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Overture to Rienzi Richard Wagner (1813-83)

Symphony in G minor, K 550 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-91)
 Allegro Molto
 Andante
 Menuetto, Trio—Allegretto
 Allegro Assai

Intermission

Boléro Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)

Please silence all electronic devices



In this program the Chapel Hill Philharmonia presents works for orchestra, large and small.
Two works use the full classical orchestra; one of them requires unusual additional instruments. In 
the other work the strings are joined by only a small band of winds; no trumpets, no drums.

Wagner, Overture to Rienzi
Cola di Rienzi, a 14th century Italian revolutionary figure, was a man well ahead of his time. His 
vision to unify Italy under a newly glorious Rome presaged the Risorgimento movement that did 
unify Italy in the 19th century. But his revolution, which descended into a brutal dictatorship, was 
undone when the people turned against him and he was murdered by an angry mob.

Richard Wagner’s first successful opera was based on the 1835 novel Rienzi by Edward Bulwer-
Lytton — he of the infamous opening sentence starting “It was a dark and stormy night...” Rienzi 
has been called “the best opera Meyerbeer wrote” because of the influence the Parisian composer 
had on Wagner, musically and personally. Meyerbeer was instrumental in getting Wagner appointed 
director of the opera in Dresden where Rienzi received its premiere in 1842.

With intermissions, the original five act version of Rienzi lasted six hours. It would be impossible to 
mount that version today. The performance score burned along with the Dresden opera in the 
bombings of 1945. The manuscript, given as a 50th birthday present to Adolf Hitler, presumably 
perished with him in the Berlin bunker. (According to a boyhood friend, Hitler’s reaction to seeing 
the opera in his late teens inspired his own ambition to rally the German speaking peoples to unity 
and glory.) Today there are only sporadic revivals of shorter versions of the opera,

But the overture has never lost its popularity. It begins with a single note from a trumpet, played 
three times, with responses from other parts of the orchestra: perhaps a distant call to arms, to the 
people of Rome. The introductory section continues with a solemn Wagnerian melody:

(Several decades later Wagner would recycle the first part of this melody, with somewhat different 
intervals, into a Leitmotiv associated with Brünnhilde in Die Götterdämmerung.) 

In the main section that follows a triumphant march theme is introduced as the second subject. The 
themes are developed, reprised and combined, and the overture ends in typical grand opera 
fashion in blazing D major. There is no hint of Rienzi’s eventual rejection and downfall.

Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K 550
G minor! Mozart’s only minor mode symphonies are both in that key. What difference does the 
choice of key make? First, those who hear music in their heads, as Mozart did, hear it in particular 
keys; Second, for each composer, keys and emotional moods often fit together. What about G 



minor and Mozart? He set many works in that key. For example: Pamina’s aria lamenting lost love 
(Ach, ich fühl’s) in Die Zauberflöte; a piano quartet and string quintet, in each of which the first 
movement has a cast of sadness. One can surmise that the key connoted somber feelings for him.

On the other hand, the G minor symphony 
was written in the summer of 1788 along 
with two others: K 543 in E flat and K 551 In 
C (“Jupiter”). Mozart’s financial situation had 
become sour, perhaps reason for sadness, 
but the other works hardly reflect any of that.

Mozart wrote only six of his symphonies after 
settling in Vienna in 1782. The first three 
were for occasions outside Vienna. Why did 
he write the last three, all at once? There are 
hints that he was hoping for another series of 
subscription concerts, like those for his piano 
concertos; if so, the project failed.There are 
suggestions that he introduced the works in 
a new casino in central Vienna, but there is 
no record of any performances. Was he just 
inspired to write three symphonies, for no 
external reason? Very unlikely..

Although we can’t identify any performances that Mozart heard, he revised the score of the G minor 
symphony, adding clarinet parts, likely done for a performance, possibly involving his clarinetist 
friend Anton Stadler. A symphony by Mozart was performed in a concert directed by Salieri in 1791 
with Stadler in the orchestra. But we don’t know which symphony (K 543 also uses clarinets).

