
WAR OF WORDS
Welsh National Opera takes Tolstoy’s epic to the stage.  
By Jenny Rowe

O P E R A

Perhaps fulfilling the novel’s natural 
destiny, Sergei Prokofiev fearlessly 
undertook the adaptation of Leo 

Tolstoy’s veritable tome War and Peace into  
an opera in the early 1940s, having 
composed his first at nine years old. In  
a similarly ambitious vein, Welsh National 
Opera (WNO) are putting on War and 
Peace at the Royal Opera House this July, 
reinvigorated by the contemporary geniuses 
of creative director, David Pountney and 
leading lady Lauren Michelle, as Natasha.

The story is split in two: first there is 
peace, then war. The latter part was incited 
to its extreme when Germany invaded the 
Soviet Union in 1942 and the Committee 
on the Arts pressed Prokofiev to amplify 
its heroic and patriotic beats. Peace, on the 
other hand, is wrought with romance and 
temptation. Natasha and Andrei’s intimate 
love story implodes when the devastating 

reality of the French invasion of Russia 
comes to the fore in 1812.

Lauren Michelle, who returns to 
WNO after her debut as Jessica in the 
2016 production of The Merchant of Venice, 
emphasises that the power of the opera is 
borne out of the contrast: ‘One cannot be 
without the other’. Indeed, it is not only the 
magnitude of the production but its form 
that tests the talented cast. The juxtaposition 
even affects the dynamics of Natasha’s 
character. ‘The bulk of the role is in the 

first act,’ Michelle explains. ‘Natasha returns 
near the end of the final act but waits in the 
wings for more than an hour. This creates the 
challenge of sustaining the energy of the role.’

For the audience, there is no such hiatus; 
while Natasha stews, her fiancé Andrei fights 
for their country’s freedom. The famous size 
and excellence of the WNO chorus succeeds 
in making War and Peace the rousing spectacle 
it was intended to be. Michelle’s favourite 
moments are those that draw everyone – both 
on and off-stage – together; united by music 
and movement. The ballroom scene stands out 
for her: ‘Collectively, as an ensemble, we tell 
the story – there is even dancing. It’s a perfect 
example of the whole being far greater than 
the sum of its parts.’

Rehearsals are well underway and  
Michelle promises that the exhilaration 
of performing on the prestigious ROH 
stage lends the show a unique energy. Only 
opera can do the War and Peace saga true 
dramatic justice, moving the house between 
the intense intricacies of public and private 
emotions in thrilling swells, ebbs and flows.  
A summer season must-see of epic 
proportions. wno.org.uk n P
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Welsh National Opera  
brings Tolstoy’s War and  

Peace to life

 War and Peace comes to the ROH 
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