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Nicholas Palmer, music director and conductor  

From Russia with Love 

hǾŜǊǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ άwǳǎƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ [ȅǳŘƳƛƭŀέ     Mikhail Glinka 
 
Symphony No. 2 in A major      Vasily Kalinnikov 

I. Moderato 
II. Andante cantabile 
III. Allegro scherzando 
IV. Andante cantabile - Allegro vivo 

 

Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor     Sergei Rachmaninoff 
I. Allegro ma non tanto 
II. Intermezzo; Adagio 
III. Finale: Alla breve 

 
 

. 
Mikhail  Glinka 

Overture to 
Ȱ2ÕÓÌÁÎ ÁÎÄ ,ÙÕÄÍÉÌÁȱ 

 
Born June 1, 1804, Novospasskoye (Western Russia) 

Died February 15, 1857, Berlin 

 

 

An Old Story 

The opera, Ruslan and Lyudmila, tells an old story found in several cultures. We have a king 

with a beautiful daughter ς and many would-be suitors. In this account, a knight, Ruslan, 

ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ όŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǊŜǘƭȅύ ƘƻƭŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎǎΩs heart. Before he can hold her hand, however, an evil 

creature kidnaps her. Her father sends Ruslan and two other knights to bring her back. Through 

tales of wonder and magic, Ruslan heroically prevails, the couple is married, and everyone lives 

happily ever after. 
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Instrumentation: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 3 bassoons, 4 French horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, 

timpani, strings. The OSO last performed Ruslan 9 years ago. 

 

Glinkaôs Place in Russian Music 

We rightly think of Glinka as the father of modern 

Russian orchestral music, incorporating the musical 

sounds of his motherland into otherwise European 

art forms. His reputation largely rests on his two 

operas, the second (1837-1842) whose overture we 

hear this evening.  

A child born to wealth, he took nothing seriously 

until he found his passion for music. After studying 

opera in Italy and composition in Berlin, he returned 

home to discover his own Russian cultural heritage. 

The literary wealth he found moved him to create 

works depicting the heart and soul of Russia. His 

works also marked the beginning of what we might 

call the Russian approach to orchestration ς colorful, exotic and often surprising.  

He strongly influenced every Russian composer who followed him ς Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, 

Rimsky-Korsakov, and later, Stravinsky. The young man whose father thought he would never 

amount to anything became the fountainhead of Russian nationalism in music and throughout 

the arts.  

 

The Overture to Ruslan and Lyudmila 

¢ƻƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘǊŀ Ǉƭŀȅǎ DƭƛƴƪŀΩǎ Ƴƻst widely performed work. This is a sure crowd-pleaser 

and a showcase for the OSO. It sounds, at times, more of Rossini than of Russia. Think of it as 

the Barber of Seville coming to St. Petersburg!  

Listen for this rhythm: Dah dit-dit Dah dit-dit Dit. This driving motif opens the work and unifies 

it throughout. The tympani often repeats it at important turning points in the overture. Among 

other interesting musical devices, Glinka uses something found often in mid-20th century horror 

movies for evil beings ς ǘƘŜ άǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƻƴŜ ǎŎŀƭŜΦέ Glinka placed it in the opera whenever the evil 

sorcerer was around. We will also hear it near the end of this overture.  

Ruslan and Lyudmila 
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Soviet stamp from 1951 

After the introduction, the violins give us an exciting opening theme and the cellos later 

respond with a quieter, lyrical melody. As so often happens in the orchestra, these two ideas 

are fragmented and tossed about until the horns finally bring us back to the main themes. At 

the close the brass section takes us to a rousing coda.  

 

 

Vasily Kalinnikov 
Symphony No. 2 in A major 

Born January 13, 1866 Voin, (western Russia) 
Died January 11, 1901 Yalta, Crimea 

 

A Musicianôs Life 

While not so well known to us, Vasily Kalinnikov sits 

squarely in the sweep of 19th century Russian nationalistic 

music ς sounding so often like Tchaikovsky, very romantic, very Russian. His music carries a 

pervading sense of having been lifted directly from the mouths of singing peasants. 

His life is a tale told too often of 19th century musicians -- 

poverty, privation, illness, and a great musical promise cut 

off by early death. 

