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Orchestral Favourites

1.  HANDEL Zadok the Priest  5’17 
Goldsmiths’ Choral Union

2.  WAGNER Die Walküre  
(The Ride of the Valkyries) 5’09

3.  VERDI Aida (Grand March)  7’38 
Royal Choral Society

4.  ELGAR Enigma Variations  
(Nimrod)  3’45

5.  BIZET The Pearl Fishers  
(Duet: Au fond de temple saint) 4’55 
Wynne Evans tenor 
Donald Maxwell baritone

6.  OFFENBACH Orpheus in the 
Underworld (Can-Can) 2’12

7.  DVOŘÁK Slavonic Dance No.8  4’29

8.  PUCCINI Turandot  
(Nessun dorma)  2’59 
Wynne Evans tenor

9.  SAINT-SAËNS Danse macabre  7’20 
Michael Davis solo violin

10.  PUCCINI Madama Butterfly  
(Un bel dì vedremo) 5’40 
Deborah Norman soprano

11.  BARBER Adagio for Strings  7’46

25.  R. STRAUSS Also sprach Zarathustra 
(Introduction) 1’52

26.  SUPPÉ Light Cavalry (Overture)  6’40

27.  SOUSA The Stars and Stripes  
Forever  3’30

28.  GERSHWIN Rhapsody in Blue  18’18 
Lucy Parham piano

29.  LEHÁR Gold and Silver Waltz  7’14

30.  VERDI Nabucco  
(Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves)  4’15

31.  GRIEG Peer Gynt (Morning) 4’09

32.  SAINT-SAËNS Carnival of the 
Animals (The Swan) 3’03 
Tim Gill cello · Roderick Elms piano

33.  VERDI Rigoletto  
(La donna è mobile) 2’10 
Wynne Evans tenor

34.  HOLST The Planets (Jupiter)  8’26

35.  WAGNER Die Meistersinger  
von Nürnberg (Overture) 9’50

12.  RAVEL Boléro  14’40

13.  SIBELIUS Finlandia  7’58

14.  ORFF Carmina Burana  
(O Fortuna)  2’33 
Goldsmiths’ Choral Union

15.  FAURÉ Pavane  6’28

16.  PARRY Jerusalem  2’50 
Goldsmiths’ Choral Union

17.  SOUSA The Liberty Bell March 2’26

18.  ROSSINI The Barber of Seville 
(Largo al factotum) 4’51 
Donald Maxwell baritone

19.  JOHANN STRAUSS II  
On the Beautiful Blue Danube  9’52

20.  HANDEL Messiah (Hallelujah)  4’10 
Goldsmiths’ Choral Union

21.  ELGAR Pomp and Circumstance 
March No.1  5’33

22.  DI CAPUA O sole mio  2’18 
Wynne Evans tenor

23.  KHACHATURIAN Gayaneh  
(Sabre Dance)  2’26

24.  TCHAIKOVSKY  
1812 Overture  15’56

36.  TCHAIKOVSKY The Sleeping 
Beauty (Waltz)  4’28

37.  J. STRAUSS II Pizzicato Polka  2’46

38.  BIZET Carmen (Prélude and 
Aragonaise · Les Toréadors) 5’58

39.  MENDELSSOHN The Hebrides 
Overture (Fingal’s Cave) 9’55

40.  MUSSORGSKY Pictures at an 
Exhibition  
(The Great Gate of Kiev) 5’34

41.  PUCCINI Gianni Schicchi  
(O mio babbino caro)  3’00 
Deborah Norman soprano

42.  ROSSINI L’italiana in Algeri 
(Overture)  7’54

43.  KHACHATURIAN Gayane  
(Sabre Dance)  2’22

44.  BLISS Things to Come (March)  3’51

45.  BORODIN Prince Igor  
(Polovtsian Dances)  11’07 
Goldmiths’ Choral Union

Royal Philharmonic Orchestra
Conductors:

Philip Ellis (tracks: 2, 4, 6, 8, 11, 12, 13, 17, 19, 21–24, 26, 28, 38, 43) 
Owain Arwel Hughes (tracks: 1, 3, 5, 10, 14, 16, 18, 20,  

25, 30, 33, 34, 40, 41, 45)
Nick Davies (tracks: 7, 9, 15)

John Rigby (tracks: 27, 31, 35, 36, 39, 42) 
Barry Wordsworth (tracks: 29, 37) 

Robin Stapleton (track 44)



CD1
George Frideric Handel 1685–1759
1. Zadok the Priest HWV258
The coronation of King George II took place at Westminster Abbey on 11 October 1727 
and, to mark the occasion, Handel was commissioned to write four new coronation 
anthems. Shortly before the coronation, the press advertised the great event – during which 
‘a Hundred of the Best musicians will perform’ – promising that the music would ‘exceed 
any Thing heretofore of the same Kind’. Unfortunately, the performances failed to match 
the grandeur of the glittering occasion, the Archbishop of Canterbury noting that the choir 
was so negligent as to omit one Purcell anthem entirely and to come in too early with 
Handel’s resplendent Zadok the Priest. As the Archbishop himself succinctly put it, ‘The 
anthems in confusion; all irregular in the music’.

