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The Juliet Letters

So there was this professor in Verona who answered letters addressed to Jullet , . .

Well, If that sounds (e the start of a tall story | suppose it Is. My wife, Calt, pointed out the tiny newspaper ltem about a Veronese aczdemtc who had taken on the task of replying

to letters addressed 1o “Jullet Capulet.” This apparently continued for a number of years, unill some gentlemen of the press exposed this secret correspondence. Quite how he
me by these lettets in the first place remalns unclea;r. We czn only make a guess as to thelr content. After atf, these people were writing to an imaginary woman, and a dead
imaginary woman at that. Perhaps they were simply schofarly enquiries, or letters of sympathy from others disappolnted In love, or even a plea from somebody forced Into an unhappy
armanged martiage. Whatever was contalned In these fetters and thelr replles, the idea of this correspondence provided our Initlat Inspiration. :

| first saw the Brodsky Quartet play at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London, in 1989, They were glving a serles of concerts In which they were to perform all of the string quartets
composed by Dimitrl Shostakovich. Having arrived In town in time to attend the concert In which they played Quartets Nos. 7, 8 and 9, we returned on two subsequent evenings
to hear them complete the cycle. 1 recall running out of a BB.C. tefevision studio where | had anxiously completed a programme presenting the album Spike In order to get to the
Iast concert on time. Such was the impact of these performances. Not only did | come away with a clearer impression of the muslc; but also a strong sense of the fove and dedication
with which the Quastet played It. Over the next two years we went to see the Brodskys play some wonderful music Haydn, Schubert, Beethoven and Bartok. Little did | suspect, but
members of the Quartet had been to my London concerts during the same period. Somehow the connection was made we exchanged fetters and recordings, and finally arranged to
meet after thelr next London appearance. It was after that funchtime concert in November 1991 that we began our collaboration.

At first we just talked and talked and . . . talked. This led to several Informal musical sesstons. We looked at the characteristics of the music that we loved and admired. The
Quartet played pleces, | played songs, sometimes we listened to recovds. Naturally, some of the music Introduced was unfamillar, but this only 2dded to the number of possibliities,

Soon our own Ideas began to emerge.

We wanted to explore the under-used combination of volee and string quartet, but were anxlous to avold that junkyard named “Cross-Over.n This s no more my stab at “classical
mustc” than it is the Brodsky CQuartet’s first rock and rof album. it does, however, employ the music which we believe touches whichever part of the being that you re to mention. It
also conforms to, and occaslonally upsets, the structures found n our respective disciplines and Indlisciplinel

With The Jullet Letters as our title, we thought of the many types of character that the letter form would allow us. Somewhere there Is a [lst of letters which we consldered. Love
letter, begging letier, chaln letter, suicide note, etc. In order to make the work more personal we decided that each of 1s would contribute to the text; not forgetting the words
written by Michael Thomas's wife, Mariniz, As the lyricist in the house, | could also act as a ¥ind of editor. From these early drafts came a curlous advantage, OF course, each of us
had diffsrent approaches to the common subject; and through some unconsclous poetry, and in the absence of much of the crafiy language of the songwriter, we were able to
assemble strong and varled texts, It seems that only poets and pollticians write letters with a view to them being printed In collected form. In wy experience the language of most
|etters swings wildly from the lyrical to the banal and from the courteous to the confesslonal, sometimes inside the same paragraph. | hope we've caught something of this In the

words of The Jullet Letters.

The process of composition and arrangement was varled and ls mysterious to contemplate, Some pleces arrived with both words and music complete, Bridges were then buiit
between smaller related Items, while at least one song and a cruclal passage of music was effectively composed “spontaneously.” While the fob of compiling and creating the “draft
arrangements” was shared among the members of the quartet, the process of arranging was often one of trial and ervor Invoiving all five of us. This has continued throughout the
rehearsals, the first two performances and even during this recording. Having previously been unable to read or write down muslc, my own recent studies have ailowed me to
progress, see January 1992, from picking out my Ideas at the plano (using what Is known In certain circles as “the crab method”), through plano scores to full proposed four-part
arrangements, i have to glve credit to the Quartet for thelr perseverance in deciphering some of my early Intentions from the most wayward of playing. As | have found with
other collaborations, the music that you most confidently attribute to one party invarizbly turns out to be the work of the person you lesst suspect.

The Juliet Letters begins with a short composition entitled “Defiver Lis.” It simply serves to open the story, for although the folfowing letters are not Intended to create a dialogue,

you may choose to draw your own concluslons from some of the resulting juxtapositions.

One of the conventlons which we have taken from classlcal song; or for that matter folk-song, Is the acceptance of a man singing a woman's story. In "For Other Eves” a woman

confesses her jealous suspicions and fears.
The “letter” In “Swine” takes a more unusual form, being a plece of deranged, political grafill carved on a weoden door.

For the next song, “Expert Rites,” 1 have taken the llberty of Imagining a reply made by a character shmilar to the Veronese professar who unwittingly provided our title, If e
shoutd ever hear this pléce 1 hope hie wil not be offended by our presumption—in this version of the mystery the author of the letter Is a compassionate and romantlc soul.

