schema for a production as a "partitura" (score). "Acting is melody,
 directing is harmony," he said.

 When I discovered that not long ago, I was astonished that the definition
 was so exact .... Musical terminology helps us a great deal. I love it
 because it possesses an almost mathematical exactness .... I understood
 what the art of the stage director was when I learned to provide harmony
 for the melodic line of the performance-which is what acting is.13

 Meyerhold's use of music has attracted the attention of many
 scholars and critics, although they have concerned themselves almost
 exclusively with his use of music in spoken drama. Opera also played a
 central role in Meyerhold's career, however; between 1908 and 1918-
 just before he encountered Prokofiev-he was a staff director for the
 Imperial Theaters in St. Petersburg, and staged eight operas, both Rus-
 sian and European. He attacked opera with the same intellectual zeal
 he brought to bear on drama. Believing that unimaginative hyper-
 realism had come to dominate the practice of operatic staging and to
 undermine the essential link between the music (its meter, tempo,
 rhythm, timbre, harmonic structure) and the dramatic action, Meyer-
 hold set about to refresh the atmosphere. Like an archaeologist, he
 dug down through the layers of dramatic cliches that had been piled
 over the years onto the triangular foundation of music, text, and action.

 Operatic performers made their biggest mistake, Meyerhold main-
 tained, in deriving their acting style from the libretto rather than from
 the score. Since opera libretti, particularly in the Italian verismo tradi-
 tion of the late nineteenth century, attempted to be "realistic," a fatal
 contradiction resulted between the performers' attempts to achieve a
 realistic acting style and the profoundly stylized medium in which they
 were operating. People, after all, do not sing in everyday life. Meyer-
 hold felt that the hyper-realistic operatic staging practice of his time
 served only to make audiences more aware of the improbability of the
 genre.

 In a famous essay on his staging of Tristan und Isolde in 1909,
 Meyerhold called for a new approach. "Music drama must be per-
 formed in such a way that the spectator never thinks to question why
 the actors are singing and not speaking," he wrote.14 Instead of turning
 to cliched "realistic" theatrical gestures (wringing of hands and clutch-
 ing of bosoms), Meyerhold advised opera singers to use stylized
 movement-pantomime and dance-that would coincide with and visu-
 ally express the inherent dynamic of the music.

 13 Meyerhold, "Meyerhold and Music," Meyerhold at Work, p. 154.
 14 Meyerhold, "Tristan und Isolde," in Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold, p. 82.
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 Apart from the agility that transforms an opera singer's movements into
 those of a dancer, another quality distinguishes him from the actor in the
 dramatic theatre. If the latter wishes to convey to the audience the pain
 that a memory causes him, he has to suggest it by means of mime. In
 music drama, the music has the power to suggest this pain. Therefore,
 the operatic artist must observe the principle of economy of gesture,
 because he need employ gestures only to supply what is missing from the
 musical score, or to complete what has been only half-said by the orches-
 tra. 15

 In other words, the operatic actor-singer should never obstruct the
 inherent dramatic action of the operatic score, but serve as its
 messenger. The acting style should emerge from the music, not from
 the "story." Meyerhold always tried to find his "dramatic solutions in
 the score" -not in the libretto.16

 When he met Meyerhold in October 1916, seven years after the
 director's production of Tristan und Isolde, Prokofiev was just beginning
 his career as an operatic composer. Twenty-five years old, only recently
 graduated from the Petersburg Conservatory, Prokofiev was in the pro-
 cess of writing the full score of his first full-length opera, The Gambler,
 based on Dostoevsky's short novel of the same name. The opera had
 been commissioned from Prokofiev by Albert Coates, conductor at the
 Imperial Mariinsky Opera House, who was promising a production as
 soon as the score was finished.

 Despite strong criticism from some of the more conservative
 members of the Mariinsky repertoire committee (including Glazunov
 and Cui), The Gambler was eventually approved for production in the
 1916-17 season. But the original director (Nikolai Bogoliubov) and
 some members of the cast found it too unconventional and unsingable,
 and obstructed the progress of the rehearsals that began on October 21,
 1916. Meyerhold, at the time a director at the Mariinsky, took an
 immediate interest in The Gambler, however, which he had heard in an
 informal run-through in Coates' apartment in late 1916. (Apparently
 this was also the first time that he met the young Prokofiev.) So great
 was Meyerhold's admiration for The Gambler and so strong his faith in
 Prokofiev's ability to inject new life into the Russian operatic tradition,
 that he volunteered to take over the project from Bogoliubov.
 Alexander Golovin, Meyerhold's favorite designer, was to be his colla-
 borator. But even Meyerhold, it seems, was unable to overcome the
 resistance of the cast, further complicated by the chaos in all areas of
 cultural life following the February Revolution. By the spring of 1917,
 Meyerhold had abandoned his hopes for a full staged production,

 5 Meyerhold, "Tristan und Isolde," in Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold, p. 86.
 16 Sabinina, "Meierkhol'd i muzyka," p. 147.
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 although he was still planning a concert performance of The Gambler
 with backdrops. In May, however, the opera was eliminated from
 Mariinsky repertoire plans, due to insurmountable organizational, politi-
 cal, and artistic problems.

