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MAURICE RAVEL  (1875-1937)
Boléro (1928)

Boléro is an odd piece, there’s just no other way to put it. The whole 
piece is built around incessant repetition of simple materials over an 
extended time, with no variation in pattern other than changes in 
instrumentation and a gradual increase in dynamics from beginning to 
end. Nor is it in any way a typical work for Ravel, whose work normally 
avoids literal repetition, and embraces variety in both rhythm and 
harmony.

So what possessed Ravel to write such a work? It seems that he may 
have approached it as nothing more than an experiment. After receiving 
a commission for a ballet score from the dancer Ida Rubenstein, Ravel 
happened to think up a tune that had a certain insistent quality, which 
in turn suggested a work based entirely on that quality. “I’m going to try 
and repeat it a number of times without any development,” he wrote, 
“gradually increasing the orchestra as best I can.” And that is exactly how it 
worked out.

Ravel seems to have worried that the oddness of the piece would baffle 
audiences, and took pains to make his intentions clear. He explained, “It 
is an experiment in a very special and limited direction, and it should not 
be suspected of aiming at achieving anything different from, or anything 
more than, it actually does achieve.”

Boléro turned out to be immediately and immensely popular, which 
surprised Ravel, then delighted him, and eventually would come to 
embarrass him. In later years, he would speak dismissively of the work, 
famously describing it as “seventeen minutes of orchestration with no 
music.” Nevertheless, he did not object to the fame it brought him, nor, 
one assumes, to the income it generated.

Boléro begins with the softest possible dynamics. A single snare drum 
taps out the typical 2-bar rhythm of the bolero, then keeps doing it 
without a break until the penultimate measure of the piece. Two distinct 
melodies are heard in alternation, each played twice before moving on 
to the other. Each new statement features a different instrument, then a 
different combination of instruments, but apart from the tone color, no 
changes appear in either melody. The only real surprise comes near the 
end, but we won’t give it away.

  
ANTONIN DVOŘÁK (1841-1904)
Song to the Moon from Rusalka, op. 114 (1900)

Dvořák spent the years 1892-1895 in the United States, with a position 
as director of the new National Conservatory in New York City. He was 
productive while in the US, writing among other things his Cello Concerto 
and Ninth Symphony. His decision to return to Europe was partly due 
to homesickness, and partly due to frustration over the Conservatory’s 
difficulty paying him on time. 

Once he was reestablished in Prague, his compositional energies 
turned increasingly toward opera. In the nine years between his return 
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to Prague and his death, he completed four operas, of which the third, 
Rusalka, is considered the greatest. It was an immediate success at its 
1901 premiere, bringing Dvořák the recognition as an operatic composer 
that he had always craved. Sadly, his success would not be repeated; 
his follow-up opera, Armida, was a dismal failure at its premiere just six 
weeks before Dvořák’s death.

The story of Rusalka recalls Hans Christian Anderson’s The Little 
Mermaid. In Dvořák’s treatment, Rusalka is a water nymph who falls in 
love with a human prince, takes human form so she can be with him, 
only to return to her lake when he jilts her. 

The influence of Wagner is obvious in its sumptuous orchestration, 
advanced harmonic thinking, and above all in the fact that it is “through-
composed,” that is, written as a continuous whole rather than divided 
into distinct numbers such as arias, ensemble pieces, and so on. Still, one 
extended passage has managed to have a concert existence separate 
from its place in the opera. Early in the first act, an extended monologue 
for Rusalka has been provided with a concert ending, making it in effect a 
self-contained concert aria. In it, Rusalka asks the moon to search out her 
lover, and cause him to remember her in his dreams.

Song to the Moon

Moon high above in the summer sky,
My love is watching you shining.
Speak to his heart from up on high.
Tell him I’m lonely and pining. 

Moonlight, above him shining,
Speak to him tell him I love him.

Carry my thoughts in your silver light.
Tell him I love him forever.
Can he be dreaming of me tonight?
Dreaming of when we’re together?

Tell him I’m longing for him, silver moon.
Draw him, ah, draw him back to me soon.

If by chance he dreams of me,
Let the thought of me awaken him.
Moonlight, forsake me not!  
Stay with me!  Moonlight, forsake me not!

