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MAURICE RAVEL 

La Valse  

b. March 7, 1875, Ciboure, France 

d. December 28, 1937, Paris, France 

Written: 1919-1920 

Style: 20th Century 

Duration: 12 minutes 

 

“Through whirling clouds, waltzing couples may be faintly distinguished. The clouds 
gradually scatter: One sees soon an immense hall peopled with a whirling crowd. The scene is 
gradually illuminated. The light of the chandeliers bursts forth. Set in an imperial court, about 
1855.” 

These few lines of description are in the score to La Valse, written by the composer 
himself. Many writers have tried to place an extra-musical significance to the inexorable growing 
intensity, almost frenzy, of this tribute to the waltz.  It is one of the joys of listening to 
instrumental music that you can make up a story about what you are hearing to suit your 
imagination. But, on more than one occasion, Ravel denied that this waltz, originally intended to 
be a ballet set in Vienna, was some sort of commentary on the dissolution of centuries of Empire 
in the cataclysm of World War I. What is unusual about this piece is the unabashed romantic 
sentiment of the music, very rare for the emotionally reserved Ravel. He may have written other 
works that have intensity or abandon (think of Daphnis et Chloé, which was part of the opening 
concerts of this season, or of Bolero) but no other Ravel instrumental work is so frankly sensual. 

 

MAURICE RAVEL (1875-1937) 

Piano Concerto in G Major 

b. March 7, 1875, Ciboure, France 

d. December 28, 1937, Paris, France 

Written: 1929–31 

Style: Post-impressionist  



Duration: 23 minutes  

One of the complaints leveled against Ravel’s music is that it lacks “sentiment.” In spite of all 
the brilliant writing, the sensuous tone color, the exotic melodies, the music misses heartfelt 
emotion. “I am Basque,” he admitted, “and while the Basques feel deeply they seldom show it, 
and then only to a very few.” Here is his forthright confession about what he felt his Piano 
Concerto should really be about: “The music of a concerto should, in my opinion, be lighthearted 
and brilliant, and not aim at profundity or at dramatic effects. It has been said of certain classics 
that their concertos were written not “for” but “against” the piano. I heartily agree. I had intended 
to title this concerto ‘Divertissement.’ Then it occurred to me that there was no need to do so 
because the title ‘Concerto’ should be sufficiently clear.”   

Ravel started work on a piano concerto for himself in preparation for a tour to the United States. 
Paul Wittgenstein, the great pianist who lost his right arm during the ‘Great War,’ interrupted 
him with a request to write a concerto for the left hand only. Ravel was intrigued by the idea and 
so he set to work on both concertos. “It was an interesting experiment to conceive and to realize 
simultaneously the two concertos,” Ravel conceded. He finished the Left Hand Concerto first 
and the two-hand concerto about a year later. But by then Ravel was too ill to perform it, “The 
concerto is nearly finished and I am not far from being so myself.” The Piano Concerto in G 
Major premiered with Marguerite Long performing and Ravel conducting.   

Ravel claimed that this piano concerto “is a concerto in the most exact sense of the term and is 
written in the spirit of Mozart and Saint-Saëns… It includes some elements borrowed from jazz, 
but only in moderation.” The three movements of the concerto do follow the standard templates 
that Mozart helped develop. The first and third movements both have contrasting themes with a 
central development section. There is the requisite solo cadenza for the piano in the first 
movement. The second movement is a beautiful thing (full of sentiment) that Ravel admits was 
composed with the “help” of Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet. In terms of highlighting brilliant and 
facile piano technique, this concerto does resemble those of Mozart and Saint-Saëns. But there 
the resemblance end. Mozart probably would not have started his concertos with a whip-crack! 
The smears of the trombone and the shrieks of the tiny piccolo clarinet belong to the nightclub, 
not the salons of Saint-Saëns. All of the “bluenotes” and jazzy rhythms seem more a tip of the 
hat to George Gershwin than to Mozart. The raucous good time that everybody has is just plain 
fun. 

 

ALEXANDER LAMONT MILLER 

Scherzo Crypto  

b. September 24, 1968, Bloomfield Hills, Michigan 

Written: 2014 

Style: Contemporary 

Duration: 5 minutes 



We celebrate the creativity of one of our musicians in these concerts with a work by 
Alexander Miller, called by one writer: “Grand Rapids Symphony Assistant Principal Oboist by 
title, Composer-in-Residence by default.”  

Scherzo Crypto, however, was commissioned and premiered by the San Antonio 
Symphony as part of their “American Preludes” project within the larger celebration of the 75th 
anniversary of the orchestra.  Miller designed this work to be a virtuoso showpiece for the 
orchestra, particularly for strings and percussion, but with a twist. Miller writes: 

“The unique feature of Scherzo Crypto is the puzzle embedded in the music. The name of 
a musical instrument is somehow hidden in the fabric of the music. So far, a handful of people 
have solved it. Two members of the audience in San Antonio solved it, and neither were 
musicians. You can find the answer by looking at the score or just hearing the piece live. But you 
have to be listening a certain way.” 

Happy hunting! 

 

 

RICHARD STRAUSS 

Der Rosenkavalier Waltzes  

b. June 11, 1864, Munich, Germany 

d. September 8, 1949, Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany 

Written: 1944 

Style: Late Romantic 

Duration: 25 minutes 

 

For many opera lovers Der Rosenkavalier is their “desert island opera.” Not unlike 
another contender for that honor, The Marriage of Figaro by Mozart, Der Rosenkavalier is a 
humane, open-eyed comedy of manners that sees the future coming; but it’s still in love with a 
past that’s quickly fading.  The story is set in the timeless Vienna of the 18th century in the reign 
of the beloved Empress Maria Theresa. The principal female character, the wife of a frequently 
absent Field Marshall – the Marschallin – has taken a young lover. The plot revolves around the 
tale of the Marschallin’s country bumpkin cousin come to town to find a wife. Through various 
twists and turns of plot worthy of a French farce, our heroine cedes her lover to a beautiful, 
younger woman; the country cousin gets his comeuppance; and the opera ends with a soaring, 
timeless trio about the impermanence of youth, the inexorable passage of time, and the wisdom 
of knowing how to let go. 



Strauss filled the opera with waltzes. For the early 20th century audience for whom the 
opera was written and premiered in 1911, the waltz was the embodiment of the Vienna of their 
imaginations. The use of this form was an operatic sleight-of-hand since the waltz was not 
popular in Vienna until the beginning of the 19th century. No matter because the swirling, lilting, 
erotic nature of this music in 3/4 time is the most nearly perfect evocation of times long past.  

Never willing to let a good tune go to waste, or a Deutsche Mark unearned, Strauss 
sanctioned more than one suite of waltzes from the opera for symphony orchestra. The suite 
heard on these concerts dates from 1945, and while no one is exactly certain that Strauss himself 
crafted this tone poem from the opera, the music within is most certainly his. 

 