Fortunately, Handel’s coronation anthems survived their ineffective first performances 
and Zadok the Priest has become one of his most popular choral works. It has been 
used at every coronation service since its premiere, including that of the current reigning 
monarch, Queen Elizabeth II. The text (selected from the Book of Kings to reflect the 
anointing of the monarch) is set in Handel’s grandest manner, and the magical orchestral 
prelude with its delayed explosion of choir, trumpets and drums remains one of the most 
thrilling moments in music.

Richard Wagner 1813–1883
2. Die Walküre (The Ride of the Valkyries)
Die Walküre, the second of the four operas that make up Wagner’s operatic tetralogy 
The Ring of the Nibelung, was first performed in Munich in 1870 to an audience that 
included Brahms, Liszt and Saint-Saëns. The opera takes up the story (begun in Das 
Rheingold) of the magic ring and those who seek to take control of it, and comes to 
focus on the conflict between the god Wotan and his favourite daughter Brünnhilde. 
The latter is a member of Wotan’s select band of Valkyries (war maidens), whose task it 
is to carry to Valhalla the souls of heroes slain in battle. Brünnhilde disobeys Wotan by 
attempting to change the course of battle, and in so doing is punished by being bound in 
sleep on a rock surrounded by magic fire.

Act 3 opens with the celebrated Walkürenritt (Ride of the Valkyries), in which the 
band of warrior maidens sweep across the sky bearing their slain warriors. In the 
opera this passage is scored for whooping female voices and orchestra, but translates 
effectively as a voiceless concert item.

Giuseppe Verdi 1813–1901
3. Aida (Grand March)
Aida was written for, and first performed at, the Cairo Opera House in 1871. It tells the 
story of the beautiful young Ethiopian princess Aida who falls in love with an Egyptian 
enemy soldier, Radamès. In the course of their doomed liaison, Radamès unwittingly 
betrays his own country to the Ethiopians, and both star-crossed lovers ultimately perish 
when they are buried alive in a crypt.

All is not bleak despair and thwarted passion in this opera, however, and Aida 
contains some of Verdi’s most brilliant and colourful music. The famous Grand 
March (incorporating in the opera a stunning ballet sequence) is played to accompany 
Radamès’s successful return to the city of Memphis with his Ethiopian prisoners-of-war, 
surrounded by cheering crowds of Egyptians.

Sir Edward Elger 1857–1934
4. Variations on an original theme, ‘Enigma’ (Nimrod)
Various solutions have been proposed to solve the mystery of Elgar’s ‘Enigma Variations’ 
of 1899, none of them absolutely conclusive, though the slow movement of Mozart’s 
‘Prague’ Symphony – which we know Elgar loved to the extent of playing the record on 
a portable gramophone among the Malvern hills while on bike trips with friends – seems 
the most likely.

‘Nimrod’ – the Biblical mighty hunter – translates into German as ‘Jaeger’, identifying 
this variation as a portrait of Elgar’s dear friend August Jaeger. It is one of Elgar’s most 
beautiful tunes, a warmly expressive tribute to a much-loved friend.



Georges Bizet 1838–1875
5. Les pêcheurs de perles (Duet: Au fond du temple saint)
Bizet’s The Pearl Fishers, in common with many other French operas of the time, suffers 
from an absurd and utterly unbelievable storyline. The opera is set in Ceylon and tells 
of the love of two men (one of whom is the ‘King’ of the Pearl Fishers) for the beautiful 
priestess Leila. So deep was their love that they vowed to separate for ever, but inevitably 
they all meet again and their rival passions erupt. Improbability piles upon unlikelihood 
in the twisted storyline, but Bizet’s music manages to transcend the many dramatic 
eccentricities of the narrative. The opera was first produced in Paris in 1863, and 24 
years later in London under the title Leila. The celebrated duet ‘Au fond du temple saint’ 
finds the two men reminiscing about the impact of Leila on their lives.