The OSO performs this symphony for the first time. The score 
calls for strings, harp, 2 flutes and piccolo, pairs of oboes, 
clarinets and bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, 
and timpani. 

Poverty & tuberculosis:  

It is said he lived "a tuberculotic life." Indeed, TB shadowed 

the young man until his premature death. Growing up in 

honest but poor circumstances, he received a scholarship 

to study composition. While in school, the young man 

supported himself with gigs at the theatre by playing 

bassoon, timpani and violin, and by working as a music 

copyist.  

"Reaping, Summer", Alexey Gavrilovich 
Venetsianov (1780-1847) 
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Kindness from friends: 

His story is also one of kindness from friends and admirers of his talent. Tchaikovsky 

recommended him for a couple conducting posts. Due to his worsening tuberculosis, however, 

Kalinnikov resigned and moved far south to Crimea, on the Black Sea 

Yalta, on the Black Sea: 

Gaining somewhat in strength, he composed diligently, writing two symphonies, an opera, and 

several other orchestral works. He also wrote vocal and choral pieces, and some short pieces 

for piano. In addition, thanks to help from his friend, Rachmaninoff, the young composer finally 

had some of his music published. Despite the easier climate, however, when only 35 years old, 

Kalinnikov finally succumbed to the disease that had ever pursued him. 

 

Krazy for Kalinnikov 

You would never know the composer was fighting tuberculosis when you listen to this 

symphony. Composed in 1895-муфтΣ ƛǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ /ŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

Tchaikovsky? Become a fan of Kalinnikov! If he never reaches profound places, he yet paints 

ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōŜƭƻǾŜŘ wǳǎǎƛŀΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎǿŜǇǘ along with his melodic gift and 

orchestration. 

Composers often find various ways to bind 

the movements of a symphony. Beethoven 

used the famous motif that opens his 5th 

Symphony as a recurring comment 

throughout that work. Kalinnikov went 

further, using his opening melody 

throughout all the movements -- 

transforming it, altering it, disguising it in 

different contexts. Listen for it at the very 

beginning of the first movement, Moderato. 

He plays it 3 times to be sure we have it in 

our ear. Then almost every major theme throughout the 4 movements is some variation or re-

statement of this opening idea. Were it not for our closing piece this evening, you would go 

home humming Kalinnikov's tune. 

 

 

View of Yalta, Ivan Konstantinovich Aivazovsky  (1817-1900) 
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Painting by Boris Chaliapin, 
son of a friend 

Sergei 
Rachmaninoff 

Piano Concerto No. 3 
in D minor, Op. 30 

Born April 1, 1873 Oneg, Novgorod 
(north-western Russia) 

Died 28 March, 1943 Beverly Hills, California 

 
Often viewed as the last Romantic 

composer of the 20th century, his name is 

legend ς as conductor, pianist and 

composer. Perhaps no Russian composer ever captured more vividly the soul of his beloved 

Motherland.  

His 3rd ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘƻΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άwŀŎƘ оΣέ ƛǎ ǎŎƻǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƛŀƴƻΣ н flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 
4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, bass drum, snare drum, cymbals and strings. The OSO 
performed this 10 years ago. 

 

óThree Haresô 

How do we come to understand the titan who will exhaust us 

emotionally before he is through? See him, first, in his 3 roles 

as legendary pianist, a maestro among conductors, and a 

composer numbered among the great ones. "I have chased 

three hares," he once said. "Can I be certain that I have 

captured one?" 

His greatest acclaim during his lifetime came as a pianist. Had 

he written nothing we would yet hold him in highest honor as 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƛŀƴƛǎǘǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀǊǎƘŜǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ 

agreed. He had no peer. A friend wrote of him after his death: 

The first time I heard Rachmaninoff in recital in October of 
1909, I was immediately conquered by his genius. His superb 
mastery, severe nobility of the style, deepness and richness of 
the content and his trademark sound were astonishing. 
(Ivanova, 2006)  
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Janus 

The recordings we have of his playing tell the same tale. Through him, we have a direct link to 

artistry of the great 19th century pianists.  

He was also in demand frequently as a conductor, often compared 

ǿƛǘƘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƻǊǎ. While on his first American tour, 

in 1909, the Boston Symphony Orchestra offered him the post of 

Music Director.  