The opening of the G minor symphony is remarkable in the context of its time. Divided violas start a 
gentle rocking accompaniment and violins in octaves enter softly with a plaintive 16 bar melody:

The falling half step three note pattern that begins this melody dominates the whole movement. The 
second theme’s many falling half steps, like sighs, create a wistful impression even though the 

Vienna in 1800, showing the walled city surrounded by 
empty glacis. In 1787 Mozart moved from the center of the 
city to  a working class suburb toward the top of the map.



melody is in the relative major key. After the exposition is repeated a brief development section 
based mainly on the three note pattern concludes with the winds playing a slowly descending 
sequence of half steps under which the violins slip in with the main subject to start the 
recapitulation. Now in G minor, the second theme sounds almost depressing.  A short coda 
featuring the opening theme in counterpoint ends the movement with the hollow sound of open G 
strings. This may well be the most deeply melancholy orchestral piece Mozart wrote.

By contrast, the second movement seems almost emotionally detached. Its structural components 
are two simple patterns. First, sets of six repeated notes, introduced at the start in layers of 
suspensions in the strings, building a dominant seventh chord that resolves in the fourth measure. 
Then there are sets of tied short note pairs, playing intervals up and down the scale, starting with 
this sequence in the first violins at the end of the first section:

 
Some part of the orchestra plays one of these patterns in nearly every bar. The piece is beautifully 
constructed, elegant and peaceful, but the passions of the first movement have been cooled.

The third movement returns to the minor mode in a somewhat angry sounding fast dance, with 
strong contrapuntal entrances and dissonant suspensions, but which retreats at the end into a soft 
and moody close. A gentle contrasting trio section presents hunting calls featuring the winds.

The exhilarating finale takes flight like a rocket, with a fast rising arpeggio:

(In the 18th century this kind of beginning was in fact called the “Mannheim rocket” after the famous 
Mannheim orchestra with which Mozart was quite familiar.)

In Mozart’s time a work starting in the minor mode usually ended in the major of the same key. Here 
Mozart will have none of it. The only excursion into the major is the second subject, but its many 
half steps make it sound as much minor as major. This flight stays in the minor to the finish.

At the start of the development Mozart has the whole orchestra (except the horns) play a jerky 
passage in unison and octaves:



If one looks in detail at this one sees every note in the chromatic scale except G, the key note. 
Writers in the 20th century jumped on this as an early anticipation of Schoenberg’s 12 tone row 
system of composition. But one can also see it as simply a device, like chords accompanying an 
operatic recitative, to make a rapid transition to D minor, where the main theme resumes the flight.

The extensive development makes much use of the Mannheim rocket theme. As in the first 
movement, the second subject’s recapitulation appearance in G minor creates a chill of foreboding. 
But then the whole orchestra bursts in and the flight takes off again — only to come to a rather 
sudden end less than a minute later. One is left wanting more, and probably the composer realized 
it, because he directed that the second half of the movement, beginning with the development, be 
repeated. This time the ending is more completely satisfying.

Ravel, Boléro
The first recording I owned was of this piece. LPs were new on the market, and classical music was 
listened to with some enjoyment by most high school kids; Khatchaturian’s Sabre Dance even 
made it to the Hit Parade. One of the favorites in my group of friends was Boléro.

It had been a smash hit from the start. The Paris premiere included a ballet featuring Ida 
Rubinstein, who had asked Maurice Ravel to write something for her new company. The ballet was 
greeted kindly, but the music brought down the house.

Ravel, Ida Rubinstein and her company at the premiere of Boléro

That was 1928, shortly before Ravel fell ill and largely stopped composing. In 1929 Boléro was 
introduced to America by the NY Philharmonic, conducted by Toscanini; again the reception was 



tumultuous. When that orchestra and conductor visited Paris during their European tour the next 
year, they performed the work with the composer in the audience. Which leads to a story.

