
 

 

Program Notes  Solano Symphony Orchestra                 October 6 & 7, 2018 

Gerhard Haas 

 

Overture to Rosamunde, D. 644    Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 

The observation that things are not always as they seem applies to Schubert’s overture to 

Rosamunde, Princess of Cyprus, an exotic play for which he composed instrumental mu-

sic consisting of ballets, entr’actes (music between acts), and some choruses. As have 

other composers working on a tight theater schedule, Schubert ran out of time to compose 

an overture, so, two days before the premier he recycled one he’d written a few years ear-

lier for a work that had not been staged, Alfonso and Estrella. Rosamunde premiered on 

December 20, 1823, and closed after its second performance, destined for obscurity by its 

silly and improbable plot. But the Viennese press had high praise for Schubert’s music; 

the critic Moritz von Schwind reported that the overture had to be repeated and, “In the 

last act there came a chorus of shepherds and huntsmen so beautiful and natural that I 

don’t recall hearing the like.”  

 

With the death of the play, Schubert’s score also vanished from the scene, slumbering in 

limbo until revived in 1867 by two young musicians from London—George Grove (later 

the editor of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians) and Arthur Sullivan (of Gilbert 

& Sullivan fame). The men were in Vienna on a search-and-rescue mission of Schubert’s 

scores when they found the complete (and very dusty) manuscript in the bottom of a cup-

board in Schubert’s apartment where it had languished since the play’s swift demise. In-

terestingly enough, the overture found with the score was not the recycled one heard at 

the work’s two performances, but another one composed in 1820 by Schubert for the 

melodramatic operetta, Die Zauberharfe (The Magic Harp), also a theatrical bust. After 

the find, the complete score (with the Zauberharfe overture) was revived in 1867 at the 

Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Wien (Society of Friends of Music in Vienna, also 

known as the Musikverein, or Music Association) and ever since, an overture that ap-

peared to have been stillborn retains a healthy life, being performed for appreciative au-

diences as the rightful overture to Rosamunde. 

 

Untangling this musical mystery seems irrelevant next to the overture’s gracious and 

warm sentiment, combined with the sound of buoyant and youthful charm. As with other 

overtures of the time, the work starts with a slow and stately theme that soon smoothly 

transitions to a lively sonata-form collection of lilting melodies in which the strings and 

winds play against each other with astonishing lightness, noted by the musicologist Ethan 

Mordden as one of the great novelties of orchestration at the time. The music is energetic 

yet delicate; graceful yet effervescent; comfortable, yet always fresh; and, as a result, is 

enjoyed again and again by players and listeners alike. 

 

Violin Concerto No. 3 in B Minor, Op. 61       Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921) 

Like the other entries in any top-10 list of greatest violin concertos—composed by the 

likes of Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Brahms, Bruch, and Tchaikovsky—the Concerto No. 3 

by Saint-Saëns was written by a musician whose primary performance skill was not on 

the violin’s fingerboard, but at the keyboard.  The noted scholar of the violin, Alberto 

Bachmann believes that, while concertos written for the violin by violinists are better 

adapted to the instrument than those written by non-violinists, they appear to be “less 

musical,” that is, they are focused more on the capabilities of the instrument than the 



 

 

simplicity and depth of the music to be expressed. Whether or not that is the case, happi-

ly, the French musical polyglot, Saint-Saëns, managed to combine both technical and mu-

sical qualities in his striking Concerto No. 3, which was premiered in Paris in 1880 by the 

renowned violinist, Pablo de Sarasate. 

 

Saint-Saëns, who performed at the piano and organ and composed music for a wide varie-

ty of ensembles throughout his long life, exhibited a fondness for the instrumental con-

certo; he wrote two for the cello, three for the violin, and five for the piano (often per-

forming as soloist). In each he sought to seamlessly combine the instrument’s capabilities 

with musical ideas presented with clarity, proportion, and precision, always within a well-

defined structure. Above all, he strove to ensure that the music sounded well. This goal is 

expertly realized in the Violin Concerto No. 3, as the voice of the violin, whether playing 

solo or with or against the accompaniment of the orchestra, is always clear and distinct. 

And, while the work presents ample opportunity for the violinist to demonstrate technical 

brilliance, it is the line and authority of the music that sustains the musical tension, inter-

est, and resolution throughout. 

