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Daniele Rustioni is one of the most compelling conductors of his generation and a major
presence with the leading international symphony orchestras, opera houses and festivals.
He is Principal Guest Conductor of the Metropolitan Opera, Principal Guest Conductor
Designate of Tokyo Metropolitan Symphony, Music Director Emeritus of Opéra National
de Lyon, Music Director Laureate of Ulster Orchestra, and Conductor Emeritus of Orches-
tra della Toscana. Highlights of the 2025/2026 season include debuts with Orchestre
National de France, Cleveland Orchestra, San Francisco Symphony, Dallas Symphony,
Seattle Symphony, Orchestra del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, and Orchestra del Teatro
alla Scala. He also led Bayerische Staatsoper on tour at the Shanghai Grand Theatre and
will perform at Wiener Staatsoper. In 2022, the International Opera Awards named him
“Best Conductor”. In July 2024 Rustioni received the ‘Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres’ of
the French Republic.
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Brahms: Violin Concerto in D Major, op.77
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Francesca Dego is celebrated for her versatility, compelling interpretations, and flawless
technique. She has performed with orchestras including London Symphony, London Phil-
harmonic, Royal Philharmonic, Philharmonia Orchestra, City of Birmingham Symphony,
Orchestre des Champs-Elysées, Swedish Radio Symphony, Bergen Philharmonic, Vancou-
ver Symphony, Dallas Symphony, and Detroit Symphony under batons of conductors
such as Fabio Luisi, Philippe Herreweghe, Daniele Rustioni, Lionel Branguier, and Krzysztof
Urbanski. She is also an avid chamber musician and has enjoyed collaborations with
Francesco Piemontesi, Jan Lisiecki, Salvatore Accardo, Shlomo Mintz, Mischa Maisky, and
Daniel Miller-Schott. Francesca is signed exclusively to Chandos Records. With a grow-
ing discography, her most recent recording of violin concertos of Brahms and Busoni with
BBC Symphony and conductor Dalia Stasevska was released in March 2024, for which
she was awarded the prestigious Franco Abbiati Prize. She plays a Francesco Ruggeri vio-
lin (Cremona 1697).
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Program notes by Robert Markow

Brahms:
Violin Concerto in D major, op.77

I Allegro non troppo
I Adagio
I Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo vivace

Johannes Brahms: Born in Hamburg, May 7, 1833; died in Vienna, April 3, 1897

Brahms spent the summer of 1878 at Portschach on Lake Wérth in southern
Austria. It was a region, he once said, where melodies were so abundant that one
had to be careful not to step on them. Here Brahms began work on his only violin
concerto, completing it by early fall. As was his custom, Brahms conferred with the
eminent violinist Joseph Joachim on technical and musical matters. Biographers dis-
agree on the extent to which Brahms heeded Joachim’s advice (many difficult, awk-
ward passages for the soloist remain), yet, as was only to be expected, he dedicat-
ed the score and entrusted the premiere to Joachim, his friend and adviser of 25
years. The first performance took place on New Year’s Day, 1879, with Brahms
conducting the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra.

The concerto’s technical difficulties did not encourage further performances,
nor did audiences respond kindly. As with many of Brahms’s large-scale works, it
was considered dry and pedantic; even the critic and long-time Brahms supporter
Eduard Hanslick didn’t appreciate it. But that is all history now. Brahms’s concerto
is ranked today alongside Beethoven’s (also in D major) as one of the two greatest
ever written. Hubert Foss states the case eloquently: “Of all Brahms’s major works,
this is the one which shows in the highest degree of perfection the reconciling of
the two opposites of his creative mind — the lyrical and the constructive: Brahms
the song writer and Brahms the symphonist. For this concerto is a song for the vio-
lin on a symphonic scale — a lyrical outpouring which nevertheless exercises to the
full his great powers of inventive development. The substance of it is, throughout,
the growth of the themes; they blossom before us like opening flowers in a richly
stocked garden. It is Brahms’s most lovable work of extended design.”