 Meyerhold stubbornly refused to give up on The Gambler for
 many years afterwards. Obviously, he was attracted by the potential of
 putting his ideas on operatic staging into total and immediate practice:
 he would have the unusual opportunity of working with a living com-
 poser on a work in progress. He would not have to guess at a dead
 composer's intentions or research them; it would be possible to
 integrate the score, characterizations, and acting style more completely
 than ever before. He hoped to develop a close working relationship
 with Prokofiev, conferring on all aspects of the production.

 Even at this early stage of their association, Meyerhold and
 Prokofiev already shared one strong point of aesthetic contact: admira-
 tion for the Dargomyzhsky-Mussorgsky tradition in Russian opera.
 Both Dargomyzhsky and Mussorgsky had placed great emphasis on the
 natural musical rhythm and intonation of words, and had avoided con-
 ventionally poetic (and rhyming) libretti. Meyerhold was very familiar
 with their work, having directed Mussorgsky's Boris Godunov and
 Dargomyzhsky's Stone Guest at the Mariinsky. Even more important,
 on February 24, 1917-in the midst of his work with Prokofiev on stag-
 ing The Gambler-Meyerhold directed a production of Mussorgsky's
 one-act opera Marriage, based on a play by Nikolai Gogol, in the Hall
 of the Petrovskii College in Petrograd. What Meyerhold admired in
 Marriage, composed in 1868 as an experiment, was Mussorgsky's
 remarkable fidelity to Gogol's text, and his attempt to find a dramati-
 cally viable operatic style. In Marriage (which immediately preceded
 his work on Boris Godunov), Mussorgsky sought to render the exact
 intonations of Gogol's idiosyncratic language, catching-in a sort of
 semi-melodic recitative-subtle nuances of character. Completely
 rejected were traditional set-pieces-arias, duets, ensembles-that
 would halt the flow of the action. Instead, Mussorgsky groped towards
 a kind of continuous musical conversation, a musical embodiment (not
 just illustration) of Gogol's unchanged text.

 Even before meeting Meyerhold, Prokofiev was very familiar with
 Mussorgsky's operas (including Marriage), and had consciously incor-
 porated Mussorgskian techniques in his first version of The Gambler.
 The composer had made this desire explicit in an interview given in
 May 1916:

 The orchestration will be transparent, so that each word is audible, which
 is especially desirable in view of the incomparable Dostoevsky text. I
 feel that the convention of writing operas on rhymed texts is a
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 completely absurd convention. In this case, Dostoevsky's prose is
 clearer, more sharp and more convincing than any verse ....17

 It seems safe to conclude, then, that Prokofiev's early interest in
 Mussorgsky's operatic techniques and his natural predisposition towards
 a "Mussorgskian" solution to the problem of setting a text to music
 were solidified and strengthened in his contacts with Meyerhold in
 1916-17.

 Ten years later (in 1927-28), Prokofiev and Meyerhold would
 return to The Gambler, substantially revising it; Meyerhold's influence
 on this revised version was much greater than his influence on the orig-
 inal version, which was virtually completed by the time he met the
 composer. Before they collaborated on that revision, however, Meyer-
 hold and Prokofiev moved for a long time in different directions. After
 the Revolution, Meyerhold remained in Russia, but Prokofiev went
 abroad-first to America, and then to Paris. He would return to the
 USSR only in early 1927, and for a brief visit. Only much later, in
 1936, when Meyerhold's career was already coming to its tragically
 premature end, would Prokofiev make a permanent move back home to
 Russia.

 But even parted from the composer, Meyerhold continued to
 exert an influence on him. Just before Prokofiev left Russia in May
 1918, bound across Siberia to America, Meyerhold gave him a copy of
 a Russian journal called Love for Three Oranges. The journal, devoted
 to theatrical history and theory-particularly the history of the Italian
 commedia dell'arte-had been published by Meyerhold and some friends
 for several years beginning in 1914. The journal's title was taken from
 the title of a commedia dell'arte adaptation-"L'Amore delle tre
 melarancie" --written by the eighteenth century Italian playwright Carlo
 Gozzi and first produced in Venice in 1761. In the first issue of his
 journal, Meyerhold had published a Russian adaptation of Gozzi's fiaba
 ("Liubov' k trem apel'sinam") that he had written with K. A. Vogak
 and V. V. Soloviev.