Jacques Offenbach 1819–1880
6. Orphée aux enfers (Can-Can)
Offenbach’s treatment of the Orpheus legend was an irresistible and irreverent send-up 
of both operatic convention and Parisian society, and was one of his greatest early 
successes. It was first performed in Paris in 1858, the inclusion of a saucy Can-Can in 
the score being designed to outrage its audiences. It outraged some and delighted others, 
and has since become his unofficial signature tune, its melodies and rhythms conjuring 
up a vivid picture of Parisian nightclubs and harmlessly illicit pleasures.

Antonín Dvořák 1841–1904
7. Slavonic Dance Op.46 No.8
Although Dvorˇák originally wrote his two sets of Slavonic Dances for piano duet, 
it seems clear that he had always intended them for orchestra, since he began to 
orchestrate them before the set was complete. The 16 dances are infused with the spirit 
of Slavonic folk music, although they are in every sense original works. From the first set 
comes this lively Czech furiant, ostensibly in G minor but shifting constantly into major 
keys.

Giacomo Puccini 1858–1924
8. Turandot (Nessun dorma)
In Puccini’s ‘Chinese’ opera, the icy Princess Turandot will marry anyone who can 
answer three riddles, and execute anyone who fails. Calaf succeeds, and to give her a 
sporting chance says he will renounce his claim on her (and go to his own execution) if 
she can discover his real name before the following dawn. Confident that she will fail, 
he sings the justly celebrated ‘Nessun dorma’ (‘None shall sleep’), in which he accurately 
predicts a sleepless night for the population of Peking and his own victory at dawn – 
allálba vincerò! (‘at dawn I shall win!).

Camille Saint-Saëns 1835–1921
9. Danse macabre Op.40
The Danse macabre began its life as a song setting in 1873, the lyrics telling the grisly 
story of a scene in a graveyard, with Death playing the fiddle and skeletons darting 
through the shadows. Saint-Saëns expanded this vocal setting into the much larger 
symphonic poem we know today, incorporating an evocation of the midnight bells, 
extending fugal passages and a jaunty version of the Dies Irae plainchant from the 
medieval Mass for the Dead.

Giacomo Puccini
10. Madama Butterfly (Un bel dì vedremo)
The action of Madama Butterfly is set in Nagasaki harbour, circa 1900, where a young 
American naval officer called Benjamin Franklin Pinkerton is stationed. He undergoes 
a rather perfunctory wedding ceremony to a young geisha girl and, on his subsequent 
departure for America, promises (falsely) to return to claim his Japanese bride. Unaware 
that Pinkerton has found himself ‘a real American wife’, Butterfly awaits the day that 
he will return to Nagasaki. ‘One fine day, we shall see a thread of smoke at the furthest 
edge of the sea; then his ship will appear.’



Carl Orff 1895–1982
2. Carmina burana (O fortuna)
When Carl Orff composed Carmina burana in 1937, he realised that he had at last 
found his true compositional voice, and demanded that his publisher withdraw and 
destroy everything he had hitherto brought out. ‘My collected works,’ he declared, 
‘begin with the Carmina burana.’

In these settings of 13th-century lyrics found in the Bavarian Abbey of 
Benediktbeueren – Carmina burana means ‘Songs of Beueren’ – Orff was able to realise 
his vision of a kind of music theatre that combined primitive dance rhythms with 
symbolic, ritualised drama, and it is important to remember that the work was originally 
conceived as a theatre piece. Its massive opening (and closing) chorus ‘O Fortuna’ 
laments the unpredictable turns of fortune, which alternately thwart and indulge human 
desire.

Gabriel Fauré 1845–1924
3. Pavane Op.50
Gabriel Fauré originally composed his sad, delightful little Pavane for small orchestra 
and optional chorus in 1887. Although he considered it an unimportant work, he 
though well enough of the piece to incorporate it (without the choral part) into a 
much later suite of pieces called Masques et Bergamasques. This magical miniature 
is a beautiful example of Fauré’s gift for combining exquisite melody with surprising 
harmonic shifts.

Sir Charles H.H. Parry 1848–1918
4. Jerusalem (orch. Elgar)
Sir Charles Parry started his professional career working for Lloyd’s register of shipping, 
before music got the upper hand. He taught at the Royal Academy of Music when 
it opened in 1883, and subsequently became its director. He went on to take up a 
distinguished professorship at Oxford and was the author of several important books, 
including The Art of Music and Style in Musical Art.

