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The Musical Dramaturgy of the opera The Brothers Karamazov

In addition to the main narrative plot, the libretto of the opera The Brothers Karamazov after the novel by Fyodor Dostoevsky also includes The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor – «a work by Ivan Karamazov», one of the novel's characters. From this emerged a majestic musical mystery about Russia, with its God-seeking and theomatics, a cacophony of contradictions and strivings to the gighest truths of love.

Librettist Yuri Dimitrin and composer Alexander Smelkov were faced with the task of «not changing» Dostoevsky's text and the sub-text of its spiritual prophesies. It is not just in the operatic scenes but even in the stage direction that this principle of remaining true to the original source has been retained. It also affects the musical style, relatingto the era when the plot unfolds. The content of Dostoevsky's novel develops under the tension of two dimensions – the «real» life of the characters in provincial Russia in the 1860s and the Medieval Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.

The counterpoint of the imagistic system of the novel gives rise to the incredibly intense imagistic and event-filled fabric of the music, the subtly enacted system of leitmotifs. As with Dostoevsky, each scene changes from the apparently everyday, with some kind of feverish commonness, soon becomes a scandal, a splitting, a disaster. Following the high tragedy of the Introduction, in the scene «Arrival at the monastery» we enter a zone of irony where Khokhlakova the landowner sings of love for mankind against the choral background of the needy, the pater familias Fyodor Pavlovich tries to entertain the elderly Zosima with an operetta and the action dissolves into an argument between father and son, a scandal, a challenge «to a duel at arms' length, the ensemble 'freezes', 'the old Man on his knees'...».

In the scene of the sham hand-kissing («Both together») the increasing grotesque of the refined quadrille ends with the infuriated fortissimo of the trumpet melody performed at the start of the scene by Katerina Ivanovna («The lady is an angel!»).

At Fyodor Pavlovich's house )the scene «Drinking cognac») the pleasant discussion with after lunch coffee on the theme "Is there a God?" ends with Fyodor Pavlovich being beaten and his barely heard words "I am afraid of Ivan…" to the same, though broken intonations of the «pleasant» start of the scene. The same happens with Smerdyakov's tale to the words «… they have fallen and all is caked in blood…» (in the scene «A visit to Smerdyakov»).

In the scene «Smerdyakov with a guitar», the couplets with the footman's eccentric song contain hidden meanings that emerge later when Smerdyakov «with the same sang-froid and the same smile» lays bare to Ivan the plan of the crime, sending the latter to Chermashnya, where the Devil appears, seen only by Ivan, composing a duet with Smerdyakov. The same theme resounds when Smerdyakov «at length, at interminable length» silently looks at the money for which he killed his father (in the scene «A visit to Smerdyakov»), in the scene with the Devil who mockingly quotes Smerdyakov. His words awake Ivan's troubled conscience, and at last Ivan incoherently blurts them out at the trial, having lost his reason due to the anxieties in his mind. Smerdyakov's motif is all around, laughing, too, at Smerdyakov who has hanged himself. The Devil's mocking play on the violin and the trumpet comprise the «list» of basic leitmotifs of the opera, and we see that he is quite aware of the events unfolding.

But let us also mention the lyrical points with the glittering vocals: Grushenka's romance, Alyosha's prayer, Mitya's aria and prayer, Ivan's aria, Katerina Ivanovna's aria and — the lyrical culmination of the opera — Grushenka and Mitya's tearful duet «Take me away, far away…»

The high tragedy of the music dissolves in the contrast of the monumental style – the ironic, even comical episodes of the sparkling, Rossini-like tempi. The thematic nucleus that opens the musical drama gives reminders of itself in all the «sore» spots (it is to this theme that Smerdyakov tells Ivan "I am your brother!"). Let us add the "procession" that flows throughout the work of the series of modifications of the themes in Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, the music and text of which (Schiller's «Be folded in this embrace, ye millions») have engendered the spiritual strivings of Dostoevsky's characters. And above them the bright radiance of the children's chorus, which was present in the introductory passage, framing the subject, in the final episode of resistance between the Inquisitor and the Wanderer.
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