The concerto opens with a relaxed theme in the violas, cellos, bassoons, and
horns — a characteristically warm, Brahmsian scoring. It takes only a few moments
to realize that this is going to be a concerto on a grand scale. After presentation of
several more thematic ideas, the soloist enters with a flourish, which develops into
a long, quasi-cadenza before eventually settling down to repeat the themes first
heard in the long orchestral exposition. Additionally, the violin first presents a new
theme, rapturously flowing and waltz-like. Brahms left the cadenza to the discretion
of the soloist. Many have been written since the original one by Joachim.

The sustained, serene oboe solo that begins the second movement is one of



14

1/15 B Series 1/17 C Series

the most gorgeous melodies Brahms ever wrote, and it serves to remind us that
Brahms was one of the great song writers of the nineteenth century. The central
portion of the movement shifts to the minor mode, and has been described as soar-
ing into “impassioned melancholia.” The final part of the ternary-form (ABA) move-
ment begins with a re-statement of the oboe theme accompanied by new figura-
tions from the violin. The soloist forms a tight bond with the orchestra, yet interest-
ingly enough never plays more than the first three notes of the main theme in
unadorned fashion.

The bold and fiery finale, the only movement full of virtuosic display, is a
slightly modified rondo structure (ABACBA) whose principal theme is marked by a
Hungarian gypsy flavor. Thus Brahms pays fitting tribute to two Hungarian violin-
ists who played significant roles in his life: Joseph Joachim and Eduard Reményi,
who “discovered” Brahms and presented him to the European music world.

Rimsky-Korsakov:
Capriccio Espagnol, op.34

I Alborada

I Variation

I Alborada

IV Scena e canto gitano (Scene and Gypsy Song)
V Fandango asturiano

Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov: Born in Tikhvin (near Novgorod), March 18, 1844; died
in Lyubensk (near St. Petersburg), June 21, 1908

The allure of Spain, with its passionate spirit, flamboyant rhythms, dazzling
local color and exotic aura, captivated any number of composers in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, including Bizet, Chabrier, Debussy, Lalo,
Ravel, and Rimsky-Korsakov, to mention only a few. Rimsky-Korsakov, for all his
world travel as a professional sailor, ironically enough spent a mere three days in
Spain as a youth. Yet his Capriccio Espagnol so ebulliently captures the flavor of
the land that a rumor circulated that he had taken out a three-year lease on a gyp-
sy cave in Granada.

The composition had its genesis in a virtuoso fantasy on Spanish themes for
violin and orchestra, sketched in 1886. But later Rimsky-Korsakov, realizing that in
such a form the orchestra could never fulfill its potential for riotous color, recast the
work for orchestra alone. Nevertheless, elements of the original conception remain
in numerous solo violin passages, many replete with the virtuoso’s arsenal of har-
monics, triple stops and flying arpeggios.
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The work was an instant success, even before it got its first public perfor-
mance. During the first rehearsal, the musicians in the orchestra burst into applause
at every opportunity, praising the composer and his music. At the premiere, on
October 31, 1887 in St. Petersburg, conducted by the composer, the audience
cheered so enthusiastically that the entire work had to be encored. Two weeks lat-
er, Tchaikovsky wrote the following accolade to his colleague: “I must add that
your Spanish Caprice is a colossal masterpiece of instrumentation, and you may
regard yourself as the greatest master of the present day.” But Rimsky-Korsakov
regarded the music in a different light. In his autobiography, he wrote, “The opin-
ion formed by both the critics and the public, that the Capriccio is a magnificent
piece of orchestration, is incorrect. The Capriccio is a brilliant composition for
the orchestra. The change of timbres, the selection of melodic designs and figura-
tions - exactly adapted to each kind of instrument - the brief virtuoso cadenzas for
solo instruments, the rhythm of the percussion, etc., all constitute the very essence
of the composition, and not its garb and orchestration.”