 "Giving him [Prokofiev] the journal," Meyerhold recalled later,
 "I tried to convince him to write an opera on the text of our 'Love for
 Three Oranges.' 'I'll read it on the ocean liner,' he replied."18
 Prokofiev kept his promise, as he recalled in his autobiography. "With
 its mixture of fairy tale, jokes, and satire the piece greatly appealed to

 17 "S. S. Prokof'ev ob opere Igrok Dva zabytykh interv'iu," in Nest'ev and
 Edel'man's Sergei Prokof'ev 1953-63, pp. 297-298. Mussorgsky's influence is strengthened
 in the opera's second version, as Boris Asafiev noted in a letter to Meyerhold in 1928:
 "I'll bring the (reworked) piano score of The Gambler. The music is wonderful. Straight
 out of Marriage." (Perepiska Meierkhol'da, p. 276.)

 18 Perepiska Meierkhol'da, p. 388
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 me, and I even planned something out in the course of my long jour-
 ney."19 Arriving in America in the fall of 1918, Prokofiev was eager to
 achieve a success in an American opera house. Cleofante Campanini,
 director of the Chicago Opera, was interested in staging The Gambler,
 but the orchestral parts were in Petrograd. So Prokofiev suggested
 "Oranges," and Campanini responded with enormous enthusiasm.
 Originally scheduled for the 1919-20 season, but postponed because of
 Campanini's sudden death and resulting contractual problems,
 Prokofiev's Love for Three Oranges-destined to become his most
 famous opera-had its world premiere in Chicago in December 1921.

 Meyerhold's fascination with the history, tradition, and techniques
 of the commedia dell'arte is well-known and extensively documented.
 He had staged numerous exercises in this style earlier in his career,
 including Alexander Blok's symbolist drama "The Puppet Show"
 (1906) and Arthur Schnitzler's "The Veil of Pierrette," retitled as
 "Columbine's Scarf" (1910). As Braun has noted, "Behind the fami-
 liar masks and knockabout tricks of the commedia dell'arte he [Meyer-
 hold] discovered a fund of theatrical wisdom and drew on it to create a
 style which in its essentials remained unaltered for the rest of his
 creative life."20

 Meyerhold undertook an adaptation of "L'Amore delle tre
 melarancie" in order to update Gozzi's satirical criticism of outmoded
 dramatic cliches, and to demonstrate the continued viability of com-
 media techniques in the contemporary theater. Suggesting "Oranges"
 to Prokofiev, Meyerhold was hoping to explore the intriguing possibili-
 ties of commedia techniques as applied to opera. These possibilities had
 intrigued him for some time; he had first suggested "Love for Three
 Oranges" as an operatic subject to Richard Strauss in 1913. The
 greatest challenge to the application of commedia techniques to opera,
 of course, was that the possibility for improvisation-so central to the
 practice of the commedia dell'arte-was severely limited. Opera, as
 Meyerhold himself insisted, emerged first and foremost from the musi-
 cal score, which could not be spontaneously altered.

 Since Meyerhold and Prokofiev were now separated by thousands
 of miles (they would see each other again only in 1926, in Paris),
 Meyerhold was unfortunately unable to help Prokofiev make an opera
 out of his "Oranges." Prokofiev wrote the libretto himself, closely fol-
 lowing Meyerhold's adaptation; it does not appear that he consulted the
 original Gozzi fiaba.

 The changes Prokofiev did make in Meyerhold's adaptation were
 primarily motivated by vocal considerations and do not alter the basic

 19 Prokof'ev, Materialy, dokumenty, vospominaniia, p. 164.
 20 Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold, p. 107.
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 dramatic conception. Prokofiev expanded the role of the commentators
 added to the Gozzi original by Meyerhold: the Three Eccentrics, the
 Jesters in the Towers, the Extras in the Towers, the Everyday Comedi-
 ans, and the Pure Tragedians. In the opera, they function as a kind of
 chorus, appearing periodically from two towers at either edge of the
 stage to manipulate or comment upon the action. Their role is similar
 to the Author's in Blok's "The Puppet Show": to remind the audience
 of the pure theatricality ("teatral'nost' ") of the piece.

 In other ways, Prokofiev streamlined the action. The long and
 wordy "interlude" of Meyerhold's adaptation, where various kinds of
 drama are investigated and parodied, was cut, and the incident of the
 discovery of the oranges was simplified. In Gozzi, and in Meyerhold,
 the prince must pacify four different guards-"a rusted iron gate, a
 famished dog, a well-rope rotten with damp, and a baker's wife, who,
 having no broom, was forced to sweep the oven out with her own
 tits"21 -to get to the oranges. In the opera, Prokofiev makes the guar-
 dian of the oranges an amusing drag role: a "cook" with a deep bass
 voice, a huge soup spoon, and a fatal passion for a magic ribbon
 belonging to the prince's companion.

