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Giuseppe Verdi Act III: Introduction, “Va, pensiero,” and “Oh, chi piange”
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electronic devices during the performance. Because o f legal issues, any video or audio recording of this performance is
prohibited without prior consent from the School of Music. Thank you for your cooperation.



For over three decades, SAMUEL RAMEY has reigned as one of the music world’s foremost
interpreters of bass and bass-baritone operatic and concert repertoire. With astounding versatility he
commands an impressive breadth of repertoire encompassing virtually every musical style from the
Baroque ornamentation of Argante in Handel’s Rinaldo, which was the vehicle of his acclaimed
Metropolitan Opera debut in 1984, to the dramatic proclamations of the title role in Bartok’s
Bluebeard’s Castle, which he sang in a new production at the Metropolitan Opera televised by PBS.
Ramey’s interpretations embrace the bel canto of Bellini, Rossini, and Donizetti; the lyric and
dramatic roles of Mozart and Verdi; and the heroic roles of the Russian and French repertoire.

Samuel Ramey has appeared on the stages of the Metropolitan Opera, Teatro alla Scala, Royal
Opera, Covent Garden, Vienna Staatsoper, Opéra de Paris, Arena di Verona, Deutsche Oper
Berlin, San Francisco Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago, Houston Grand Opera, the operas of Munich,
Hamburg, Geneva, Florence, Zürich and Amsterdam, among others. In concert, he has performed
with the London Philharmonic Orchestra, New York Philharmonic, Boston Symphony Orchestra,
Berlin Philharmonic, Vienna Philharmonic, La Scala Orchestra, National Symphony Orchestra, and
the symphonies of Chicago, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and San Francisco.

Samuel Ramey holds the distinction of being the most recorded bass in history. His more than eighty
recordings include complete operas, recordings of arias, symphonic works, solo recital programs,
and popular crossover albums on every major label. His recordings have garnered nearly every
major award including three Grammy Awards, Gran Prix du Disc Awards, and “Best of the Year”
citations from journals including Stereo Review and Opera News. His exposure on television and
video is no less impressive, with video recordings of the Metropolitan Opera’s Carmen, Bluebeard’s
Castle, Semiramide, Nabucco, and the compilation “The Met Celebrates Verdi;” San Francisco
Opera’s Mefistofele, The Rake’s Progress from the Glyndebourne Festival, Attila from La Scala, and
the Salzburg Festival’s Don Giovanni. Ramey is seen frequently on television in appearances with
Live from the Met and Live from Lincoln Center as well as other productions taped for PBS.

As a native of Colby, Kansas, Samuel Ramey was active in music throughout high school and
college. In 1995 he was named “Kansan of the Year,” and in 1998 the French Ministry of Culture
awarded him the rank of Commander in the Order of Arts and Letters. He now makes his home in
Chicago and is part-time on the voice faculty of Roosevelt University.
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PROGRAM NOTES
By Bruce Uchimura and Carl Ratner

Mahler, Symphony Number 1 in D Major

Like most of music history’s great composers, Gustav Mahler worked tirelessly on his first symphony.
He revised the work at least four times between its premier in 1888 and its ultimate publishing in
1899. It was not well received by the public in its first version (Budapest 1888). Subsequently,
Mahler went to great lengths to modify its accessibility, including removing an original 5th movement
(Blumine), adding then omitting the sub title of “Titan” and included (then removed) written
descriptions of the music. Ironically, it is one of the most popular symphonic works in the repertoire
today and performed often by the world’s major symphony orchestras.

It is a long work – 55 minutes – and uses a formidable number of orchestral instruments, including
reinforced horn and woodwind sections, harp and assorted percussion. Mahler reveals a huge
range of musical expression throughout, especially in the extended and dramatic finale movement.
At the time of its premier, the work was criticized for having too much contrast within each
movement. Audiences were annoyed at the seemingly random insertion of contrasting musical ideas
and Mahler’s persistent use of mood setting devices, such as the seven octave harmonics in the string
section at the beginning of the work. Despite the early criticism, Mahler’s first symphony left music
history a heartfelt and extremely well crafted symphonic work in an original and personal style. It is
also important to note that Mahler was an exceptional conductor of the time and really knew the
expressive capabilities of the symphony orchestra.

