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ORCHESTRAL FAVOURITES VOLUME XXIV

POPULAR OPERATIC OVERTURES
Strauss • Suppé • Smetana • Weber • Hérold • Verdi • Glinka
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P O P U L A R  O P E R A T I C
O V E R T U R E S

Philharmonia Orchestra
Bradley Creswick leader

William Boughton conductor
 Die Fledermaus Strauss 8:20
 Poet and Peasant Suppé 9:54
 The Bartered Bride Smetana 6:58
 Polka and Furiant from

The Bartered Bride Smetana 7:12
 Der Freischutz Weber 9:21
 Zampa Hérold 8:18
 The Force of Destiny Verdi 7:23

Ruslan and Ludmilla Glinka 5:25

 Total playing time   62:51

Recorded in the Royal Albert Hall, London,
on the 11th and 12th April, 1988

A Digital Recording
 1988 Wyastone Estate Limited © 1988 Wyastone Estate Limited
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W I L L I A M  B O U G H T O N

Born into a musical family, his grandfather (Rutland Boughton) a composer,
his father a professional viola player and his mother was a singer. After
studies, at New England Conservatory (Boston), Guildhall School of Music
(London) and Prague Academy as a cellist, he entered the profession in
London playing with the Royal Philharmonic, BBC and London Sinfonietta.
The experience of playing in orchestras led to a passion to pursue a career in
conducting and decided to return to studies firstly with George Hurst and
then with Sir Colin Davis. In 1980 he formed the English Symphony Orchestra.
With the ESO he built a significant discography of internationally acclaimed
recordings with Nimbus Records - predominantly of English music.
Between 1986–93 he was Artistic & Music Director of the Jyvaskyla Sinfonia
in Finland. After leaving Jyvaskyla he guest conducted with numerous
orchestras including the London Symphony, Philharmonia, San Francisco,
Royal Philharmonic, Finnish Radio, Mittel Deutsch Radio, working with
artists such as Nigel Kennedy, Leonidas Kavakos, Emmanuel Ax, Radu Lupu
and Viktoria Mullova.
Between 2000-2008 William Boughton was invited to become the Artistic
Director of The Nimbus Foundation and created the Wyastone Summer Series.
In July 2007 he became the 10th Music Director of the New Haven Symphony
Orchestra, with whom he has instituted a Composer in Residence Scheme
(Augusta Read Thomas) and started a major Walton Project which includes 3
recordings on the Nimbus Label. He now lives in Connecticut, US with his
wife, Janet, and their two children.
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POPULAR OPERATIC
OVERTURES

THERE is nothing quite like the thrill of tense anticipation  which runs
through an opera house as the lights dim, the tuning-up and chattering
stops abruptly, applause greets the conductor, and the first notes of the
overture sound from the orchestra pit. Many of the greatest operatic
composers have taken full advantage of this magnificent opportunity to
mesmerize an audience and to set the musical scene before the curtain
actually goes up. Indeed, one of the earliest operas - Monteverdi's Orfeo of
1607 - opens with a spine-tingling Toccata which doubles as an arresting ‘call-
to-attention’ and a spectacular preparation for the drama to follow.
The overture as a form grew up hand-in-hand with the abstract
instrumental sinfoniaand there are some instances of pieces which fit
both categories simultaneously. By the end of the eighteenth century
the overture was sometimes linked to the main body of the opera and
also often contained some music which was to be heard later in the
opera itself. The overture to Mozart's Don Giovanni is a case in point, but
it is interesting to note that the growing popularity of operatic
overtures as independent pieces in the concert hall led him to compose
a special ‘concert-ending’ for it so that it could also be used in this way.
Eventually, the ‘concert-overture’ emerged as a form in its own right,
which then grew into the tone-poem and the symphonic poem. But the
specifically operatic overture continued to figure prominently on
orchestral concert programmes and indeed some of the examples on
this disc are better-known today in the concert-hall than they are in the
opera house.
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JOHANN STRAUSS II (1825 -1899)
DIE FLEDERMAUS

_____________________ _____________________
Johann Strauss the Younger was virtually born with a violin tucked under
his chin and he first started to compose a waltz at the age of six. But his
father was opposed to a musical career for his eldest son and the boy was
forced to have violin lessons in secret. He wasn't, however, cut out for
banking as Strauss Senior intended, and he soon embarked on a glittering
career in the well-established family tradition. In fact, his first concert in
1844 was so successful that he ironically emerged as his father's most serious
rival - something Johann Strauss I may have been trying to circumvent at
the very beginning. When he died in 1849 the field was clear and Strauss
the Younger became Austria's uncontested ‘Waltz King’.
Having established his reputation in this field, he was approached by the
managers of the Theater an der Wien in 1870 with a proposal to compose an
operetta. The French operettas of Offenbach enjoyed a vogue in Vienna in
the late 1850s and Suppé had successfully developed his own brand of
Viennese operetta in 1860. Since the production of Dos Pensionat at the
Theater an der Wien in that year he moved to the Carltheater and produced
a stream of commercial hits. Strauss was a shrewd choice on the part of the
Theater an der Wien and the confidence paid off handsomely - his third
score, in 1874, was Die Fledermaus (The Bat). It was an immediate triumph and
set a new standard whereby the Viennese all but eclipsed the French. This
remarkable score brings together all the elements which contributed to the
success of the genre - memorable tunes, a tinge of sentimentality and
popular dances which set the feet tapping. The Overture presents a
delectable sample of all that went to make Die Fledermaus the perfect
Viennese operetta.