GIACOMO PUCCINI (1858-1924)
“O Mio Babbino Caro” from Gianni Schicchi, op. 59 (1917-18)

Gianni Schicci is a one-act comic opera composed by Puccini as the 
third of a group of three, collectively known as Il Trittico (The Triptych). It 
was the only one of the three to be favorably received, and even though 
Puccini resisted allowing it, Schicci is often performed on its own, or 
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paired with another one-act opera.
The plot, bizarrely enough, is based on an incident from Dante’s Inferno. 

In Canto XXX, Dante relates his visit to the Circle of Impersonators, and 
meets the shade of Gianni Schicci, condemned to Hell for impersonating 
Buoso Donati and changing the terms of Donati’s will to favor himself. To 
this story, Puccini and his librettist, Giovaccino Forzano, added the subplot 
that Schicci undertook the deception in order to raise the money for his 
daughter Lauretta’s dowry, so that she can marry her lover Rinuccio, who 
happens to be a member of the Donati family.

Lauretta’s aria O Mio Babbino Caro (“Oh my dear papa”) is the only 
popular set piece from the opera. It is sung after tensions between Schicci 
and the Donatis threaten to cause a complete rift and separate her from 
Rinuccio forever. The aria is short, only 32 bars, but apparently effective, 
as Schicci is finally convinced to help them.

Oh, my dear daddy,
I love him (her boyfriend), he is handsome.
I want to go to Porta Rossa
To buy the wedding ring.

Yes, yes, I want to go there!
And if my love were in vain,
I would go to the Ponte Vecchio
And throw myself in the Arno!

I am anguished and tormented!
Oh, God, I wish to die!
Daddy, have pity, have pity!
Daddy, have pity, have pity!

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756-1791)
“L’amerò sarò costante” from Il Re Pastore, K. 208 (1775)

The Italian librettist Metastasio (1698-1782) may have been one of the 
most successful librettists of all time, having written texts for twenty-seven 
operas, some of which were set to music by as many as thirty composers. 
Il Re Pastore (The Shepherd King) was written in 1751 in collaboration with 
the composer Giuseppe Bonno. Over the next twenty-four years at least 
nine other composers made use of it before Mozart picked it up as the 
subject of a festa teatrale to be performed at the palace of his employer, 
the Archbishop of Salzburg.

The plot is slight, but loosely based on history. In the year 332 BC, 
Alexander the Great conquered the city-state of Sidon, and having 
deposed the old king, installed a previously unrecognized distant relative 
to take his place. In Metastasio’s treatment, the distant relative is Aminta, 
who has been living as a shepherd, ignorant of his familial connection to 
the old king. Aminta is in love with Elisa, but is distressed to learn that 
his elevation in status may doom their love. Eventually, of course, love 
conquers all.
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In Mozart’s opera, the character of Aminta is intended for a castrato, a 
common practice at the time. Nowadays, the male role is usually given to 
a female singer, castrati being in short supply. One of the opera’s lovelier 
arias, “L’amerò sarò costante,” in which Aminta pledges his undying 
faithfulness, occurs in the middle of Act II.

RICHARD STRAUSS (1864-1949)
Don Juan, op. 20 (1888)

“Strauss may be summarized in four words,” wrote the Russian 
composer Cesar Cui; “no talent, much impudence”. A review in the New 
York Sun compared him to “a boor who comes to a social reception 
unkempt, with hands unwashed, cigar in mouth, hat on, and who sits 
down and puts his feet on the table.” History has largely vindicated 
Strauss, whose music today is regarded as the culmination of late 
Romanticism.

Strauss was born to a musical family in Munich in 1864. His father, Franz 
Strauss, was one of the finest hornists in Germany, and an accomplished 
composer in his own right whose horn works are still performed. As a boy, 
Richard studied piano and violin, and began composing at age six. By the 
end of his teenage years, several of his compositions had been published. 
These early works show an affinity for Brahms and Mendelssohn, no doubt 
due to the influence of his father, a staunch conservative who despised 
the more progressive composers such as Wagner. At 21, Strauss began 
his conducting career as the music director of the Munich Symphony 
Orchestra. At about the same time, he met the violinist Alexander Ritter, 
who was married to Wagner’s niece Franziska. Under Ritter’s guidance, 
Strauss became familiar with Wagner’s concepts of harmony and musical 
vocabulary. Soon he began to put those ideas into practice in his own 
work, and, as one modern writer put it, “all hell broke loose.”

Strauss was only 23 when he wrote Don Juan, the work that put him 
on the map. In 1889, Strauss conducted the premiere in Weimar. As the 
work concluded, the audience rose to its feet—half cheering, half booing. 
Strauss wrote: “I now comfort myself with the knowledge that I am on the 
road I want to take, fully conscious that there never has been an artist not 
considered crazy by thousands of his fellow men.”