The first movement begins with an extended introduction which depicts the early morning hours of
nature waking up. Mahler introduces the interval/motive of a descending fourth in solo woodwinds
with clarinets and trumpets echoing a faster more march-like fanfare in the distance. These two
components are accompanied by a mysterious sustained harmonics in the strings throughout. The
french horns imitate the Alpenhorns that beckon nature to awake. The appearance of the sounds of
the “cukoo,“ solo woodwinds, takes us to the main body of the first movement. The cello section
presents the very folk-like melody that is the thematic material for the first movement. The
development section returns to the opening atmospheric introduction and adds “bird calls,” solo flute
and piccolo, to the texture. The first movement is the most traditional in form and use of counterpoint
but the material is fresh and original. It ends with a spirited race to the finish.

The second movement uses the Menuet/Scherzo and Trio traditional form but Mahler chooses a
Viennese Ländler (early version of the waltz) as his thematic material. It is an attractive and
light-hearted movement with rich orchestral color presented throughout.

Mahler’s most original use of themes comes in the third movement (slow movement). The lone
tympani begins the movement with a slow march-like rhythm and plays the important descending
interval of a fourth that opened the entire symphony. It is joined by a solo double bass playing a sad
version of Frere Jacques (Bruder Martin, Are you sleeping?). Multiple instruments join the melody in
canon and occasionally interrupted by an emphatic rhythmic motive presented by the oboe/E flat
clarinet. The next section begins with a nostalgic “Jewish” melody, woodwinds and trumpets, that is
interrupted by a more upbeat “Klezmer” sounding band, woodwinds and percussion. Subtly, the
Frère Jacques theme returns, with the harp transforming the texture into a more intimate and
innocent mood. The themes used here are quoted from Mahler’s song cycle “Songs of a Wayfarer.”
The opening material returns and the movement ends quietly.

(continued)



A startling cymbal crash opens the finale of Mahler’s epic first symphony. This movement is the
longest one and the most expressively diverse.  Mahler himself wrote a description in one of his
previous versions: “The sudden expression of a deeply wounded heart.” The finale also prominently
ties in material from the first movement. It is epic in its proportions and could very well stand alone
as a tone poem by itself. There is an incredible depth of emotion as is a trademark in Mahler’s great
symphonies. The piece ends optimistically with much fanfare and energy.

Verdi, : Act III: Introduction, “Va, pensiero,” and “Oh, chi piange” from Nabucco

Though Giuseppe Verdi wrote a few non-operatic compositions, most notably his dramatic Requiem,
the central body of his work consists of 28 operas, only two of which were comedies. In marked
contrast to his more formally and harmonically daring contemporary Richard Wagner, until his later
years he continued to develop the standard Italian “number opera” popularized in the bel canto
works of Rossini, Donizetti, and Bellini. Today, along with Mozart, Wagner, and Puccini, he is
regarded as one of the most important opera composers of all time, and his Romantic masterpieces,
such as La traviata, Il trovatore, Rigoletto, and Aida, have secured a permanent place in the
repertory of the world’s opera houses.

Nabucco, which was premiered in 1842, was Verdi’s third opera and the one that made his name
as a composer. It takes place in Jerusalem and Babylon in 567 B.C. The ancient Israelites have been
conquered and taken captive by Nabucco (Nebuchadnezzar), King of Assyria. As they rest on the
banks of the Euphrates River, they sadly bid their thoughts to fly back to their beautiful homeland on
wings of gold. (After the reunification of Italy in 1861, this chorus came to be regarded as a symbol
of the yearning for a united Italy free of foreign domination.) The high priest Zaccaria urges them to
leave off weeping and to rise up and overthrow Babylon with the Lord’s help.

Glinka, Overture to Ruslan and Ludmilla

Glinka’s opera is based on the epic fairy tale of the same name written by Alexander Pushkin. It tells
of the abduction of Ludmilla by an evil sorcerer and her rescue by the brave knight Ruslan. The
music of the opera included some aspects of Russian folk music, as well as imaginative use of
chromaticism and Eastern musical elements. Glinka was regarded as the father of Russian classical
music and his works were highly influential on Tchaikovsky and the “Mighty Handful,” including
Mussorgsky, Borodin, and Rimsky Korsakov.

Floyd, Act II, Scene 2 “Revival Scene” from Susannah

American composer Carlisle Floyd composed the opera Susannah while he served on the faculty of
Florida State University. The opera, which was premiered in 1955, takes place in a poor village in
the Appalachian Mountains in Tennessee. It tells the story of a pretty young woman who, while
innocently taking a bath in the creek on her property, is seen naked by the town elders. The
townspeople wrongly come to believe her guilty of wantonness and the seduction of a suggestible
teenaged boy from the town. In this scene she attends a religious revival meeting. The traveling
preacher, Olin Blitch, stirs the crowd to a frenzy, then calls upon Susannah to repent her “sins.”