 In their work on The Gambler, Meyerhold had encouraged
 Prokofiev to avoid traditional operatic forms-aria, ensemble, duets-
 that would hold up the dramatic flow. In Oranges, however, despite the
 unconventional source, Prokofiev made greater use of conventional
 operatic moments. "Taking American taste into consideration," he
 wrote some years later, "I chose a more simple musical language than
 in The Gambler, and the work went easily."22 Unlike The Gambler,
 Oranges contains numerous detachable "pieces": the celebrated March,
 the refrain of the princesses as they emerge from their respective
 oranges, the orchestral interlude music after Scenes 1 and 2 of Act III.
 Similarly, Prokofiev did not so slavishly follow the contours of the
 libretto text, as he had-inspired by the example of Mussorgsky-in
 The Gambler.

 Although Meyerhold had originally published "Three Oranges"
 largely as an ideological manifesto attacking the theatrical status quo,
 Prokofiev denied any political intentions in his second full-length opera.
 When reviewers wondered in print what was the object of the opera's
 satire, the composer claimed ignorance.

 The comments of some of the reviewers were very sensible, others
 wanted to know whom I was laughing at: the audience, Gozzi, the

 21 Translated in Carlo Gozzi, The Memoirs of Count Carlo Gozzi, John Addington
 Symonds, ed., London, 1890, vol. 1, p. 131.

 22 Prokof'ev, Materialy, dokumenty, vospominaniia, pp. 164-165.
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 operatic form or at those who had no sense of humor. They found in
 Oranges mockery, challenge, grotesque, and what not, but all I had been
 trying to do was to write an amusing opera.23

 If Meyerhold had been able to work with Prokofiev as he was
 composing Oranges, it might have turned out quite differently. As it
 was, Meyerhold saw the opera for the first time only when it was staged
 in the USSR: in Leningrad in 1926 and in Moscow at the Bolshoi in
 1927. Meyerhold was particularly disappointed by the lavish Bolshoi
 production, which made no attempt to update the theatrical argumenta-
 tion that was to him the essence of the piece. If he had ever directed
 it, Meyerhold would surely have made Oranges as ideologically topical
 as possible, using the opera to illustrate the ongoing battle between
 different kinds of socialist drama. But even if Meyerhold's influence
 on Prokofiev's Love for Three Oranges was inconsistent and limited by
 circumstances, several features of the opera as it is produced today still
 reveal a strong Meyerholdian influence: the conscious, at times exag-
 gerated, rejection of operatic "realism"; an attempt to enrich operatic
 acting style with mime and improvisational techniques; and the expres-
 sion of humor and emotion through the grotesque.

 These same features also figure prominently in the next
 Meyerhold-Prokofiev project: the revision of The Gambler. Meyerhold
 had never lost his enthusiasm for their first collaboration; throughout
 the early 1920s, he had continued to praise The Gambler to his Soviet
 colleagues as a truly "revolutionary" opera. In a speech on the role of
 music in staging, given January 1, 1925, almost seven years after
 Prokofiev had left Russia, Meyerhold spoke at length about The Gam-
 bler, defending it as a misunderstood masterpiece that continued the
 work of the great operatic reformers Gluck and Wagner:

 Prokofiev went further than Gluck [in The Gambler], he went further
 than Wagner-significantly further. He completely excluded arias, he
 eliminated Wagner's charming, endless melodies. There is no sweetness.
 Instead, he forces the characters to float constantly in amazing recitative,
 which precludes any resemblance whatsoever to opera as it had existed
 heretofore. It is some new form of drama, and the text, which should be
 delivered by actors, isn't even in versified form. It is prose. It is a con-
 tinuation of what Mussorgsky did .... What Prokofiev does in The Gam-
 bler is the sort of free recitative that demands a dramatic actor. There is

 music; the singer must know how to read music, and have a well-placed
 voice, and be able to sing, but at the same time it's impossible to say that
 this is an opera. It's impossible to say that opera singers should be in it,
 for any ordinary singer with his bel canto will fail .... Why do I say all

 23 Prokof'ev, Materialy, dokumenty, vospominaniia, p. 177.
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 this? Here's why. Because I am convinced that after Aida, The Queen of
 Spades, Eugene Onegin, finally begin to fall into the abyss-simply
 because if these operas are performed 200,000 times, then all of man-
 kind shall have heard them, and if everybody on earth hears Eugene One-
 gin, then sometime it will all end, it will be boring to hear-then the
 question-What about opera?-will arise. And then, it seems to me-I
 am deeply convinced of it-some new Wagner will appear-maybe his
 name will be Prokofiev, I don't know-who will throw out the operatic
 theater as such, and a new kind of opera will appear .... We stand on the
 eve of a reform.24

 Such extravagant praise from Moscow must have sounded irresis-
 tibly sweet to Prokofiev, enmired in difficulties in Paris, where he had
 been living since 1923. Since he had last seen Meyerhold, he had writ-
 ten most of another huge opera, The Fiery Angel, but had been unable
 to interest anyone in staging it. His relations with Sergei Diaghilev, his
 most important Paris sponsor, were unpredictable, and Sergei Koussev-
 itsky had moved to Boston. Prokofiev felt overshadowed by Stravinsky
 and to some extent unappreciated by European critics and audiences.
 Even more significant, Prokofiev continued to believe in the viability of
 opera and to seek recognition as an operatic composer-despite the fact
 that Diaghilev and Stravinsky considered opera an exhausted form and
 advised him not to waste time on it. Thus, Meyerhold's words of
 encouragement in May 1926, when he came to visit Paris, fell on fertile
 soil. Meyerhold said what Prokofiev wanted desperately to hear.