The tempo Toscanini used was a good deal faster than Ravel intended, and when Toscanini 
motioned to Ravel to stand and acknowledge the ovation he refused. According to witnesses there 
followed a scene backstage when Ravel met the conductor. “It was too fast,” Ravel said.  Toscanini 
replied defensively “It’s the only way to save the work.” “Then don’t play it!”

To this day conductors disagree about the tempo. Ravel said it should last 17 minutes. One can find 
on YouTube performances running from 14 to 19 minutes. In principle there is only one tempo, a 
slow 3/4, but some conductors let the tempo increase somewhat with the volume level.

Besides the original ballet, there have been many uses of Boléro in contexts other than orchestra 
concerts. The ice dancing team Torvill and Dean won the gold medal in the 1984 Olympics with a 
routine using an abridgment of the music. Some may recall the movie 10, in which the beautiful Bo 
Derek asks Dudley Moore, “Have you ever done it to Boléro?” (He tries, with comic results.)

What about the music itself? Ravel came to regard it with some disdain, saying “I’ve written only 
one masterpiece, Boléro, and it contains no music.” Indeed, it contains very little of the usual 
elements of Western music: variety of themes, development, transitions, new keys, etc. There are 
just two 16 bar melodies, played over an endlessly repeated two-bar rhythm (set at the start by the 
snare drum). The first melody (A) is a lovely sinuous Spanish style song in C major. The second (B) 
answers in the Phrygian mode, which sounds much like American blues. Until near the end the 
scheme is monotonously simple: AA, then BB, then do it again.

Two things make the scheme work. The never-varying background rhythm hypnotizes the listener, 
like the persistent drum off-beats in rock music. As the work progresses the instruments playing this 
rhythm vary and become more numerous, so the beat grows more complex and more insistent. 
Then there are the many changes in the instruments playing the melodies. At first it is a single flute, 
playing A very softly. Then a single clarinet. The counter-melody B is introduced by a single 
bassoon. But as the repetitions pile up the forces increase in volume and strength. Ravel calls on 
the whole panoply of classical woodwinds, plus tenor and soprano saxophones. One statement of 
theme A is given to the bizarre combination of horn, two piccolos and celesta. The jazziest version 
of theme B is played by a solo trombone, which can do blues slides like no other instrument. The 
exquisite ear of Ravel, perhaps the greatest master of orchestral color of all time, is in full evidence.

After waiting their turn for a long time, the violins finally play the melodies, the second time in close 
harmony, like the Andrews Sisters. Just before the end Ravel startles the listener by a sudden shift 
to E major, but it only lasts eight measures. Four measures with trombones sliding almost 
obscenely, a final collapsing chord, and it’s over.

Lawrence Evans
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Plan to attend our next concert. 
May 1, 2016 at 7:30 pm

East Chapel Hill High School Auditorium
J Strauss II – Die Fledermaus Overture

Beethoven – Piano Concerto No. 3 in c minor 
Aram Lindroth, Concerto Competition Winner

Schumann – ‘Rhenish’ Symphony, No. 3
The Philharmonia has open rehearsals at 9:00 am the 
Saturday before each concert. Children are welcome.

Sign up at www.chapelhillphilharmonia.org 
or after the concert for emails about CHP concerts and 

summer Chamber Players performances.

Support the  Chapel Hill Philharmonia  
The Chapel Hill Philharmonia relies on donations to fund its operations. We very much need and value your support. 
To donate by mail: please use the envelope enclosed in this program or send your check to CHP, PO Box 2853, Chapel 
Hill, NC 27515. To donate online: visit www.chapelhillphilharmonia.org. All donations are tax deductible. 

Please patronize our advertisers – and tell them you saw their ads in this program!  The Philharmonia is now 
scheduling advertisers for next season. For more information, please email adsphilharmonia@gmail.com.   

Thank you to the Strowd Roses Foundation for their grant this 
year in support of the Chapel Hill Philharmonia. A full list of CHP 
donors will be published in the May concert program 
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