 

The authoritative first movement, Allegro non troppo, begins with the solo violin imme-

diately taking center stage with a boldly passionate first theme. While the orchestra occa-

sionally joins the action with its own brief statements, most of the accompaniment is 

light, allowing the violin’s brilliant virtuoso passages to shine. A second soulful theme is 

sung by the violin before the movement concludes with a fiery restatement of the initial 

theme, ending the movement with a dramatic flair on the instrument’s highest register. In 

marked contrast, the intensely poetic second movement, Andantino quasi allegretto, pre-

sents a charmingly inflected barcarole (boat song). The song of the violin is the singular 

voice in this movement as the orchestra provides a soothing background. Eventually the 

movement dissolves into thin air as the violin ends its song in a series of harmonic arpeg-

gios. A short recitative provides the transition to the last movement, again, Allegro non 

troppo. The finale’s noble melody is alive with verve and power, while at the same time, 

Saint-Saëns’ splendid orchestration weaves a soft chorale-like theme, played by muted 

strings, into the music’s fabric. As the movement builds to its conclusion, the chorale 

theme is amplified by the brass, with the soloist and full orchestra combining to bring the 

work to a rousing close. 

 

Symphony No. 9 in E-Flat Major, Op. 70  Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) 

The life of Dmitri Shostakovich of St. Petersburg (1906-1975) parallels that of modern 

Russia. He was a child prodigy who, taught the piano by his mother, appeared to learn 

notation instantly. He studied at the Petrograd Conservatory and quickly became the prize 

student of its director, Alexander Glazunov.  His First Symphony, written as a student 

graduation assignment, was performed widely throughout Russia and Europe and remains 

in the concert repertoire today. The First catapulted him to the forefront of Russian com-

posers, a position he retained until his death. He composed for many differing instrumen-

tal and vocal combinations, but is best known for his film music, chamber music, and 

symphonies. Many of the latter are considered to be thematic, expressing in music the 

struggles and achievements of the Russian people.  However, later in life, he explained 

that the symphonies were as much personal as nationalistic. He was both praised and vili-

fied by the government, based on the fluctuating reactions to his music by the cultural 

officials, who could change his fortunes instantly when they concluded that a piece was 



 

 

more of a muddle than music, or worse, that it was decadently bourgeois. Even Stalin fol-

lowed his music closely, both favorably and unfavorably, the latter opinion keeping Shos-

takovich living in considerable fear.   

 

Thus, while the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh symphonies were enthusiastically received, the 

Eighth and Ninth were officially decried as containing ideological weakness. The Ninth 

in particular was spurned, as it was expected that Shostakovich would dutifully compose 

a stirring and glorious musical homage in celebration of Russia’s victory in the Great 

War. Instead, the Ninth Symphony is an energetic work full of abandon that is only mo-

mentarily tethered to the earth by the frightening and commanding brass dominance in 

the brief Largo. Rather than political or national, it is personal music more the product of 

a flitting Puck, finally free of wartime restraint, as opposed to the anticipated hymn of a 

returning soldier; its date of composition in 1945 is its only commonality with the end of 

WWII. Criticism was sharp, and, in 1948, Shostakovich was coerced into a public con-

fession of his “guilt.” Many of his family’s privileges were withdrawn and he was 

shunned, only able to make ends meet by writing film music and “official” pieces that 

atoned for his earlier musical sins. After Stalin’s death in 1953, Shostakovich went on to 

compose more freely, eventually returning to unqualified public and official favor. He 

remained prolific into old age, completing fifteen symphonies in all, which are consid-

ered by many the pinnacle of twentieth century symphonic composition. 

 

The Ninth Symphony opens with an Allegro that could pass for an electrified work by 

Haydn. The piccolo and clarinet fling their arpeggios and scales freely, always running 

ahead of the pulsating rhythm bouncing along the plucked strings. The punching brass 

adds a carnival feel to the sparkling wildness, which slows only occasionally for joyous 

solos by violin and clarinets. The mood changes completely for the pensive Moderato, in 

which a descending-line clarinet duet is joined by flutes and the bassoon. Muted strings 

then nudge themselves onto the scene, followed by the horns. The mood is minor, then 

major, and then neither, as the music slowly fades with the exhalation of the piccolo’s 

high breath. Next, the caffeinated waltz of the Presto turns into a race by the woodwinds. 

Trumpets intrude with a call to action, only to have the movement end, seemingly run-

ning out of energy. The trombones and tuba proceed to capture our attention in the pon-

derous Largo, as if heralding the entrance of a grand inquisitor, dictating that the party is 

over. Once the brass has reminded everyone of who’s in charge, the bassoon sings an 

apologetic slow dirge. But, much to our delight, like new grass growing out of cracks in 

concrete, the infectious rhythm of the earlier movements sneaks back into play in the fi-

nal Allegretto, as the lower strings spring back to life and the earlier carnival atmosphere 

returns in full force. To conclude, the full orchestra is whipped into march-step and one 

senses that the pandemonium beneath the surface must eventually break out; this it does 

when the tempo is doubled, driving the piece to its raucous end.  