 In 1927, Prokofiev returned to Russia for the first time since
 1918. Everywhere he went, playing and conducting his own music, he
 was greeted with the sort of enthusiasm he had never received in the
 West. He also spent many hours with Meyerhold, who continued to
 urge him to revise The Gambler (which had never been staged), and
 who promised to arrange for a Soviet production. By September 1927,
 Meyerhold had managed to sign a contract with the Mariinsky for a
 production of the revised Gambler during the 1928-29 season. In 1928,
 Prokofiev devoted several months to rewriting the opera, after exten-
 sive consultations with Meyerhold, who spent five months in Europe
 that year. So excited was Meyerhold about The Gambler that he made
 trips to casinos in Monte Carlo, Vichy, and Nice to observe gamblers in
 their natural setting. Meyerhold also researched Dostoevsky's disas-
 trous gambling career, recommending sources to Prokofiev.

 Their work on The Gambler unfortunately coincided, however,
 with an intensive anti-Prokofiev campaign in Soviet musical circles. It
 was led by the militantly anti-Western Russian Association of
 Proletarian Musicians (RAPM), which was sabotaging every proposed

 24 Meierkhol'd, Stat'i, pis'ma, rechi, besedy, vol. 2, p. 70.

 297

This content downloaded from 188.146.188.205 on Sun, 15 Mar 2020 13:36:59 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 The Russian Review

 performance of Prokofiev's dramatic music. In the end, the opposition
 of RAPM and problems with obtaining the orchestra parts from Europe
 forced the cancellation once again of The Gambler, which would make it
 to the stage in the USSR only many years later. Instead, the opera
 received its world premiere, in a version revised with Meyerhold's help,
 in Brussels in April 1929. This revised version of The Gambler is the
 standard performance version.

 Even a superficial comparison of the two versions demonstrates
 just how significant was Meyerhold's role in the rewriting. Not surpris-
 ingly, the changes serve to define and clarify the dramatic development,
 affecting the libretto and characterizations more than the music,
 although there are important changes in the treatment of the music, as
 well. What musical changes are made originate in dramatic concerns: to
 intensify and sustain the arc of dramatic tension (particularly in the
 extended scene of Aleksei's gambling in Act IV), to outline characters
 more precisely through the detail of their vocal lines, and to use instru-
 mental interludes more effectively as a reflection of the characters'
 emotions. Changes in the General's vocal part, for example, give his
 appeals for the attentions of the unfaithful and gold-digging Blanche
 much greater emotional resonance. Instead of the original "neutral"
 sustained half or quarter note values, he sings in the revised version in
 rising and falling triplets and eighths, whining and plaintive.

 In the same way, changes in the libretto are in the direction of
 greater detail and caricature, as a comparison of the two versions of the
 Marquis' warning to Aleksei in Act II reveals:

 Original version Revised version

 Marquis. If that's the way Marquis. Fine! Wonderful.
 it is, if requests have no Wonderful. If that's the way
 influence on you, then it is ... Wonderful. If
 measures will have to be that's the way it is, if
 taken. requests have no influence

 on you ... Wonderful. If
 requests have no influence
 on you, then measures
 will have to be taken.

 Meyerhold also felt that each character in the large cast had to be
 made more dramatically and musically definite. To this end, he added a
 brief "sketch of the characters" to precede the score, as an aid to the
 director, conductor, and performers. The descriptions provided in the
 "sketch" were taken almost verbatim from the Dostoevsky novel on
 which the opera was based. Meyerhold encouraged Prokofiev to return
 to the novel to clarify his vision of the opera, just as later, when he
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 directed Tchaikovsky's "gambling opera" The Queen of Spades, he
 returned to the original Pushkin story on which it was based.25

 Most radically altered was the gambling scene in Act IV. In the
 original version, the other gamblers who witness Aleksei's fabulous
 luck-it is primarily through their eyes, and not through Aleksei's, that
 we actually follow the progress of his winnings-were identified simply
 as the "first," "second," and "third gamblers," and the "first" and
 "second Englishmen." In the revision, the first gambler becomes the
 "proud gambler," the second gambler the "unsuccessful gambler," the
 third gambler becomes the "old gambler," the first Englishman
 becomes the "fat Englishman" and the second Englishman becomes
 the "tall Englishman." Two more gambler-witnesses are also added:
 the "pale lady" and the "colorful lady."26