There are five short, connected movements. The work opens with an albora-
da, which is supposed to be a gentle, romantic song sung under a lady’s window in
the morning, but Rimsky-Korsakov either didn’t know or didn’t care, for this albora-
da sounds like no other. The music is loud, garish, and far more rousing than any
alborada has a right to be! In a moderately contrasting passage, the clarinet and
violin play exuberant solos.

The second movement is more subdued, beginning with a genial theme
played by a horn quartet and followed by five variations for (in succession) strings,
English horn, full orchestra, horns and cellos, and again full orchestra with a flute
cadenza as a coda. The third movement returns to the dazzling opening alborada
with some changes in the orchestration. The fourth movement, entitled Scene and
Gypsy Song, offers a parade of cadenzas: for brass ensemble, for solo violin, for
flute, for clarinet, and for harp and triangle. The Gypsy Song follows, moving with
ever greater animation into the final movement. This is a zesty, vivacious fandan-
g0, a Spanish dance in triple meter for one couple and accompanied with guitar
and castanets. Rimsky-Korsakov evokes the guitar’s strumming effects with the
entire string section, and the castanets are likewise much in evidence.

Respighi:
Feste romane

I Circenses (The Circus Maximus)
I The Jubilee

Il The October Festival

IV The Epiphany
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Ottorino Respighi: Born in Bologna, July 9, 1879; died in Rome, April 18, 1936

Respighi’s reputation today rests first and foremost on his trilogy of symphon-
ic evocations of Rome: The Fountains of Rome (1916), The Pines of Rome (1924),
and Feste romane (1928). Rome, the “Eternal City,” was a “natural” for a musician
of Respighi’s antiquarian inclinations — a city steeped in history, studded with mon-
uments and statues, rich in art and architecture. Unlike the Pines and Fountains,
which are symphonic impressions of historic sites, Feste romane portrays events,
and, hence, is more “action” -oriented. Feste romane outstrips Pines and Fountains
by a large margin in terms of dazzling effects and torrents of riotous noise. The
already large orchestra is further augmented by a huge percussion section and sev-
eral instruments not normally found in a symphony orchestra: mandolin, organ, and
pianos (four hands). In addition, the first festival portrayed, the Circus Maximus,
requires three buccine, a kind of ancient Roman bugle. (Obviously, an alternative
must be found today!) Arturo Toscanini, a friend of the composer and champion of
his music, conducted the New York Philharmonic in the first performance of Feste
romane on February 21, 1929.

I. CIRCENSES (Circus Maximus) — The crowd is in a festive mood — it is their
holiday. “Hail Nero!,” they shout. The sounds of snapping jaws from wild beasts
rend the air; iron doors swing open and the air is filled with a mix of religious
chanting from condemned martyrs and the howls of animals. The chanting of the
martyrs rises to a peak of intensity, then becomes lost in the tumult of the frenzied
crowd and ferocious sounds of the beasts.

II. THE JUBILEE — On the highway, weary pilgrims make their way toward
Rome, their shuffling tread reflected in the violins. Solo clarinet and bassoon intone
the pilgrims’ prayer. When they finally reach Rome, a hymn of praise bursts forth,
answered by a symphony of the city’s church bells.

[II. THE OCTOBER FESTIVAL — Sounds of the hunt, the tinkling of bells and
ardent songs of love and merrymaking fill the air; castle walls are decorated with
vines. Echoes of the hunt recede into the distance. In the quiet of the evening, in a
remote byway far from the crowds, a lover serenades his girl to the strains of the
mandolin. The image fades; misty twilight envelopes the scene.

IV. THE EPIPHANY — The night before Epiphany in the Piazza Navona. A
characteristic rhythm of trumpets dominates the frantic clamor. From time to time
above the swelling noise can be heard rustic motives, saltarello cadenzas, the
strains of a barrel-organ, the cry of a street vendor, the crowd calling “We are
Romans! Let us pass!”