Strauss drew inspiration from a treatment of the Don Juan legend 
by Nikolaus Lenau. Ostensibly based on the same legend that inspired 
Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Lenau’s version of Don Juan is quite different 
from Mozart’s amoral libertine, who is dragged down to Hell by the statue 
of the Commendatore, a man he had killed while attempting to abduct 
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L’amerò, sarò costante:
Fido sposo, e fido amante
Sol per lei sospirerò.
In sì caro e dolce oggetto
La mia gioia, il mio diletto,
La mia pace io troverò.

I shall love her, I shall be constant:
Faithful husband and faithful belovéd,
I shall sigh for her alone.
In such a dear and sweet treasure,
My joy, my beloved,
I will find my peace.
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his daughter. Lenau’s Don Juan is more of a frustrated idealist, obsessed 
with finding the “elusive ideal,” the one woman who embodies all that is 
noblest and wisest, who would bring completeness to his own life. In the 
end, weary of a life without meaning, he challenges the Commendatore’s 
son to a duel, then simply allows himself to be run through.

Strauss cast his tone poem in rondo form, more or less. This traditional 
form suited the story line admirably, with the recurring main theme 
(actually a group of themes) depicting the rakish Don as he runs from 
one amorous conquest to another, with intervening sections depicting 
the amorous episodes themselves. At the conclusion, we hear a massive 
buildup of tension, abruptly breaking off in a heart-stopping silence, 
followed by a cold, dark conclusion as Don Juan drops his sword and 
embraces death.

Following the premiere, Strauss wrote to his father, “Don Juan--a 
magnificent success, the piece sounded magical...and unleashed a storm 
of applause as never before heard in Weimar…It all sounds marvelous and 
comes off splendidly, even when it’s fiendishly difficult.” And difficult it 
was, requiring a high level of technique from all performers. Having been 
raised by a virtuoso hornist, Strauss was especially demanding of his horn 
players. “Dear God,” one of them remarked, “What have we done that you 
should send us this rod for our backs? We’ll never be rid of it now!”

SERGEI RACHMANINOV (1873-1943)
Vocalise, op. 34 no. 14 (1915)

During his lifetime, and for some years after, the music of Rachmaninov 
was the subject of controversy in certain circles; not because of extreme 
radicalism, but for precisely the opposite reason. At a time when old 
ideas were being discarded right and left, Rachmaninov unapologetically 
adhered to the ideals of Russian Romanticism as exemplified by 
Tchaikovsky and Tanayev. 

Despite his popularity with audiences he was often criticized for 
stubbornly sticking to an aesthetic outlook that was already obsolete. 
The 1954 edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians describes 
his music as “monotonous in texture, consisting mainly of endless 
repetitions of artificial and gushing tunes.” Harold C. Schonberg, in his 
1970 book Lives of the Great Composers called this remark “one of the 
most outrageously snobbish and even stupid statements ever to be found 
in a work that is supposed to be an objective reference.” Indeed, many of 
Rachmaninov’s works are now standard repertory items, and his esteem 
among music lovers has only increased.

The chief characteristics of Rachmaninov’s music are a tendency toward 
melancholy expression, rich textures, and a great gift for melodic writing. 
All these tendencies are well evidenced in the Vocalise, as perfect a 
romantic miniature as one could hope to find.

The manuscript of Vocalise, for voice and piano, is dated September 
21, 1915, though it may have been sketched some years earlier. It 
was included in his 14 Songs, op. 34, as the last of the collection, even 
though calling it a “song” strains the definition of the term somewhat. A 
“Vocalise,” by definition, is a vocal work without text; the singer performs 
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the melody on a sustained vowel sound, almost always “ah.” Though 
lacking a text, the Vocalise quickly became the most popular item in the 
set, and one of his most performed compositions, due the loveliness of 
the vocal melody.

The nature of the melody makes it easily adaptable to instrumental 
writing. It can be performed, without alteration (except for transposition), 
by almost any instrument. The accompanying texture, while rich, is 
carefully written with every element clearly defined, making it adaptable 
to larger instrumental combinations. Rachmaninov himself created two 
versions with orchestral accompaniment, one featuring a soprano soloist, 
and one featuring a violin soloist. Many other composers have also made 
transcriptions for a variety of ensembles. Tonight’s performance features 
an arrangement by David Bowden that combines Rachmaninov’s two 
versions with minor adaptations. 