 Not only does the revision provide more distinct portraits of the
 characters, it also provides more specific stage directions that describe
 precisely what physical movement should proceed on stage at any given
 musical moment. Mime figures prominently in these stage directions,
 as it did in Meyerhold's celebrated production of Gogol's "The
 Government Inspector," which he had directed in 1926, just as he was
 beginning to work with Prokofiev on the revision of The Gambler.
 Indeed, Meyerhold's work on "The Government Inspector" appears to
 have influenced his approach to The Gambler in a general way, giving
 the opera a more noticeably satirical edge, certain features of the
 grotesque, and a more consistently stylized atmosphere. This styliza-
 tion is particularly obvious in the roles of the negative characters, such
 as the General and the Marquis, who are strongly reminiscent of the
 foolish citizens of "The Government Inspector."

 Prokofiev was pleased with the revision of The Gambler, although
 he was deeply disappointed that Meyerhold did not have the opportun-
 ity to direct the premiere. After seeing the Brussels production for a
 second time in late 1929, he wrote to Meyerhold that the director there
 "did only a quarter of what should have been done, and The Gambler is
 still awaiting a real production-yours."27

 Even after the projected Soviet production failed to materialize,
 Meyerhold continued to defend The Gambler and Prokofiev's music in
 general. In the autumn of 1929, when Prokofiev's ballet Le Pas d'acier

 25 Meyerhold directed a production of The Queen of Spades at the Malyi Theater in
 Leningrad. The premiere took place on January 24, 1935.

 26 Textual examples come from a comparison of the original manuscript scores of the
 1916-17 and the 1927-28 editions, courtesy of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers, Ltd.,
 London.

 27 Prokof'ev, "Pis'ma k V. E. Meierkhol'du," p. 222.
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 (CmacuHou cKoK) 28 came under strong attack from RAPM, Meyerhold
 defended his old friend and collaborator, even justifying his right to live
 abroad. "Due to various circumstances," he explained, "Prokofiev
 lives not in Moscow but in Paris .... But it does not follow from this

 that Prokofiev is not one of us. Living in Paris, he can maintain con-
 tact with us, he can build ... because inside himself, he is with us."29
 When Prokofiev came to Russia for another brief tour in November
 1929, Meyerhold gave an introductory speech at one of his concerts.
 "Prokofiev is doing our work in the West," he said. "He is our musi-
 cal advance post .... Prokofiev is in the full flowering of his abilities.
 We will rejoice in his life-affirming and brave music, which fills us with
 strength as we fight on the construction front, struggling with the class
 enemy."30 Meyerhold even suggested a staging of the highly controver-
 sial (in the USSR) Le Pas d'acier, but theaters did not seriously con-
 sider the proposal. He also wrote to many theater managers suggesting
 productions of The Gambler, but without success.

 Apparently undaunted by their remarkably bad luck, Meyerhold
 and Prokofiev began work on a new collaboration in 1934. This time,
 Prokofiev wrote music to order for Meyerhold's production of
 Pushkin's tragedy "Boris Godunov," to be staged in 1937, the 100th
 anniversary of the poet's death. Their working procedure was consider-
 ably different this time, since Prokofiev was writing to Meyerhold's
 very specific instructions, and it was not a score, but Pushkin's poetry,
 which provided the dramatic framework. Characteristically, Meyerhold
 asked Prokofiev to use musical instruments of the period of Boris'
 reign-alarum bells, drums, hunting horns-to create a more genuine
 and emotionally evocative atmosphere.

 Meyerhold felt that the many productions of Mussorgsky's opera
 Boris Godunov had misrepresented and romanticized Pushkin's artistic
 intentions, particularly his view of the crude everyday life of Boris'
 court. Life in 1600 was not calm and stately, but brutal and Tatar-like,
 and Meyerhold wanted Prokofiev to reflect this brutality and darkness
 in his music. "I am proceeding from his Scythian Suite," Meyerhold is
 reported to have said. "Only a 'Scythian' orchestra can provide the
 couleur locale, the appropriate atmosphere for this time and place."31 In
 the music, as in all aspects of the production, the director attempted to
 return to authentic historical sources, peeling away the layers of roman-
 tic cliches that had been piled onto Pushkin, and particularly onto
 "Boris Godunov," over the years.

 28 Written for Diaghilev and his Ballets Russes, the ballet attempted to portray the
 construction of the new Soviet Communist society. It received its premiere on June 7,
 1927, in Paris.