9

NI 7097

M I K H A I L I V A N O V I C H  G L I N K A
(1804-1857)

R U S L A N  A N D  L U D M I L L A

_____________________ _____________________
Ruslan and Ludmilla was Glinka's last complete opera and the relative failure of
its premiere at St Petersburg in 1842 plunged him into a deep depression
and more or less successfully destroyed his confidence as a composer for
the stage. After his death the opera ironically became the most influential of
its kind in Russia and brought Glinka posthumous reverence. It has not
travelled well however and it is not surprising that the première was a flop.
Although Pushkin's exotic fairy-tale is delightful enough, its adaptation as
an opera was quite incoherent. Pushkin himself unfortunately died as a
result of a duel in 1837 and so couldn't supervise the transition to the stage.
Glinka's friend Konstantin Bakhturin concocted the scenario ‘in a quarter of
an hour while drunk’ and the libretto itself was written by a young Army
officer — Valerian Shirkov.
In the resulting confusion the cast of lovers, magician, witch and
dwarf get rather tangled up but the Overture presents no problems
and presents its infectious tunes with such irrepressible verve that it
is easy to overlook its perfect construction.

© 1988 Geraint Lewis
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GIUSEPPE VERDI (1813-1901)
THE FORCE OF DESTINY

_____________________ _____________________
In 1861 Verdi had effectively been in retirement for three years. His
unbroken career as an opera composer—over twenty operas in fewer
years—had come to an end in 1858 following a bitter wrangle with the
Italian censors over the première of Un Ballo in Maschera. It was almost likely
that he would take a leaf from Rossini's book and retreat to his country
estate in silence. However, a financially remunerative commission came
from Russia to write an opera for the Imperial Theatre at St Petersburg and
this luckily brought Verdi back into action. He turned to Francesco Piave —
his partner for such successful collaborations as Emani, Rigoletto and La traviata
— and suggested that he write a libretto for The Force of Destiny.

The result was a truly grand and characteristically Verdian drama of
intimate personal relationships played out against a broad public canvas.
The tragic destiny of three characters — Don Carlo, Don Alvaro and Donna
Leonora — is interwoven with the full panoply of military and religious life.
After the Russian première in 1862 Verdi toyed with various revisions of his
score, including one for the Paris Opéra in 1866 where he was preparing a
revision of Macbeth, This came to nothing even though his next new opera —
Don Carlos — was in fact composed for Paris the following year. When the
revision actually came about it marked Verdi’s return to the Italian stage at
La Scala, Milan, which was to be the scene of his final triumph. This new
version of La forza del destino began with a brand new curtain-raiser which
subsequently became the most popular of Verdi's overtures.
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F R A N Z V O N  S U P P É  ( 1 8 1 9 - 1 8 9 5 )
P O E T  A N D  P E A S A N T

_____________________ _____________________
Suppé was a distant relative of one the greatest masters of Italian Opera —
namely Donizetti. Suppé had already established himself at Vienna's
Theater in der Josefstadt in 1840 when Donizetti paid a visit and
encouraged the younger man in his career. Success followed very quickly
and some of Suppé's most famous scores were written in the early years —
Morning, Noon and Night in Vienna, Daughter of the Regiment and of course Poet and
Peasant which was first produced at the Theater an der Wien in 1846. These
works were essentially light comedies and served to pave the way for
Suppé’s development of the operetta as a specifically Viennese genre. It is
perhaps unfortunate that the overtures to Suppé’s theatrical works are
better known than the operettas themselves but they have an irresistible
melodic appeal and as that to Poet and Peasant demonstrates abundantly, are
orchestrated with enormous flair.