Samuel Barber 1910–1981
11. Adagio for Strings Op.11
Samuel Barber’s exquisite Adagio for Strings appeared originally as a movement in a 
string quartet, but has become better known in this version for full string orchestra. 
In his extraordinary 1980 film The Elephant Man, David Lynch used the Adagio to 
underscore the closing scenes, in which the last sleep of John Merrick is depicted. As 
used by Oliver Stone in the harrowing Platoon, made in 1986, Barber’s music added 
pathos and created a feeling of quiet calm, in contrast to the scenes of senseless, bloody 
violence on the screen.

Maurice Ravel 1875–1937
12. Boléro
The first orchestral performance of Boléro took place in 1928 in Paris, and created 
quite a sensation. Some people thought that the idea was inspired and that the work 
was a masterpiece; others were less impressed, and one woman screamed out that the 
composer must be completely mad! When Ravel was told this, he is alleged to have 
said, ‘She is the only one who really understood’. No less acutely and justly, he later 
remarked, ‘I have written a masterpiece. Unfortunately, there is no music in it.’

CD2
Jean Sibelius 1865–1957
1. Finlandia Op.26
First performed in 1900 (under its original title Finland Awakes), Finlandia’s proud, 
beautiful and exciting music was instantly recognised as something quintessentially 
Finnish, and its stirring central melody became associated with Finland’s wish for 
independence from Russian domination. Several early performances were banned by 
the authorities, although the work was frequently performed under a different name to 
escape the attention of the Czarist government.



George Frederic Handel 1685–1759
8. Messiah HWV56 (ed. Watkins Shaw) (Hallelujah)
Handel first made his mark in England as a theatre composer, producing dozens 
of operas for the London stage between 1711 and 1741. But it was as an oratorio 
composer that he achieved his greatest successes, and by far his most popular oratorio 
was Messiah, which was first performed in Dublin in 1742. The work is divided into 
three parts, the second of which portrays the sufferings of Christ using texts drawn from 
the Old Testament, concluding with the Resurrection and the triumph of the Kingdom of 
Heaven. The celebrated ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ marks the finale of this part of the oratorio, 
and it was at the work’s first London performance that King George II and the entire 
audience rose to its feet, thereby establishing a British tradition that lasted until quite 
recently.

Sir Edward Elgar 1857–1934
9. Pomp and Circumstance Op.39 – March No.1 in D
Elgar was justifiably proud of his Pomp and Circumstance marches, and completed 
five out of a projected series of six. March No.1, with its tune that Elgar later set to the 
words of C.H. Benson, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, has tended to eclipse the others, all of 
which follow a similar pattern of jaunty march and lyrical middle episode. The title for 
the series is drawn (improbably) from Shakespeare’s Othello.

Eduardo di Capua 1864–1917
10. O sole mio
Lyricist Capurro and composer Di Capua can have had no idea that their little Neapolitan 
song O sole mio would become a favourite with operatic tenors all over the world, nor that 
it would re-emerge (with vastly different lyrics) as a hit song for Elvis Presley and a television 
advertisement for ice cream! The song has survived these travesties, however, and will for 
ever be associated with the sun, sea and sky of Naples. ‘There is nothing more beautiful than 
a sunny day,’ runs the lyric, ‘especially after a storm. But there is another sun, by far the most 
beautiful sun for me, and that is you – O sole mio!’

His glorious and inspired Jerusalem is a setting from 1916, for unison voices, of 
words by the English poet and visionary William Blake. Parry’s soaring melody has 
become inextricably linked with Blake’s images of dark, satanic mills, England’s 
mountains green and an unforgettable chariot of fire.

John Philip Sousa 1854–1932
5. Liberty Bell March
The great American bandmaster John Philip Sousa contributed several hundred 
compositions to the repertoire, including many comic operas and various orchestral 
suites and symphonic poems. However, it is for his superb band marches that he is 
best remembered, in particular The Washington Post, The Stars and Stripes Forever 
and the glorious Liberty Bell March. For many people this music will always recall the 
surrealistic, absurd comedy of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, in which it functioned as a 
piece of aptly incongruous theme music.

Gioachino Rossini 1792–1868
6. Il barbiere di Siviglia (Largo al factotum)
Rossini’s The Barber of Seville portrays the exploits and intrigues in the lives of Count 
Almaviva, his beloved Rosina and the roguish Figaro, primarily a Sevillian barber but 
also a useful and keen general factotum. He introduces himself in Act 1 of the opera in 
a celebrated tongue-twister of an aria that cleverly portrays his frenetic professional life 
(‘Largo al factotum’).