 29 Meierkhol'd, Stat'i, pis'ma, rechi, besedy, vol. 2, p. 187.
 30 Meierkhol'd, Stat'i, pis'ma, rechi, besedy, vol. 2, p. 496.
 31 Gromov, "Zamysel postanovki," p. 354.
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 In a letter to Prokofiev, Meyerhold described in detail the music
 that he wanted for each scene, specifying duration of each short
 number, plus its rhythm, volume, and occasionally even the instrumen-
 tation he thought appropriate. Written in August-September 1936, this
 letter is the most important document in reconstructing and envisioning
 the production, which never officially opened. Meyerhold's instructions
 were pasted into a copy of the play from which Prokofiev worked while
 composing. By mid-November 1936, Prokofiev had written all the
 musical numbers that Meyerhold had requested and played them
 through for the director and members of his company, who were very
 pleased with what the composer had created. Prokofiev went on to
 orchestrate more than half of the 24 "numbers" before it became obvi-

 ous that the production would never reach the stage. Indeed, he was
 the only participant in Meyerhold's ill-fated "Boris Godunov" to com-
 plete his contribution.

 Why the production was abandoned in January 1937, when many
 scenes were nearly ready and more than two years of intense work had
 already been devoted to the project, is not entirely clear, but the causes
 seem to have been both political and artistic. It is possible that Meyer-
 hold was hoping to stage "Boris" in his new, much larger, theater
 currently under construction, and therefore halted rehearsals until they
 could resume there. Nineteen hundred thirty-seven was also the twen-
 tieth anniversary of the October Revolution, and all theatrical directors
 were under strong pressure to stage topical plays about Soviet life by
 loyal contemporary playwrights. The complicated historical resonance
 of "Boris Godunov" and the production's implicit denunciation of
 tyranny of the sort exercised by Stalin may also have played a role in
 the cancellation.

 Prokofiev did learn a great deal while working on "Boris
 Godunov"; it was the first time he and Meyerhold had been able to
 work together on stage and in rehearsal. As a result, Prokofiev refined
 his ability to write to order, to embody a visual and dramatic moment
 in a small musical fragment, and to find a contemporary musical
 language that still expressed the atmosphere of an epoch far distant in
 history. These lessons were put to good use soon afterwards, most not-
 ably in his film work with Sergei Eisenstein, a former pupil of
 Meyerhold's, on Alexander Nevsky (1938) and Ivan the Terrible (1942-
 45). In a sense, what Prokofiev and Eisenstein both learned from
 Meyerhold finally came to brilliant fruition in these films. Almost
 exactly one year after the last rehearsal of "Boris Godunov,"
 Meyerhold's theater was closed down. His old teacher and sometime
 rival Konstantin Stanislavsky came to his aid, inviting him to direct
 opera at the Stanislavsky Musical Theater. When Stanislavsky died a
 few months later, in August of 1938, the opera house was suddenly left
 in Meyerhold's hands. Theater, not opera, was his first love, but
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 Meyerhold plunged into the new job with his usual commitment and
 enthusiasm, hoping to convince Prokofiev, Shostakovich, and other
 prominent Soviet composers to write new work for him to direct.
 Prokofiev, still naive and eager to succeed as a composer of Soviet
 opera, set to work on his fourth opera, anticipating that Meyerhold
 would direct it. He chose a "safe" Soviet subject, Valentin Kataev's
 novel I Am a Son of the Working People, and began working with
 Kataev on the libretto in the summer of 1938.

 Accounts of this last period of Meyerhold's life are sketchy, and
 there is no documented account of his collaboration with Prokofiev on

 Semyon Kotko (Prokofiev titled the opera after the novel's peasant
 hero). It does seem clear, however, that Meyerhold had much less
 impact on the composition of this opera than on The Gambler or even
 Love for Three Oranges. For one thing, Meyerhold was competing with
 Kataev for the composer's ear. Kataev's ideas about opera, moreover,
 could not have been more diametrically opposed to Meyerhold's-or to
 what Prokofiev's used to be. The author envisioned something "in the
 style of Carmen, or Verdi, something that could play everywhere," with
 lots of arias, folk songs, and choruses. He was dismayed when
 Prokofiev informed him that there "won't be any arias, there won't be
 any verses-your prose text as it stands will be entirely satisfactory."32
 In the end, though, Prokofiev modified this initial stance, and the opera
 became something of an uneasy compromise between Kataev's conven-
 tional socialist realist views and Meyerhold's stylized techniques.

 Since Meyerhold was arrested in mid-June 1939, while preparing
 Semyon Kotko, and died the following year, we will never know how he
 would have staged the opera.33 Traces of Meyerholdian influence
 remain in Semyon Kotko, however; most obviously, Prokofiev's decision
 to use Kataev's prose "as it stands" conformed to Meyerhold's own
 belief (propounded earlier by Mussorgsky and Dargomyzhsky) that a
 libretto should strive above all for dramatic truth. Secondly, Prokofiev
 made clear in an article he wrote for Semyon Kotko's premiere that he
 intentionally avoided adding static moments, for the insertion of arias
 or ensembles, to Kataev's novel. Meyerhold would have been proud to
 read these lines:

 When a listener goes to a concert, his aim is to listen to music. If he
 goes to an opera, he wants not only to listen, but also to look at what is
 happening on stage. Therefore it is important that the action on stage
 move forward-that's why it is called action. Static moments on stage

