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Semiramide Overture          Gioacchino Rossini (1792-1868) 

While only a few of today’s concert-goers have heard a complete Rossini opera, 

there is hardly a person alive who hasn’t heard one of the overtures to his many stage 

compositions. These concise works are full of energy, wit, infectious rhythm, and musical 

intrigue. The musicologist Donald Jay Grout admits, “It is difficult to analyze the patent 

charm of these apparently effortless, seemingly artless Rossinian melodies—full of élan 

and sheer tunefulness—that well forth in a ceaseless stream from his operas.” Between 

the ages of 18 and 37, Rossini wrote 36 operas. While most have now been forgotten, a 

few brilliant works, comic, such as Il Barbiere di Siviglia and L’italiana in Algeri, as well 

as serious, such as Semiramide and Guillaume Tell, continue to be staged for admiring 

audiences.  

 Semiramide premiered at the Teatro La Fenice in Venice in 1823, the last of 

Rossini’s operas written for the Italian stage. (His remaining works were composed and 

staged in Paris.) It is opera seria, that is, serious opera, and is his longest and most 

ambitious work. The imposing score requires eight principle singers, of which the leading 

soprano and contralto must be superb, as well as choruses of priests, soldiers, and slaves. 

In addition, Rossini introduced the use of an on-stage band, an innovation that was soon 

imitated by other composers. And the overture was avant-garde, in that it uses themes 

from the opera, a practice in its infancy that had been introduced by trend-setting 

composers such as Mozart and Gluck. 

 The opera’s plot concerns Semiramide, the Queen of Babylon, who has killed the 

King, and who eventually sacrifices herself in order to atone for her misdeed. Much 

complex interaction takes place between those events that involves a lover, an ambitious 

army commander, the queen’s son, priests, and, of course, the ghost of the murdered 

King. All of this drama, suffering, and reconciliation is heard in the vigorous overture, in 

which Rossini deftly blends restrained pathos with joyous enthusiasm.  

 

Concerto No. 1 for Clarinet and Orchestra in F Minor, Op. 73    

                                                                                           Carl Maria von Weber (1786-

1826) 

Weber, like Mozart, was a precocious musician, and spent much of his youth and 

life on the road, performing at the piano and staging and conducting his several operas. 

The benefit of his travels was his introduction to many of Europe’s leading musicians, 

such as Michael Haydn and Jacob Meyerbeer. Weber shares another similarity with 

Mozart, as they were among the first composers who, inspired by their friendships with 

gifted players, wrote concertos for the clarinet, then a relative newcomer to the family of 

orchestral instruments. In 1811, while on a grand European performance tour, Weber 

spent several months in Munich, where he met and befriended Heinrich Bärmann, 

considered the greatest clarinet player of his time. The relationship stimulated Weber to 

compose, in short succession, three clarinet pieces for Bärmann: a concertino and two 

concertos. Each was enthusiastically received by the general public, as well as by the 

notoriously haughty members of the Munich Court Orchestra, which had premiered the 

pieces. 

 But the musical heritage of Weber’s Clarinet Concerto No. 1 is indebted more to 

Beethoven than to Mozart, as the work begins with a mysterious orchestral introduction 



that bursts into a full orchestral chord, leading into a dramatic theme, worthy of a thrilling 

opera-curtain riser. The clarinet enters con duolo—with sadness—but that is fleeting, as 

the music soon softens to a major-keyed theme that goes on to provide ample freedom for 

the solo instrument to revel in the flamboyance of the instrument’s capabilities. A 

spellbinding Adagio and a romping Rondo, filled with virtuosic leaps, round out the 

work, providing evidence of Weber’s gift for showcasing the instrument, while wrapping 

the overall performance in an appealing, dramatic, and charming musical package. 

 

Symphony No. 7 in D Minor, Op. 70   Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) 

The Czech composer Antonín Dvořák is known simultaneously as a national composer, 

for his characteristically Bohemian imbued pieces, such as the Slavonic Dances, as well 

as a superlative orchestral composer, for such works as the Cello Concerto in B Minor 

and the Symphonies Nos. 6 through 9. In each of his mature symphonies, modeled after 

those of Beethoven, Schubert, and Brahms, Dvořák blends elements of the Western-

European symphonic tradition with the musical dialect of his own Slavic mother-tongue. 

 With the success of the Slavonic Dances in 1878, and Stabat Mater in 1880, 

Dvořák’s already esteemed reputation traveled well beyond Bohemia. In 1884 he was 

invited to conduct his Symphony No. 6 in London, making his first appearance as a 

conductor outside of his homeland. The performance by the Royal Philharmonic Society 

was so well received that Dvořák was made an honorary member of the Society and 

asked to compose another symphony to be performed by the orchestra. Dvořák 

enthusiastically accepted the challenge, writing to a friend, “Just now, a new symphony 

occupies me, and wherever I go I think of nothing but my work, which must be capable 

of stirring the world, and God grant me that it will!”  

 Dvořák conducted the London premiere of Symphony No. 7 in April, 1885, to 

great acclaim. Upon hearing the work, the noted English composer and musicologist 

Donald Francis Tovey, wrote, “I have no hesitation in setting Dvořák’s Symphony [No. 

7] along with the C Major Symphony of Schubert and the four symphonies of Brahms, as 

among the greatest and purest examples of this art-form since Beethoven.”  Even George 

Bernard Shaw, the noted playwright and music critic, who had previously panned 

Dvořák’s Stabat Mater, penned muted praise for the Symphony No. 7. Following the 

work’s success in London, it was performed in 1887 by the Vienna Philharmonic, and 

two years later, conducted by the noted Hans von Bülow, in Berlin. Dvořák was so 

thrilled by von Bülow’s performances that he pasted a picture of the conductor on the 

title page of the manuscript, writing underneath: “Glory be to you! You brought this work 

to life!” 

 Unlike many of Dvořák’s better-known ebullient compositions, the Symphony 

No. 7, considered his tragic masterpiece, is serious and powerful. The mysterious opening 

and following forceful themes of the first movement, Allegro maestoso, are generally 

dark, yet always relieved by melodic warmth. The second movement, Poco adagio, is 

one of Dvořák’s most searching; admired by many for its woodwind richness. Dvořák’s 

Slavonic enthusiasm is let loose in the Scherzo, with its furiant cross rhythms: violins and 

violas playing three beats per measure, while cellos and bassoons play two beats per 

measure. Like the work’s opening, the finale Allegro is stormy, but not without a forecast 

of fairer weather. George Bernard Shaw praised the work for not ending with a 

fashionably bombastic coda, describing the hopeful ending as “the lights of a fishing 

village on a Northern rock-bound coast of a starlit night.” Possibly, due to this 

ambivalence, many consider the Symphony No. 7 to be Dvořák’s best symphony. 