We know him, of course, as a composer. Though you may be 

familiar with his piano concertos (especially no. 2 and 3), he 

wrote in every genre and seemed master of them all. Unlike 

some of his Russian contemporaries, his music is rarely 

programmatic (telling a story). While sometimes evocative of 

church bells and chants, he rarely actually quotes or even imitates 

folk-song material. "He is so profoundly Russian himself that he has 

no need of folk music." Nikolai Medtner (Russian composer, friend) 

Every distinguished composer brings a unique contribution, 

something to make his/her music truly "classical," to live on past its 

own generation. Some excel in how well they work out their 

musical thoughts, some in their artistic use of the orchestra, some in exploring new harmonic 

language, etc. Rachmaninoff excelled in melody. The themes we hear tonight are long, flowing 

ideas. You will not be the first one caught humming along! As one reviewer complains (!), we 

shall ōŜ άswept off our feet, helpless and unwiƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘΦέ 

As Janus 

Rachmaninoff has always had his critics. After his 3rd 

Concerto premiered in New York (November 1909), the New 

York Sun offered these typical comments:  

The concerto was too long and it lacked rhythmic and 
harmonic contrast between the first movement and the rest 
of the concerto. The opening theme is tinged with melancholy 
[which] does not rise as did Tchaikovsky's to the pitch of 
surging passion or high tragedy. Rachmaninov has been 
looked to as likeliest after Glazunov to attain broad 
nationalism of idea and expression. He has not done so in this 
concerto unless the outside world is laboring under a delusion as  
to what real Russia is. 

In 1954, the 5th edition of DǊƻǾŜΩǎ Dictionary of Music (the standard musical reference) 

concluded with this dismal appraisal of his music:  

Rachmaninoff at the piano, in the 
early 1900s, before he graduated 
from the Moscow Conservatory 



Owensboro Symphony Orchestra  
Page 7 

 
Program Notes / October 4, 2008  

At Ivanovka, proofing copies of the 
3rd concerto (1910). 

monotonous in texture ... consist[ing] mainly of artificial and gushing tunes. . . . The enormous 
popular success some few of Rachmaninov's works had in his lifetime is not likely to last and 
musicians never regarded it with much favor. 

As recently as 2002, a critic writing in the New York Times Arts section commented on a 

performance of Rach 3:  

No better evidence exists of a composer who knew too little about writing for orchestras and 
perhaps too much about writing for the piano. . . . there is always a sense of incompleteness, of 
musical ideas grandly begun but somehow not completed. . . .The concerto, with its splendid 
opening and lovely counterthemes, is like a sketch for a painting that was never done. The principal 
figures are drawn to intricate completeness, then set against a background of almost doodled ideas. 

What shall we say to these sour notes? To appreciate Rachmaninoff fully we must also see him 

as Janus, the ancient mythological deity facing both forward and backward. Rachmaninoff lived 

astride two centuries. His own musical soul was rooted in the 19th century, in the Russian 

spiritual tradition. He sought to create beauty and to "speak the truth from the depths of his 

heart" (Figes, A Cultural History of Russia, 2002). He was the last living link to the Romantics ς 

Tchaikovsky, Brahms and Liszt.  

In his lifetime, however, he witnessed not only two world wars, but also the profound political 

revolution and upheaval in his own country as the Bolsheviks ushered in the Soviet regime. To 

understand him rightly we must see a man who loved his country deeply, was forced into exile, 

and was never able to return. Even more, he also lived through a complete revolution in the 

arts, literature and music. If the 20th century did not ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ wŀŎƘƳŀƴƛƴƻŦŦΩǎ άǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎƛǎƳΣέ if 

the modernist school found him quaint, he returned the 

favor. He said: 

The new kind of music seems to create not from the heart 
but from the head. Its composers think rather than feel. 
They have not the capacity to make their works exaltτthey 
meditate, protest, analyze, reason, calculate and brood, 
but they do not exalt. 

 

Rach 3 

Rachmaninoff composed his third piano concerto in 

1909 at his beloved estate, Ivanovka ς a place for 

him of solace, focus and inspiration. Intended for 

his first American tour, this concerto is now widely 

regarded as one of the most challenging in the 

repertoire. Unhappy with its November premier in 

New York City, he performed the work again in January with a 

different orchestra, the New York Philharmonic, Gustav Mahler 


