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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. 

 

 

CAMILLE SAINT-SAËNS 

Piano Concerto No. 5 in F major, Op. 103  

b. October 9, 1835, Paris, France 

d. December 16, 1921, Algiers, Algeria 

Written: 1896 



Style: Romantic 

Duration: 29 minutes 

Oh, to be Camille-Saint-Saëns! He was lauded from early childhood as a worthy 
successor to Mozart, appreciated throughout his extraordinary long life both as a composer and a 
performer, bon viveur, epicure and world traveler. It’s what most of us imagine artists to be. And 
while there were dark times in the composer’s life – a failed marriage as well as living beyond 
the era in which his music was in vogue – Saint-Saëns mostly did live up to that image. He 
retired in 1913, but World War I found him active again, playing concerts to raise money for the 
war effort. His death in 1921, in Algiers, again traveling for pleasure, was sudden and 
unexpected. 

By today’s “road warrior” or “frequent flyer” standard of business travel, Saint-Saëns 
would be at the top of any airline perk pyramid. In his time, even with well-developed rail 
networks and steamship lines, Saint-Saëns was unusually peripatetic. His restlessness was born 
of an intense curiosity about the world beyond Paris, and he sought it out both as a professional 
musician and as a private citizen. 

Saint- Saëns’ Piano Concerto No. 5 bears witness to that curiosity. It was written for the 
composer himself to play at his “Golden Jubilee” concert at Paris’ Salle Pleyel in May 1896, 
marking 50 years as a public performer. It carries the nickname “Egyptian.” Saint-Saëns wrote it 
in Luxor while on a winter vacation in early 1896. It also is filled with exotic musical references 
that call to mind the music of Java, Spain and the Middle East. In particular, the second 
movement gives the concerto its Egyptian character. It is based, according to the composer, on a 
Nubian love song he heard while sailing on the Nile in a little boat. If you listen carefully, you 
can even hear the sound of frogs and crickets that no doubt were serenading Saint-Saëns as his 
boatmen pulled the oars. 

 

 

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. 

 