Johann Strauss II 1825–1899
7. An die schönen blauen Donau Op.314
Johann Strauss Junior published about 500 separate pieces of dance music, among them 
the enchanting sequence of waltz tunes known as The Blue Danube. The river itself may 
not be blue, but this need not prevent us from revelling in the irresistible swirl of the 
lilting dance tunes which follow one another in their unstoppable melodic flow.



arises one morning to address the sun. Strauss’s sunrise theme is announced by four 
trumpets and is immediately answered by an almost-full orchestra, the whole of which is 
underpinned by a low pedal note from the organ and basses.

This magnificent opening was appropriated as a theme tune for the American space 
programme, and was used to powerful effect by Stanley Kubrick in his lavish 1968 film 
2001: A Space Odyssey.

Franz von Suppé 1819–1895
2. Light Cavalry (Overture)
Dalmatian composer Francesco Ezechiele Ermenegildo Cavaliere Suppé Demelli 
composed some 30 comic operas and operettas, in addition to about 180 other works 
for the stage, although sadly his fame today rests on a handful of popular overtures. 
The one-act ‘military operetta’ Leichte Kavallerie (Light Cavalry) dates from 1866, 
and enjoyed enormous popularity in its day. The Overture is a notable illustration of 
Suppé’s craft, from its splendid fanfares to the jaunty brass tune that remains one of the 
composer’s most celebrated melodies.

John Philip Sousa 1854–1932
3. The Stars and Stripes Forever
The great American bandmaster John Philip Sousa composed a great deal of music, 
including several comic operas and various orchestral suites and symphonic poems. In 
1880 he was appointed director of the US Marine Band, whose recording of Sousa’s own 
Semper Fidelis, issued in 1890, was the first record to top the American charts. In 1892 
Sousa formed his own band, for which he wrote a number of stirring marches. These 
include The Washington Post, The Liberty Bell and the unashamedly patriotic The Stars 
and Stripes Forever.

George Gershwin 1898–1937
4. Rhapsody in Blue (orch. Grofé)
George Gershwin made the enormous jump from songwriter to composer of symphonic 
music in his epoch-making Rhapsody in Blue for piano and orchestra, first performed 

Aram Khachaturian 1903–1978
11. Gayaneh (Sabre Dance)
Khachaturian’s ballet Gayaneh dates from 1942. Set on a collective farm, it tells the 
story of Gayaneh and her drunken husband, Ghiko, who betrays the community by 
setting fire to the cotton store.

Khachaturian’s score has all the brilliance, colour and rhythmic excitement of the 
American and Georgian music he used as models, and its most celebrated number is the 
thrilling ‘Sabre Dance’.

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 1840–1893
12. 1812 Overture Op.49
‘There is nothing less to my liking than composing for the sake of some festivities… 
What, for instance, can you write on the occasion of the opening of an exhibition except 
banalities and generally noisy passages?’ Thus wrote Tchaikovsky to his patroness 
in 1880 on the subject of a commission to write an orchestral piece for a Moscow 
exhibition of Russian arts and industry. He wrote the piece with little enthusiasm 
and felt that there would be little artistic merit in the work. Posterity has been more 
enthusiastic, however, and the 1812 Overture has become the composer’s most popular 
piece. Celebrating Napoleon’s historic retreat from Moscow in the year 1812, the 
Overture makes appropriate use of musical quotation, including the Russian hymn God 
preserve thy people, heard at the beginning and near the end of the piece, the French 
anthem La Marseillaise and a full-blown treatment of the Russian national anthem 
which brings the work to a thrilling conclusion.

CD3
Richard Strauss 1864–1949
1. Also sprach Zarathustra (Introduction)
Richard Strauss completed his gigantic orchestral tone poem Also sprach Zarathustra 
(Thus Spake Zarathustra) in 1896, basing it on Nietzsche’s great philosophical book 
of the same name. The famous opening of the work represents the figure of the ancient 
Persian poet Zarathustra who, having led the life of a mountain hermit for ten years, 



Edvard Grieg 1843–1907
7. Peer Gynt (Morning)
Edvard Grieg’s initial enthusiasm for the Peer Gynt theatre project waned considerably 
as he worked on the music for Ibsen’s drama, and as early as August 1874 he was 
expressing doubts about what he was writing. The score was nevertheless finished in the 
summer of 1875, the premiere taking place in Oslo on 24 February 1876. Both public 
and press reacted favourably to Grieg’s music, with Peer Gynt receiving 36 performances 
that spring and Grieg later selecting four pieces from his score to make up the first 
two Peer Gynt Suites. Morning, for many the most perfect expression of sunrise over a 
Norwegian mountain, was in fact used in the play to depict break of day in the Sahara.

