
                   
 

Concert 
 
 

Canongate Kirk 
7:30pm Saturday June 2nd 2018 

 
 
 
 

 
Mikhail Glinka 

Overture to Ruslan and Lyudmila  
 
 

* 
 

Antonín Dvořák 
Symphony No. 5 in F major (B.54 /op.76) 

 
 
 
 

 

Conductor: Andrew Lees 
 
 
 

Retiring Collection   



	 2	

Mikhail Glinka (1804 – 1857) 
Overture to Ruslan and Lyudmila  
 
Mikhail Glinka has been called the founding-father of Russian classical music. Whilst exaggerated claims for that 
and his “Russian-ness” have been largely driven by political expediency (whether, in turn, by Tsar Alexander III or 
Stalin), he was certainly the first major composer to reflect what Marina Frolova-Walker calls “the mature, 
conscious cultural nationalism of the Russian liberal intelligentsia.” 
 
His uncle retained an orchestra made up of serfs, which brought Mikhail into contact with music at an early age. 
When he left school his father, a retired army officer and member of the minor Russian nobility in Smolensk, 
wanted him to join the Foreign Office – Mikhail was duly appointed Assistant Secretary of the Department of 
Public Highways, a post he held from 1824 to 1828. But he had already decided to dedicate his life to music, a 
profession seen as of dubious value by the aristocracy. 
 
After starting by composing fashionable ‘drawing-room’ pieces to entertain rich amateurs, Glinka seized the 
opportunity to travel to Italy in 1830 where he spent three years taking lessons at the Milan Conservatory and 
met Bellini, Donizetti, Berlioz and Mendelssohn. Such influences on his music were supplemented by hearing the 
music of Liszt in Vienna, and five months of more systematic study of counterpoint, fugue and choral harmony in 
Berlin. He returned home after his father’s death in 1834 and started work on what he consciously determined to 
be the first truly Russian opera – a tragedy written entirely without spoken dialogue and championing the peasant 
as a heroic personality. Originally entitled Ivan Susanin, and then A Death for the Tsar (!), Glinka was forced to 
change its name to A Life for the Tsar for the St Petersburg premiere (1836) – “Living for the Tsar” was the 
religious, civil and national duty of every Russian. Glinka dedicated the opera to Tsar Nicholas I and the premiere 
was a great success after which the composer received the Tsar’s blessing. (After the Russian Revolution of 1917, 
the opera reverted, for obvious reasons, to its first title). 
 
Glinka immediately set to work on his next opera, Ruslan and Lyudmila, based on the mock epic poem (1820) by 
Aleksandr Pushkin, although the plot differs considerably from Pushkin’s original. It tells the story of Ruslan, who 
represents the traditional Russian hero, undergoing many trials before rescuing his bride, Lyudmila, daughter of 
Grand Prince Vladimir of Kiev who, on her wedding night, is kidnapped by the evil magician Chernomor.   
 
Rather than continuing the lofty style of A Life for the Tsar, the new opera was a fantasy with analogies to the 
fairy-tale magic and orientalism of Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte and Weber’s Oberon. Unfortunately, Pushkin's death 
in a duel prevented him from writing the libretto himself as Glinka had hoped, and the opera (in five acts) was not 
completed until 1842. It was also premiered in St Petersburg, but poorly received – as an anonymous early critic 
wrote: “What manner of music is this? Neither Italian, nor German, but at the same time not Russian?” Indeed, 
the failure has been attributed to the St. Petersburg's audience's penchant for Italian opera, which was so 
pronounced that, in 1843, Tsar Nicholas I even established an Italian opera company in the (Moscow) Bolshoi 
Kamenniy Teatr, and the Russian opera company lost its home. However, the opera did receive its Bolshoi 
premiere in 1846 and it has remained a staple of their repertoire, apparently having been performed there more 
than 700 times.  
 
Although Ruslan and Lyudmila was acclaimed by Berlioz and Liszt, its failure was a bitter and dispiriting blow for 
Glinka. Although the opera has only occasionally been performed outside Russia, the Overture has achieved an 
independent life as an orchestral showpiece world-wide. Indeed, as throughout the opera, Glinka’s sparkling 
orchestration is rightly famous, epitomising the lightness, energy and elegance of Pushkin’s poem. Less well-
known is the elaborate nature of the formal and harmonic schemes in Glinka’s operas – the Ruslan and Lyudmila 
Overture uses D and F major as the main keys of its exposition, the recapitulation restates the material in D and A 
major and D major is only re-established in the coda. Glinka’s compositional techniques were an important 
influence on the future nationalist school of Russian composers, notably the members of the St Petersburg 
Kuchka (the “Mighty Five” or “Mighty Handful”: Balakirev, Cui, Mu(s)sorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin), who 
followed Glinka's lead in producing a distinctive Russian style of music. 
 

*** 
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Antonín Dvořák (1841 – 1904) 
Symphony No. 5 in F major (B.54 /op.76) 
Allegro ma non troppo 
Andante con moto 
Andante con moto, quasi l'istesso tempo — Allegro scherzando  
Finale: Allegro molto  
 
After Bedřich Smetana (1824 – 1884), Dvořák was the second Czech composer to achieve international 
recognition – jointly they can be considered as the ‘fathers’ of Czech music, rather as Glinka is of Russian. By 
1875, Dvořák was happily married, a proud father and financially secure. Championed by Brahms and (his 
publisher) Simrock abroad, Dvořák was finding recognition beyond the borders of his homeland as well as fame at 
home, and the following few years would be his most productive musically. Having completed his G major String 
Quintet (op. 77), B♭ Piano Trio (op. 21), Serenade in E for String orchestra (op.22) and D major Piano Quartet 
(op.23) all in the first half of 1875, he soon embarked on this, his next symphony. 
 