PABLO DE SARASATE (1844-1908)
Carmen Fantasy, op. 25 (1883)

Pablo Martín Melitón de Sarasate y Navascués—better known for the 
sake of brevity as Pablo de Sarasate—was born in Pamplona, Spain, in 
1844. His father, a military bandmaster, gave him his first violin lessons at 
the age of five. His talent quickly became evident, and following his first 
public performance at the age of eight, a wealthy Pamplonan offered to 
subsidize a move to Madrid to study with Manuel Saez. While at Madrid, 
the young violinist became a favorite performer at the court of Queen 
Isabel II.

When Pablo was twelve, his mother decided to take him to Paris to 
audition for the famous teacher Jean Alard at the Paris Conservatory. 
Tragically, his mother suffered a fatal heart attack on the train shortly after 
crossing the French border, and when Pablo was taken in by the Spanish 
consulate in Bayonne, he was found to be suffering from cholera. The 
Spanish consul took Pablo into his own home, and after he recovered, paid 
the travel expenses for Pablo to continue on to Paris.

Sarasate excelled in Paris, winning the Premiere Prix at the 
Conservatoire when he was seventeen, and embarked on a highly 
successful solo career. A large part of his repertoire was his own work, 
written to showcase his dazzling technique. Most of his compositions have 
a distinctly Spanish flavor to them, and they are at least partly responsible 
for a vogue for Spanish-style music that swept Europe in the late 19th 
century. This influence resulted in Spanish-flavored pieces such as Lalo’s 
Symphonie Espagnole (dedicated to Sarasate), Rimsky-Korsakov’s Capriccio 
Espanol, Ravel’s Rhapsodie Espagnole, and possibly Bizet’s Carmen.

If Bizet was indeed partly inspired by Sarasate in writing Carmen in 
1875, Sarasate returned the favor eight years later when he wrote his 
Carmen Fantasy for violin and orchestra. This is a fine example of the 
“potpourri” type of work, which are free-form pieces based on several 
melodies that would be well-known to their intended audience, often 
taken from popular operas. These types of works were very common as 
vehicles for virtuoso display, and Sarasate wrote a large number of them 
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throughout his career. The Carmen Fantasy is based on five melodies taken 
from Bizet’s opera; Aragonaise, Habanera, an interlude, Seguidilla, and the 
Gypsy Dance.

RICHARD STRAUSS (1864-1949)
 Morgen! (Tomorrow), op. 27 no. 4 (1894, orchestrated 1897)

When we think of Richard Strauss, we are more likely to think of the 
composer of flamboyant, over-the-top Symphonic Poems (such as his 
early masterpiece Don Juan we are hearing on the program today) and his 
impressive large-scale operas. But he was fully capable, when the mood 
struck him, of turning out much more intimate, small-scale works. His 
lieder are perhaps less well known than his larger pieces, but they were a 
genre he at which he excelled; he composed over 200 songs, orchestrating 
just under a quarter of them.

Strauss composed the Vier Lieder (Four Songs) of opus 27 in 1894 as a 
wedding present for his bride, the soprano Pauline de Ahna. The couple 
were opposites in temperament, Strauss being soft-spoken and self-
effacing, Pauline being temperamental and sometimes domineering, yet 
their marriage was happy, and Pauline served as inspiration and frequent 
performer of her husband’s work.

Morgen!, the last song in the opus 27 set, was originally composed 
for voice and piano, but Strauss quickly adapted it, adding an obbligato 
violin part, equally important in the musical texture as the voice, making 
the song come very close to being a love duet. Three years later, Strauss 
provided an orchestral version, accompanying the voice and violin with 
delicately scored muted strings, harp, and three horns.

The mood of the song is quiet and peaceful, with a poignant melancholy 
that speaks of a couple’s overwhelming love, sublime joy, and profound 
yearning for each other. In “Tomorrow” as presented by Strauss, there 
may also be an implied undercurrent of “crossing over” and being united 
forever after death.

The text for the song was by John Henry Mackey, who despite his 
Scottish name was raised in Germany and identified as German. An English 
translation of the poem by David Bowden follows:

And tomorrow the sun will shine again,
and on the path that I shall tread
it will again unite us in our happiness
as, all around us, the earth breathes in the sun.
Slowly, rapt in stillness, we will climb down
to the wide beach and the blue waves.
Silently, we will gaze into each other’s eyes
and upon us will fall the wordless silence of happiness.
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