
  

Gioacchino Rossini ................................................Semiramide Overture 

  

One of the greatest opera composers in history, Gioacchino Rossini was adept at many styles, 
from comic opera to the Baroque style of tragic melodrama as seen in Semiramide, which was 
the last of his Italian operas. Semiramide is considered one of the finest examples of this style. 
Rossini’s departure from such examples of comic opera as Il barbiere di Siviglia and La 
Cenerentola came, perhaps coincidentally, at the same time as his burgeoning relationship with 
dramatic soprano Isabella Colbran – for whom the title role in Semiramide was written. Based 
loosely on Voltaire’s tragedy Semiramis, the opera tells the partly mythical story of an Assyrian 
woman who led her husband’s army into battle after his death, all the while masquerading as her 
son. She later became queen, conquering much of Asia. 

  

Following Semiramide’s premiere in Venice in 1823, the opera enjoyed modest success before 
disappearing from the stage for nearly a century before returning in the 1960s. The overture, 
however, is widely played and has become a staple part of orchestral repertoire. It marks a 
departure from other operatic overtures of the early 1800s, in that the themes are drawn directly 
from Semiramide’s score. It also represents some of Rossini’s best orchestral writing, starting 
from the rhythmic opening, to the entrance of the horn choir taken directly from the score of the 
opera, to the joyously frenetic ending. 

  

Leonard Bernstein ................ Symphonic Dances from West Side Story 
  
A man who brought classical music to the forefront of mainstream media in a time when 
television and radio were growing rapidly in popularity, Leonard Bernstein was one of the most 
talented and influential musicians in American history. Winning acclaim as conductor, 
composer, author, and even television personality, Bernstein gave generations of young people a 
fresh exposure to classical music.  

The addition of Bernstein’s “West Side Story” to the musical theatre and orchestral repertoire 
was not the first glimpse those genres were given of jazz music, nor would it be the last. But his 
re-telling of Romeo and Juliet in a contemporary setting remains as gripping and musically 
brilliant as ever, 55 years after its 1957 Broadway premiere.  Manhattan’s Upper West Side in 
the 1950s serves as a backdrop as the story takes place between two rival gangs, the Jets and the 
Sharks.  With a libretto by Stephen Sondheim, Bernstein’s score for West Side Story is powerful 
and evocative of city streets, pulsing with vibrant jazz rhythms and athletic dance breaks.  The 
show also focused on social problems of the day, particularly drug abuse and teen violence, 



while staying true to Shakespeare’s work. Interestingly enough, Bernstein was working 
concurrently on the score to Candide, and a number of pieces migrated between the two works. 

The score for West Side Story was orchestrated for a small pit orchestra by Sid Ramin and Irwin 
Kostal with explicit directions from Bernstein. Bernstein later re-worked the score, again with 
the help of Ramin and Kostal, for full orchestra. The result was the Symphonic Dances, which 
premiered with the New York Philharmonic in 1961 under the baton of Lukas Foss. The order of 
the dances was rearranged slightly for musical effect, opening with the signature tritone on 
which much of the thematic material is based. The tritone, an interval so named for its span of 
three wholesteps, is central to the music and sparks easy recognition of the score. 

After the opening, the Prologue ensues, followed by Somewhere and the brilliant Mambo. The 
music from Tony and Maria’s meeting scene is next, followed by the Cool Fugue. Again we hear 
the interval of a tritone scattered throughout the orchestra in a jazzy swing theme. After the Cool 
Fugue, complete with trumpet shakes and drum set backbeats, there is a brief, free flute cadenza 
that was written to bridge the gap to the finale, I Have a Love – which is the only inclusion that is 
not a dance. 

Jean Sibelius ............................................... Symphony No. 2 in D Major 
  
Finnish composer Jean Sibelius began work on his Second Symphony in 1900, with the premiere 
conducted by the composer in Helsinki in 1902. It remains one of the better known of his seven 
symphonies, each of which showed a noticeable development of his compositional style. While 
not recognized as widely as Finlandia, it remains one of the pieces most commonly associated 
with Sibelius. 
 
The turn of the 20th century marked the tail end of the Romantic era in music, a period from 
about 1815 – 1910. While earlier music by the likes of Bach, Mozart and Haydn was largely 
focused on structure and form, composers in the 1800s became more interested in conveying  
passionate emotion through music. The period saw a large increase of programmatic music, and 
many of these compositions took on a sense of nationalistic pride. Examples of the Romantic 
style include Mahler’s sublime symphonies, which offer a window into the composer’s 
existential angst; Berlioz’s  programmatic work of unrequited love, the Symphonie Fantastique 
(which will be performed by the BCSO in June 2013); and nationalistic works such as 
Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture and Sibelius’s own Finlandia. Composers of the period 
endeavored to create a sound that was characteristic of their own country, and nationalism 
became a style unto its own right. 
 
A four-movement work, the Symphony No. 2 is constructed in classical form, with the traditional 
fast-slow-fast order of movements.  The third movement is commonly a minuet or scherzo, and 
in this case is marked Vivacissimo. One hears an ascending three-note motive in the opening that 
is repeated throughout the symphony, unifying the work, and it becomes the melody for the 



finale. Many inferred a nationalistic intent from Sibelius, as it was written at a time when Russia 
was imposing sanctions on Finnish language and culture, but scholars disagree on Sibelius’s true 
intent. However, it is hard to deny the passion found in the music, particularly the broad, flowing 
finale.  The second movement is of particular interest, as it seems to wend its way from theme to 
theme with no readily apparent overarching structure. However, its beauty and power set the 
stage for the final two movements, which are played without interruption. 

Daniel Bruce 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