Just as the high opus number of the String Quintet was due to the fact that Simrock did not publish it until 1888 
and wanted to make it appear that it was composed much later than it was, so the Symphony in F (to which 
Dvořák gave the opus number 24) was published as Symphony No. 3, op.76 a year after Dvořák had made some 
minor revisions in 1887. [The ‘B numbers’ relate to Jarmil Burghauser’s Thematic Catalogue (Prague 1960) which 
lists Dvořák’s works in chronological order. Prior to 1960, it was the Symphony in E minor ‘From the New World’ 
(B.178) which was known as ‘No.5’ rather than as ‘No.9’, with the first four symphonies being ignored as 
‘apprentice works’ and largely unperformed; Symphony No. 6 in D major (B.112) was known as his ‘First’ 
Symphony, Symphony No. 7 (D minor, B.141) as his ‘Second’, and No. 8 (G major, B.163) as his ‘Fourth’!]. 
 
Dvořák wrote this F major Symphony in only six weeks. It represents both a landmark in the evolution of his 
individual style and the culmination of his early symphonies. Indeed, it remains the first which would ultimately 
be recognised as amongst his symphonic masterpieces. The first movement, pastoral and lyrical in tone, is full of 
Dvořák’s characteristically delightful writing for the woodwind, a genius which culminates in such works as the B 
minor Cello Concerto (B.191) written 20 years later. In fact, the whole work has been considered as Dvořák’s 
‘Pastoral’ (although in this case the thunderclouds appear in the Finale, unlike in Beethoven’s 6th Symphony). The 
second movement is an A minor nocturne whose main theme, marked “espressivo e dolente” (expressive and 
sorrowful), has some similarity to the famous introductory theme of Tchaikovsky’s (almost simultaneously 
composed) Piano Concerto No. 1 in B♭ minor, but is completely different in mood. There is an unusual 
progression from the second to third movements: at the end of the second Dvořák notes in the score: “Very brief 
pause and go straight on”. The third movement thus follows on almost attacca, and the link is emphasised by a 
short introductory section to the third movement that continues the previous mood – Dvořák did something 
similar in his Violin Concerto (B.108) five years later. 
 
The jovial but rhythmical B♭ major third movement Scherzo inhabits the sound world of Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances 
with, again, some beautifully lyrical woodwind (and string) writing in its D♭ major Trio section. The powerful 
Finale is perhaps the finest symphonic movement that Dvořák had composed up to that point. Its strikingly 
dramatic manner anticipates his later works with its economy of material and predilection for exploring a wide 
range of key relationships, revealing a mastery of tonality and modulation that is reminiscent of Schubert’s. The 
movement establishes the Symphony’s fundamental key of F major only after more than 50 bars, but an ensuing 
conflict with the key of A minor persists for practically the entire movement, with F major only triumphing 
convincingly at the close. The end of the work also brings back the opening motto of the first movement – 
Bruckner had done the same thing one year earlier in his Third Symphony as, subsequently, would Brahms (Third 
Symphony, 1884) and César Franck (Symphony in D minor, 1888).  
 
Shortly before its publication, Dvořák asked the conductor Hans von Bülow, like Brahms already a major advocate 
for Dvořák’s works, whether he would accept the dedication. von Bülow replied “Esteemed Maestro! The 
dedication from you – alongside Brahms the most blessed composer of our times – is a higher honour for me than 
any grand cross from any prince. With the most heartfelt thanks I accept this honour. Your sincerely devoted 
admirer, Hans von Bülow.” The symphony was premiered in Prague in March 1879 under the conductor Adolf 
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Čech (1841 – 1903), and Dvořák himself conducted the Symphony in Brno ten months later. It had to wait a 
further eight years for its first foreign performance, at London’s Crystal Palace on 7 April 1888, conducted by 
August Manns. The English composer and music journalist Charles Barry was present and described the 
performance in a letter to Dvořák: “Dear Friend! I have the pleasure to be the first (I think) to tell you that your 
Symphony Op. 76 was splendidly played yesterday, and very warmly received. [...] The last movement, without 
undervaluing the others, is a grand inspiration, written in a masterful form.” 
 

*** 
 

                   
 Hans von Bülow’s gracious acceptance of the dedication   The great Russian Bass Fyodor Shalyapin (Chaliapin) 
  of Dvořák’s F major Symphony              as Farlaf in Glinka’s opera Ruslan and Lyudmila (1901) 
       
 

Programme notes by Chris Kelnar 
 

*** 

 

Andrew Lees is a former member of both the Hallé and BBC Philharmonic Orchestras playing viola. Since 
returning to Edinburgh he has taken up the violin and concentrated on solo playing, arranging, teaching and 
conducting. He is a member of the Roxburgh String Quartet. As well as the Open Orchestra, he has conducted 
many other Edinburgh-based groups including Edinburgh Grand Opera, Edinburgh Musical Theatre and Edinburgh 
University Savoy Opera Group. He also directs the Leader Ensemble. However perhaps his most significant 
achievement to date is an arrangement of Rossini’s William Tell Overture for 40 violas and triangle. 

 

The Open Orchestra (http://www.openorchestra.org.uk/) is an established group of amateur musicians of all ages 
and abilities. We meet throughout the year for rehearsals and performances, aiming to increase our knowledge 
and enjoyment of orchestral music in a friendly atmosphere. We aim for high standards but, as our name 
suggests, we are open to all, subject to vacancies, with no auditions. 

The Orchestra meets on Wednesday evenings (7.45pm – 9.45pm) between September and June at Morningside 
Parish Church Hall, Braid Road (corner of Braid Road and Cluny Gardens).  

If you wish to find out more about the orchestra, please contact us at info@openorchestra.org 