For a profile of Robert Markow, see page 30.
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Program notes by Robert Markow

This program is designed as a neat symmetrical arrangement of four numbers
by Verdi and four by Wagner. The two composers represent the very pinnacle of
operatic prominence in the mid-to-late nineteenth century within their respective
countries, Italy and Germany. The eight numbers comprise six overtures and two
ballet scenes, a most unusual program indeed. But then, each is a substantial, self-
contained composition in itself.

The operatic giants Verdi and Wagner were by coincidence born in the same
year just five months apart, yet strangely enough they never met. Wagner was first
and foremost a man of the theater - not just opera, mind you, but theater in all its
aspects. He decided to become a composer only in his late teens, after he had
entertained the prospect of working in the theater in some capacity. Yet, he never
set a Shakespeare play, while Verdi set three of them, all masterpieces of musical
theater. We know that Verdi had high regard for Wagner, but the feeling was not
reciprocal. (In fact, Wagner had little regard for any living composer besides him-
self.) These two composers have one more element in common: there are more
operas by Verdi in the common repertory than by any other composer - more than
a dozen out of his total of 26. Wagner comes in a close second, with all ten of his
mature operas in the common repertory.

Photograph of Giuseppe Verdi
by Ferdinand Mulnier (1817-91)
circa 1870

Giuseppe Verdi
Bormn in Le Roncole, Italy, October 10, 1813; died in Milan, January 27, 1901

Overture to “La forza del destino”

La forza del destino, Verdi’s twenty-second opera (just four more were to
follow), was commissioned by the Imperial Opera of St. Petersburg, where it was
premiered in 1862. The four-act work dealing with deception, revenge and magna-
nimity was based on the play Don Alvaro by Angel de Saavedra, which Francesco
Piave fashioned into a libretto for Verdi. The composer wrote the famous overture
for the 1869 revision of the opera, replacing the earlier opening with one of his
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most extended and developed overtures.

A number of the opera’s most important themes are presented, hence provid-
ing an evocative synthesis of the drama. After three loud unison brass chords
(repeated), the ominous “destiny” motif associated with the heroine Leonora is
heard. Underneath the potpourri of tunes which follow, this “destiny” motif contin-
ues to impose its threatening presence. A graceful andantino for flute, oboe and
clarinet is later sung by Alvaro in Act IV, Scene 1. Violins playing very softly in
octaves announce Leonora’s rapturous “Deh, non m’abbandonar” ; then comes a
theme in the clarinet with harp accompaniment — the duet for Leonora and the
Father Superior. Grandiose brass writing brings the overture to a thrilling conclu-
sion.

Ballet Music from “Macbeth”, Act 3

Over the span of just eleven years (1839-1850), Verdi turned out fifteen full-
length operas — more than one a year. Of these, few remain in the active repertory;
in fact, until the great middle period trilogy of Rigoletto, Il trovatore, and La travi-
ata, only Nabucco (his third opera) and Macbeth (his tenth) can claim repertory
status. Indeed, Verdi himself claimed Macbeth to be the favorite of his operas up to
that time. It was premiered in Florence in 1847 and was a huge success. Verdi was
recalled to the stage 38 times. Macbeth also represents one of Verdi’s manifesta-
tions of his lifelong love of Shakespeare. Macbeth is unusual in that it is one of the
few operas with no love interest. Nor is there a leading role for a tenor, and it has
few arias in the traditional sense. Most of the best tunes go to the chorus.

In 1865, the French publisher Léon Escudier suggested a new version of
Macbeth for the Théatre lyrique in Paris, and Verdi agreed. It was mandatory at
the time that any opera produced in Paris include a ballet sequence, whether the
story required one or not, and Verdi grudgingly complied. In productions today the
ballet scene in Act III is usually cut, but the music sometimes turns up at symphony
concerts as a self-contained number, as it does here.
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Ballet Music from “Otello”, Act 3

Otello, Verdi’s penultimate work for the stage, is an opera of superlatives. It
is generally regarded as one of the most perfect operas ever composed, the greatest
based on any of Shakespeare’s tragedies, and, along with the same composer’s
Falstaff, the greatest built on Shakespeare. It is one of those few operas in which
everything is in perfect balance: music and drama, voice and orchestra, set number
and arioso or recitative. It has held the stage ever since its premiere at La Scala in
Milan in 1887. The libretto, by Arrigo Boito, is worthy to stand on its own without
music — a nearly unique case in nineteenth-century Italian opera.