Camille Saint-Saëns 1835–1921
8. Carnival of the Animals (The Swan)
Saint-Saëns’s ‘grand zoological fantasy’ Le Carnaval des animaux (Carnival of the 
Animals) was composed in 1886 as a surprise gift for the cellist Charles-Joseph Lebouc. 
Fearing perhaps that it would give the wrong impression as regards his work, Saint-
Saëns withdrew the piece after only a handful of performances, forbidding any more 
during his lifetime (a clause in his will allowed for it to be performed after his death). 
The Swan is one of Saint-Saëns’s most celebrated compositions, and has appeared in a 
number of different arrangements. In its original version, two pianos accompany the 
exquisite cello solo written specially for Lebouc.

Giuseppe Verdi
9. Rigoletto (La donna è mobile)
Guiseppe Verdi completed his first opera in 1838 and went on to produce such 
celebrated operatic masterpieces as Aida, Rigoletto, Il trovatore, La traviata and Otello. 
Rigoletto, based on a play by Victor Hugo, tells the story of a hunchbacked jester 
(Rigoletto) and his attempts to protect his daughter Gilda from the amorous advances 
of his employer, the Duke of Mantua. In Act 3 of the work the Duke sings a stunningly 
sexist aria (La donna è mobile) in which he displays a cavalier disregard for the feelings 
of the women he seduces.

in its original jazz band version with the composer himself at the piano in 1924. The 
work was commissioned as part of Paul Whiteman’s ‘Experiment in Modern Music’ 
concert at New York’s Aeolian Hall, although through an oversight on the band leader’s 
part Gershwin was not informed until a few weeks before the concert. He completed 
the piece in short score (two pianos) in about three weeks, leaving Whiteman’s arranger 
Ferde Grofé barely enough time to make the band arrangement. In its later version for 
full orchestra it has become the quintessentially American score, with its fusion of New 
York jazz, Broadway melody and Romantic concerto representing a milestone in the 
history of crossover music.

Franz Lehár 1870–1949
5. Gold and Silver Waltz
Having received his early music instruction from his father, a military bandmaster, 
Hungarian-born Franz Lehár subsequently took up the violin and studied composition, 
eventually joining his father’s band in 1889 (for which he acted as assistant conductor). 
He composed his sparkling Gold and Silver Waltz in 1902 for a ball given by Princess 
Pauline Metternich as part of Vienna’s carnival season. The theme of the ball was gold 
and silver, the ladies dressing accordingly and the venue being gloriously decorated with 
silver lights and golden stars. Lehár was in charge of the music and provided a suitably 
glittering waltz for the occasion.

Giuseppe Verdi 1813–1901
6. Nabucco (Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves)
Although not generally considered a nationalist composer, Giuseppe Verdi’s music is 
often strongly patriotic, and his operatic storylines – as in Nabucco – sometimes reflect 
the political troubles of Italy at the time. Nabucco, first performed at La Scala, Milan in 
1842, is based on the biblical figure of Nebuchadnezzar, the King of Babylon. In Act 3 of 
the opera, a group of enslaved Jews sing Va, pensiero, a passionate song of longing for 
freedom and their homeland, the political significance

of which was not lost on the censors.



Tchaikovsky’s remarkably rich melodic gift and his infectious rhythmic verve made 
him an ideal composer of music for dance, and his skills as a ‘valsiste’ are admirably 
demonstrated in the popular Waltz from Act 1 of the ballet.

Johann Strauss II 1825–1899
3. Pizzicato Polka
The charming Pizzicato Polka, played entirely without benefit of bows, is unusual in 
the Straussian canon, representing as it does a collaboration between Josef and Johann 
Junior. Johann’s brother Josef, in addition to writing waltzes and polkas, was at various 
times a poet, a painter and an inventor. He began conducting his own pieces in 1853, 
and often stood in for his brother both in Vienna and on tour. He is partly represented in 
the Pizzicato Polka, which the two musicians composed jointly for one of Strauss’s visits 
to Russia in 1869. It appears that Johann had urged Josef to write the piece by himself, 
eventually stepping in to collaborate on this delightful little plucked polka.

Georges Bizet 1838–1875
4. Carmen (Prélude and Aragonaise · Les Toréadors)
Listening to Carmen today, one is struck immediately by its dramatic power, its 
passionate lyricism and by the obvious technical assurance of its writing. At the time 
of its first performances in 1875, however, it was considered obscene and degrading, 
and was even dismissed by some Parisian critics as being tuneless. Another critic wrote 
that the composer of Carmen had ‘made up his mind to show us how learned he is, 
with the result that he is often dull and obscure’. Notwithstanding this critical hostility, 
Carmen was to become Georges Bizet’s operatic masterpiece, although sadly he didn’t 
live long enough to witness the extraordinary worldwide success it later achieved. Suites 
of orchestral music drawn from this ‘dull, ridiculous and tuneless’ opera have become 
popular concert favourites, the most well known being Les Toréadors, Escamillo’s 
famous celebration of the glories of bullfighting.