“Expert Rites” leads without pause Into Pauf Cassidy’s “Dead Leiter,” which darkens the already melancholy mood fnte one of sadness and loss,




( rj After a short Introduction of my invention comes Michael Thomas's first song, “1 Almost Had A Weakness;” to which 1 added the tango passages. [t s an eccentric aunt’s curt

O

-,

reply to a begging letter.
The text of “Why?” was derived from lan Belton's version of a child's pote. | added the finaf repeated lines and the muslc.

Without dragging the lstener through the mechanics of our working method, It should be stated that In naming the “main composer” we hope to Indicate who was responsible for
the Initial music and defining structure of the collaborative piecss. Even if others have amended the melodic line or added further musical content, when such a credit [s stated It is
because we still regard It as “thelr” song. In the case of “Who Do You Think You Are?” this credit very much belongs to Michael Thomas, The song begins with a young man sitting
down iIn a seaside cafe to write a postcard In which he detalls all his estranged lover’s faults, The truth of the situation Is gradually revealed.

In performance, “Taking My Life In Your Hands" concludes the first half of the sequence. The muslc was developed from a plece first outfined by Jacqueline Thomas, The letter
portrays an obsessive and deluded person, writing lesters never sent, expecting Impossible replles,

The second part of The juliet Letters opens with a rather extreme form of junk mall “This Offer 1s Unrepeatable.”

The text of “Dear Sweet Fiithy World” Is a suldde note that turns from blase and bored with Tife to desperate, and Is finally lost In & dream,
“The Letter Home” employs contrasting musical sections, predominantly from lan Belton (1 contributed the muslc for enly the “Why must 1 apologlse” section], as the story dissoives
from the formal courtesles, through nostalgla and Into bitterness.

"acksons, Monk and Rowe" Is the name of a firm of solldtors which recccurs as a motif among Images of both childhood and adult dislMuslonment. The authorship of the two
verses Is divided betwsen brother and slster, Michaef and Jacqueline, while the music is Michael's.

The muslc of “This Sad Burlesque” |s mostly the work of Paul Cassicy, aithough between us Michael and | proposed the related material 'n the bridge sectlon, The events described
In the letter should be famillar to those who lived In England In the spring of 1992.

‘The next letter i spelt out by a moving glass. “Romec’s Seance” tells of a strange young man's struggle to confact his ghostiy lover. He even claims that she composed this song.
In fact, the muslc Is by Michael Thomas, aithough | think | should admit responsibility for the racher daft tune which Jacky plays during the centraf “flying furnlture” section. In
concert performance, Michael, 1an and Paul all play standing up, with Jacqueline seated on a smalt platform. 'fhls net only aliows us to malntaln eye contact; but also to change the
grouplng of the Quartet in order to heighten the focus on certain unconventional Instrumental balances. Without the visual aspect we decided to minimise these changes of
configuration In the studio, However, as Michae! and Jacky create most of the rhythmic and percussive interest 11 “Romeo’s Seance,” Michael taok up hls “concert position”

between the volce and cello. Do not, as they say, adjust your set.

In “| Thought I'4 Write To Jullet” 2 cynical writer quotes the contents of a fetter that he has recelved. This “soldier’s letter” Is closely related to one sent to me during the build-
up to the Guif War. tragedy. | would not like to comment further, except to say that [t Is not included as a simplistic politicat gesture, elthes “For” or “agalnst” anything, but
father to Wustrate the predicament of the two characters in being forced to reconsider their assumed positions. From the concluding mayhem 2 single note emerges leading into
Michael Thomas's “Last Post.” Despite Its title this plece does not have any milliary significance. It seems to me to have a clear sense of peace, though not without strong feeling. It
also serves as a preface to the trlo of songs at the conclusion of the sequence as it runs without a break into *The First To Leave” In this song, a man who belleves in the afterlife
leaves a etter for his athelst lover, which, we must assume, she is reading after his demise. “Dammation’s Cellar™ gives a gilmpse of a fantagtic kind of immortality. The final letter Is
also delivered from a place beyond death, although the Intention ls not at all morbid. 5o it Is a song of condolence and renewal, “The Birds Wil Still Be Singing,” which brings The
Jullet Letters to, what I belleve s, 2 hopeful conclusion.

The Jullet Letters was performed for the fist time In public at The Amadeus Centre, London, on Ist; July 1972, and again at The Grest Hall, Dartington, on 13th, August 1%92. This
recording was made and balanced at Church Studtos, Crouch Hill, North London, between t4th, September and Ist, October 1992, It was recovded, as we say In the popular music
pariance, “live In the studio.”

Here foliows a brief technical note. Our “Tonmelster” Kevin Killen, who engineered and balanced the disc, assures us that there was no equalisation of the signal cotring from the
studio. There are no overdubbed or additional parts. In order to preserve the darlty of the Quartet’s tone, the vocals were recorded simultaneously, but behind Isolation screens.
Therefore, the only artificlal reverberation that you hear Is that added to the volce in order to match the natural reverberation of Studic B Although this was a multi-track recording,
employlng a comblnation of close, distant and wide microphone positlons, the very minimum of adjustments were made to the internal balance of the Quartet In order to preserve
the Integrity of the performances. The dedlslon to make an analog recording wis an aesthetlc one, founded on my firm conviction that for everything that digita! recording gains
in nolse reduction and supposad clarity, there are unacceptable losses of warmth and depth, For the same reasons, the record was mixed to half-inch analog tape. All other applicable
methods of nolse reduction were employed. We trust that the results Justify these decisions,

Elvis Costello
October 21, 1992
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