As was the case with Macbeth in Paris, so too did the ballet music for Otello
come into being. Verdi wrote it in 1894 for the opera’s Parisian premiere. Also like
Macbeth, it derives from Act III. As the opera’s title character is a Moor, and as the
story takes place on Cyprus, a land that looks more to the east than to Europe, so
Verdi gives the music a subtly Middle Eastern flavor.

Overture to “I vespri siciliani”

Les Vepres siciliennes (I vespri siciliani in its later Italian version), Verdi’s
nineteenth opera, was commissioned for the Paris Exhibition of 1855. It was his
first work to a French libretto, and his first new work premiered at the Paris Opéra
in 1855. (Jérusalem was merely an adaptation of I Lombardi.) But its theme of
popular uprising and revolt against tyranny was already a familiar one in the Verdi
canon. The story revolves around a specific historical event, the massacre that
occurred in Palermo, Sicily on Easter Monday, 1282. The opera was initially an
enormous success, despite Verdi’s serious qualms over Scribe’s libretto, and it was
given fifty performances in its first year at the Paris Opéra. Les Vépres siciliennes
was produced in Italy under various titles for censorship reasons, but once Italy
achieved independence from Austria, the opera acquired the title by which it is
best known today, I vespri siciliani.

I vespri siciliani may rank as one of Verdi’s lesser-known operas, but its
overture is a fine work in and of itself. Many consider it one of Verdi’s best, a
grand, ten-minute work filled with melodic material alternately fiery and lyrical,
beginning with the massacre music that immediately follows the slow introduction.
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Photograph of Richard Wagner
by Franz Hanfstaengl (1804-77)
Minchen, 1871

Richard Wagner
Born in Leipzig, May 22, 1813; died in Venice, February 13, 1883

Overture to “Rienzi”

The year 1838 found 25-year-old Richard Wagner in Riga, where he had
been engaged as an opera conductor. But his real ambition lay elsewhere, and he
expressed the desire “to abandon the career he had pursued so far and to plunge
into an entirely new one.” This new career was to be dedicated to composing,
especially operas, of which Rienzi, written mostly in Riga, was to be his first real
bid for fame. Wagner accordingly cast his eyes on that great center of grand opera,
Paris.

Rienzi was not accepted for the Opéra in Paris, and Wagner had to do hack
work in the city to support himself. But through the efforts of the influential
Giacomo Meyerbeer, undisputed lord of French grand opera, the Court Theater in
Dresden accepted Rienzi for production in 1842. The audience gave it a wildly
enthusiastic reception, the theater’s management offered to mount Der fliegende
Holldnder (The Flying Dutchman) just ten weeks later, and Wagner was on his
way to fame.

The Overture begins with a single tone from the solo trumpet, heard three
times. In the opera, this is the Herald’s signal to assemble the populace. Next we
hear the warm, consoling theme of Rienzi’s prayer, the opera’s most famous aria.
Another trumpet call connects the slow introduction to the Allegro energico main
section, in which three themes from the opera are combined in a slightly modified
sonata-allegro form. Lots of orchestral glitter, brassy sonorities and fanfares con-
tribute to the mood of martial pomp and heroism.
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Overture to “Tannhauser”

Tannhduser, premiered in Dresden in 1845, was the second of the operas we
regard today as the ten mature stage works of Richard Wagner, which began with
Der fliegende Holldnder in 1843 and ended four decades later with Parsifal in
1882. For his story of a knight caught up in the dichotomy of goodness and sin,
Christian spirituality and pagan sensuality, sacred and profane love, Wagner
turned, as usual, to medieval sources. In fact, Tannhduser may be the most medi-
eval of all Wagner’s operas, based as it is on fictional accounts of a Franconian
knight born in or about the year 1200.