Gustav Holst 1874–1934
10. The Planets (Jupiter)
Gustav Holst’s suite The Planets was composed between 1914 and 1918, and has 
remained the composer’s most popular score. The fourth movement of the suite is the 
rollicking Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity, which, like Elgar’s splendid marches, contains 
a satisfyingly ‘big’ central tune. A few years after the composition of The Planets, Holst 
was asked to set some words by Cecil Spring-Rice to music, but was so overworked that 
he was unable to find the time. To his great joy he discovered that his Jupiter tune fitted 
the words, and the song I Vow to Thee, My Country was thus born.

CD4
Richard Wagner 1813–1883
1. Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (Prelude)
Richard Wagner began to plan his opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg as early 
as 1845, shortly after the completion of Tannhäuser, his other ‘song-contest’ opera. 
Although originally intended as a kind of comic completion to Tannhäuser, the new 
opera eventually emerged as a celebration of the 16th-century Mastersingers, that 
celebrated guild of tradesmen who, under the leadership of cobbler-poet Hans Sachs, 
elevated the noble arts of singing and song-writing. The opera pays tribute to the 
mastersingers themselves, and it is their splendidly noble C major theme that opens the 
glorious Prelude. A tonal shift to E major brings with it the slower music of the famous 
Act 3 Prize Song, and a short development section leads to the celebrated passage where 
all three main themes are played simultaneously.

Pyotr Il’yich Tchaikovsky 1840–1893
2. The Sleeping Beauty (Waltz)
The idea for the second of Pyotr Il’yich Tchaikovsky’s three ballets came from Ivan 
Vsevolozhsky, the Director of the Russian Imperial Theatres. He wrote to the composer 
in 1888, advising him that he had already planned a libretto based on the famous tale 
by Charles Perrault, and the composer was immediately enthusiastic about the project. 



Gioachino Rossini 1792–1868
8. L’italiana in Algeri (Overture)
Gioachino Rossini wrote his first opera around 1808, and went on to become one of 
the most celebrated opera composers of the age. Although his opera overtures have long 
been popular concert items, the operas themselves – with one or two notable exceptions 
– have tended to fall into neglect. L’italiana in Algeri was composed in 1813 for the 
Teatro San Benedetto in Venice, and is considered the first full manifestation of Rossini’s 
comic genius. The Overture’s slow introduction opens with a delicate pizzicato string 
theme, which forms an accompaniment to a florid oboe solo, and leads to a crisp Allegro 
featuring much sparkling woodwind writing and Rossini’s trademark crescendo.

Aram Khachaturian 1903–1978
9. Gayane (Sabre Dance)
Given Aram Khachaturian’s passionate interest in folk music and dance, it was perhaps 
inevitable that he should involve himself in the world of ballet, and his score for Gayane 
has all the brilliance, colour and rhythmic excitement of the Armenian and Georgian 
music he used as models. Dating from 1942, the ballet is set on a collective farm and 
tells the story of Gayane and her drunken husband, Ghiko, who betrays the community 
by setting fire to the cotton store. From the score comes the popular Sabre Dance, whose 
deliciously sinuous saxophone melody and wild, off-beat rhythms earned its composer 
worldwide recognition.

Arthur Bliss 1891–1975
10. Things to Come (March)
Alexander Korda’s 1936 science-fiction film Things to Come boasted a distinguished 
cast, headed by Raymond Massey and Ralph Richardson, and a celebrated screenwriter 
in the figure of H.G. Wells, who loosely adapted his own novel The Shape of Things to 
Come for the screen. It was Wells’ idea to use Arthur Bliss as composer on the project, 
and Bliss’s score became popular even before the film’s release when a concert suite 
version was performed at the Henry Wood Proms. The music superbly matches the 
vision of Korda and Wells, nowhere more so than in the terrifyingly inexorable march, 
whose jingoistic lyricism is set alongside shrill fanfare themes and thundering percussion.

Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1809–1847
5. The Hebrides Overture (Fingal’s Cave)
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy loved to travel, and in 1829 he undertook a walking 
tour of Scotland with his poet-friend Carl Klingemann. They were much impressed by 
Holyrood Castle and by the dramatic Hebridean setting of Fingal’s Cave; Mendelssohn 
took a boat out to the mouth of the cave, and by the time he had been rowed back 
to land, the opening theme of a new overture was already in his head. Provisionally 
entitled The Lonely Island, it was completed the following year, revised soon after, 
and eventually performed as The Hebrides Overture in London in 1832. Of all 
Mendelssohn’s overtures, this atmospheric evocation of Fingal’s Cave remains the most 
popular, the music capturing forever the wonder and salt-sea freshness of its subject.

Modest Mussorgsky 1839–1881
6. Pictures at an Exhibition (The Great Gate of Kiev) (orch. Ravel)
Pictures at an Exhibition was composed in 1874 as a tribute to Modest Mussorgsky’s 
artist-friend Viktor Hartmann, who had died the previous year. Taking a group of 
Hartmann’s drawings and paintings as a starting point, the composer imagined himself 
walking around an exhibition viewing the artist’s work, and constructed a series of 
corresponding sound-pictures for piano. Ravel’s superb orchestration succeeds in 
adding even more colour and brilliance to Mussorgsky’s extraordinary originals; the 
monumental finale, representing Hartmann’s design for a new city gate in Kiev, is 
magnificently conceived in its original piano version, and becomes shattering in effect in 
Ravel’s orchestral treatment.

Giacomo Puccini 1858–1924
7. Gianni Schicchi (O mio babbino caro)
Gianni Schicchi is one of three one-act operas produced at the Metropolitan Opera 
House, New York, in 1918. The plot tells how the wily Schicchi impersonates a dying 
man in order to dictate a fake will to a notary, only to leave most of the dead man’s 
fortune to himself. In contrast to all the morbid humour and buffoonery of the opera 
is the love interest supplied by Schicchi’s daughter, Lauretta, who wishes to marry 
Rinuccio, one of the dead man’s relatives. She can only marry him if Schicchi can find 
a way to change the will, and her attempt to persuade him is expressed lyrically in her 
lovely aria O mio babbino caro.



Acknowledged as one of the UK’s most prodigious orchestras, the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra (RPO) enjoys an international reputation for bringing to audiences across the 
world first-class performances and the highest possible standards of music-making across 
a diverse range of musical repertoire. This was the vision of the Orchestra’s flamboyant 
founder Sir Thomas Beecham, whose legacy is maintained today as the ensemble thrives 
under the exceptional direction of its new Artistic Director and Principal Conductor, 
Charles Dutoit.

The Royal Philharmonic Orchestra is London-based and performs a prestigious series 
of concerts each year at Southbank Centre’s Hall, just off Sloane Square, where concert-
goers enjoy an intimate atmosphere in an idyllic location. Complementing the concert 
series at Cadogan Hall, the Orchestra regularly performs in the magnificent Royal Albert 
Hall, presenting works of great magnitude designed to suit the immensity of this historic 
and grand venue.

Within the UK, the Orchestra is committed to offering an extensive regional touring 
programme, including established residencies in Croydon, Northampton, Lowestoft, 
Reading and Crawley. As an international orchestra, the RPO has toured more than 
30 countries in the last five years. Recent tours have included performances in Egypt, 
Russia, Spain, Italy, Germany, the USA, China and the Far East.

The Orchestra is also recognised for its artistic work through a vibrant and innovative 
community and education programme, titled ‘RPO resound’. Specially trained members 
of the Orchestra, alongside accomplished project leaders, provide comprehensive 
workshops where music is used as a powerful and inspirational force.

Frequently found in the recording studio, the Orchestra records extensively for film 
and television as well as for the major commercial record companies. The Orchestra also 
owns its own record label and is proud to be the first UK orchestra to stream its entire 
series of concerts live from Cadogan Hall.

For more information about the RPO’s concerts and recordings, please visit www.rpo.
co.uk.

Alexander Borodin 1833–1887
11. Prince Igor (Polovtsian Dances)
The composition of the opera Prince Igor occupied Alexander Borodin for many years, 
and at his death – almost 18 years after he first began to work on the opera – only 
seven or eight numbers were fully composed and orchestrated. Much more existed in 
sketch form, however, and the task of completing the opera was taken over by Rimsky-
Korsakov and Glazunov. The opera deals with Prince Igor’s attempts to defeat the 
pagan Polovtsians, who are threatening to invade the country. He is taken prisoner, 
but befriended by his captor, the great Polovtsian commander Khan Konchak. Act 2 
of the opera ends with a colourful display of dancing and singing, accompanied by the 
celebrated Polovtsian Dances.
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