 32 From an interview with Kataev at Peredelkino, February 13, 1980.
 33 Prokofiev's son Oleg claims that Meyerhold was arrested one week before his father

 finished the piano score. (Oleg Prokofiev, "Papers from the Attic: My Father, His Music
 and I," in Yale Literary Magazine, vol. 148, no. 2, p. 25.)
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 are extremely dangerous: the music could be wonderful, but the specta-
 tor is bored, for his eyes have nothing to look at. While composing my
 opera, I took special care over what was happening on stage, so that the
 dramatic action wouldn't diminish for a single moment.34

 Thirdly, in order to achieve this sense of constant movement,
 Prokofiev divided the five acts into 48 short episodes ("stseny"), each
 lasting only a few minutes. Meyerhold always strove to break large
 dramatic units (acts, scenes) into smaller, more flexible and dynamic
 pieces, and had encouraged Prokofiev to think this way when they
 revised The Gambler. Finally, the grotesque, so important to
 Meyerhold's dramatic vocabulary, also reappears in Semyon Kotko in
 the characters of the German military villains and the wealthy, anti-
 Bolshevik Ukrainian peasants. Here, however, the grotesque acquires
 literally political (even agit-prop) overtones.

 And yet Meyerhold's influence on Semyon Kotko was incomplete
 and diluted. Soviet operatic practice of the time led Prokofiev to pro-
 vide "realistic" characters with whom the audience could identify-in
 direct opposition to Meyerhold's conviction that opera should avoid
 realism. Similarly, Soviet operatic composers were expected in the late
 1930s to include pleasant detachable "songs" in their works, preferably
 songs based on folk melodies recognizable to a wide public. It mattered
 little if the songs interrupted the action. Indeed, by 1939, Soviet
 operatic theory had moved decisively away from Meyerhold's stylized,
 anti-realistic position to a profoundly conservative and traditional stance
 that viewed operatic composers like Puccini and Verdi, those whom
 Meyerhold most disliked, as models to be emulated. Soviet operatic
 performers returned resolutely to the "stand-and-sing" school that
 almost totally disregarded dramatic values.

 These same developments also affected the three operas Prokofiev
 completed after Meyerhold's arrest and death: Betrothal in a Monastery,
 War and Peace, and Story of a Real Man. There, as in Semyon Kotko,
 Prokofiev inserted arias and ensembles that halt the dramatic action,
 added "libretto verse" to the prose of the literary sources, and
 attempted to reproduce "reality" in characterization, plot, and setting.
 Stylization gave way to literalism, "musical prose" to operatic poetry.
 Meyerhold's influence continued to surface, however, sometimes
 incongruously, for example in the dramatic vignettes of the "Moscow
 Street" scene in War and Peace or in the grotesque (but now purely
 comic) caricatures of Betrothal in a Monastery.

 The oddly fragmentary and frustrating nature of the collaboration
 between Prokofiev and Meyerhold was in large part a reflection of the

 34 Prokof'ev, "Semen Kotko," Materialy, dokumenty, vospominaniia, p. 236.
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 times in which they lived. Both artists participated in and were formed
 by the pre-Revolutionary avant-garde, and both found it very difficult
 to reconcile their aesthetic ideals with post-Revolutionary political and
 national realities. By nature and training, both Prokofiev and Meyer-
 hold were attracted to non-realistic methods and subject matter. The
 Soviet cultural environment, which they shared, however, came to
 place exclusive and eventually militant emphasis on realism, and to
 regard intentional stylization-even in so stylized a medium as opera-
 as heresy. In this environment, the attempt to create the sort of boldly
 innovative operatic theater that Meyerhold envisioned, using
 Prokofiev's malleable talent, was a noble but doomed undertaking.

 In the final analysis, Prokofiev adapted more successfully than
 Meyerhold to the new demands of Stalinist culture, perhaps because he
 was younger, or perhaps because his aesthetic convictions were less
 strongly defined and less tenaciously held than Meyerhold's. Prokofiev
 was always an exceptionally impressionable artist, and tended to absorb
 and then discard the influence of successive collaborators and environ-

 ments with an almost disturbing ease. Throughout his career, he
 bloomed under the supervision of talented and strong-willed masters, as
 his successful work for Diaghilev35 and later for Eisenstein-
 Meyerhold's heir-proves. The evidence presented above leads one to
 believe that the potential for the same sort of productive creative colla-
 boration obviously existed between Prokofiev and Meyerhold. If they
 had been given the opportunity to work together consistently and
 freely, Prokofiev may really have become that "new Wagner" of whom
 Meyerhold once spoke so forcefully.

 35 In a 1915 letter to Stravinsky, Diaghilev called Prokofiev "very easily influenced."
 I. S. Zil'bershtein and V. A. Samkov, eds., Sergei Diagilev i russkoe iskusstvo, Moscow,
 1982, vol. 2, p. 124.
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