The Overture draws its musical substance entirely from the opera it precedes,
thus serving as a self-contained synthesis of the drama. It opens with the opera’s
best-known melody, that of the Pilgrims’ Chorus. A second theme associated with
the pilgrims, penitence, is taken up first in the somber colors of violas and cellos, to
which the remaining strings join in, leading to a magnificent re-statement of the
pilgrims’ hymn by the trombones. With almost cinematic effect, Wagner aurally
creates the impression of a band of pilgrims slowly coming into view, then receding
into the distance. A sudden dissolve, and a new scene is before us: the Venusberg,
an imaginary mountain in which lives Venus, goddess of love, surrounded by her
world of splendor, revelry, and a life of total hedonism. Here also we find
Tannhauser, who sings his paean of praise to Venus (robust violins, supported by
the full orchestra). When she responds, the musical texture is trimmed down to a
diaphanous, transparent delicacy, with the solo clarinet representing the goddess’
seductive call. The Overture ends, as does the entire opera, with a mighty state-
ment of the Pilgrims’ Chorus in full orchestral grandeur.

Prelude to Act 1 from “Lohengrin”

Like most of Wagner’s operas, Lohengrin, premiered in Weimar in 1850, is a
heady brew of myth, legend, religion, history, philosophy and the supernatural all
wrapped into a story of redemption through love, conflict between conscience and
desire, and the triumph of good over evil. Lohengrin, the medieval Swan Knight
and one of the brotherhood devoted to the protection of the Holy Gralil, is sent on
a mission to Brabant (in present-day Belgium) to champion the cause of Elsa, who
has been falsely accused of fratricide.

Just as the Gralil itself is extraordinary, so too is the opera’s Prelude, in which
Wagner creates the image of an otherworldly ether, a realm far and remote from
the world of common man. In a seamless arc of sound, Wagner portrays the slow,

1/23 A Series

29



30

1/23 A Series

gentle descent of the Grail from mysterious, rarefied heights to the world of man
and back up again. Beginning with attenuated, nearly inaudible sounds in the
opening bars, the music moves through a carefully paced growth in texture, color,
range, volume and intensity to its blinding climax, then back to the opening sonori-
ties.

Prelude to Act 1 from “Die Meistersinger von Nlrnberg”

Wagner’'s warmhearted, comic opera Die Meistersinger von Ntirnberg, pre-
miered in Munich in 1868, draws for its inspiration on the historical figure of Hans
Sachs (1494-1576) and the German Mastersingers - select members of trade guilds
who flourished from the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, and who were dedicated
to upholding the sacred ideals of noble, creative art. Wagner wrote the Prelude in
1862, though the immense, five-hour opera was not finished until five years later.

The Prelude serves as a musical condensation of the opera to follow. The
sturdy theme of the Mastersingers as a corporate entity opens in a blaze of C
major. A further theme associated with the guild members is the Mastersingers’
march, an authentic guild melody, also in C major. A second group of themes is
associated with the young lovers Walther and Eva, and conjures up the emotions
of youth — yearning, passion, spontaneity and impetuosity. A third thematic group,
again very different in mood, portrays the young apprentices. The first of this new
group Is actually the grand opening theme in brisk tempo, played by woodwinds in
a perky manner. All in all, there are nearly a dozen melodic ideas incorporated into
the Prelude. In the final section, Wagner presents several of them simultaneously as
a massive, contrapuntal edifice. The Prelude closes with the same glorious music
that closes the entire opera, a fitting conclusion to any concert, operatic or sym-
phonic.

Robert Markow’s musical career began as a horn player in the Montreal Symphony
Orchestra. He now writes program notes for orchestras and concert organizations
in the USA, Canada, and several countries in Asia. As a journalist he covers the
music scenes across North America, Europe, and Asian countries, especially Japan.
At Montreal’s McGill University he lectured on music for over 25 years.
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