B E D R I C H  S M E T A N A  ( 1 8 2 4 - 1 8 8 4 )
T H E  B A R T E R E D  B R I D E  O V E R T U R E ,

P O L K A  A N D  F U R I A N T
_____________________ _____________________
Smetana was determined to establish a specifically Czech form of operatic
expression. He completed his first opera in 1863 and its suitably historical
and nationalistic subject—The Brandenburgers in Bohemia—ensured that it
became a national landmark when it was first performed early in 1866. By
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May of that year he had finished his next opera which was by way of
contrast a delightful romantic comedy — The Bartered Bride. This conveys a
spontaneously Czech spirit in effervescent music which remains to this day
the most popular that Smetana wrote.
The Overture is a stunning perpetuum mobile which somehow manages to
capture the same sense of heady brilliance which Mozart distilled in the
Overture to The Marriage of Figaro — a work which was very popular in Prague.
(The Czechs were far more receptive to Mozart’s genius than the fickle
Viennese and, after all, commissioned Don Giovanni). Smetana’s whirling
figuration soon incorporated the true zest of folk music and these strains are
even stronger in the two indigenous dances — the Polka and Furiant —
which form part of the opera's action.

CARL MARIA VON WEBER(1786-1826)
D E R  F R E I S C H Ü T Z

_____________________ _____________________
Just after finishing his sixth opera Abu Hassan in 1811, Weber complained to a
friend: ‘I am waiting in agony for a good libretto; I don't feel right when I
haven't got an opera in hand.’ In 1810 he had come across the story of Der
Freischutz (The Marksman) and immediately proposed making an opera from
it. He had to wait until 1817 before he could begin to work on the project
and even then his duties as Royal Saxon Kappellmeister at Dresden made it
difficult for him to compose much. The score was finally completed on May
13th 1820 and during a concert tour of Denmark later in the year the
Overture was first performed at a concert. The first night of the opera itself
took place in Berlin on June 18th 1821 and was an out-and-out triumph.
Spitta wrote that it ‘set the pulse of the German people beating’. It was soon
performed all over Germany and is generally considered to be Weber's most
important composition.
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The fervently Nationalistic tone and evocative Romantic atmosphere of Der
Freischutz ensured that it became an epoch-making German opera and it
served to pave the way for Wagner's revolutionary developments later in
the century Weber himself said that ‘half the opera plays in darkness. In the first act it is
evening and its second half plays in the dark; in the second, it is night during Agathe's big scena,
with moonlight through the window, and finally at midnight come the apparitions in the Wolf’s
Glen. These dark forms of the outer world are underlined and strengthened in the musical forms'
A transition from light into darkness and back to the light is very effectively
prefigured in the Overture which while incorporating some of the opera's
memorable melodies also manages to present a distillation of the opera's
range of expression and became one of the most popular of all Romantic
overtures.

F E R D I N A N D  H É R O L D
(1791-1833)

Z A M P A

_____________________ _____________________
The plot of Hérold’s Zampa seems fairly improbable today. Zampa is a
pirate who trifled with the affections of a pretty young maid. Later in life he
comes face to face with a statue which to his initial surprise and amusement
is the spitting image of the girl he jilted. He jokingly puts a wedding-ring
on the statue’s finger but amusement soon turns sour as he dies in her
clutches. The leading role was specially written for a brilliant and
celebrated tenor - Jean-Baptiste Chollet — and during the half-century
following its première at the Opéra-Comique in Paris in May 1831 it
notched up over five hundred performances. Today the work is known
mainly because of the stirring Overture which remains a popular display
piece.
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Die Fledermaus 8:20

Poet and Peasant 9:54

The Bartered Bride 6:58

Polka and Furiant from
The Bartered Bride 7:12

Der Freischütz 9:21

Zampa 8:18

The Force of Destiny 7:23

Ruslan and Ludmilla 5:25

Total playing
Time 62:51

DDD

A sparkling collection of some of
the most popular of all Romantic
overtures, this disc invites you to
join in the thrilling atmosphere of
the opera house. These classic
curtain-raisers range from the
Viennese magic of Johann Strauss II
and Suppé to the passionate.
Slavonic nationalism of Smetana
and Glinka, along with the fiery
Italian drama of Verdi's Force of
Destiny and Weber's tuneful Der
Freischütz. This recording continues
William Boughton's acclaimed
series with the Philharmonia
Orchestra in the Royal Albert Hall,
London.
"Mr Boughton is revealed as a
world-class conductor squarely in
the Boult tradition.”
The Washington Times on NI 5117
(The Planets).

N
I 7097

P
O

P
U

LA
R

 O
P

E
R

A
TIC

 O
V

E
R

TU
R

E
S

P
H

ILH
A

R
M

O
N

IA
 O

R
C

H
E

S
TR

A
 • W

ILLIA
M

 B
O

U
G

H
TO

N
N

im
bus

N
I 7097

P
O

P
U

LA
R

 O
P

E
R

A
TIC

 O
V

E
R

TU
R

E
S

P
H

ILH
A

R
M

O
N

IA
 O

R
C

H
E

S
TR

A
 • W

ILLIA
M

 B
O

U
G

H
TO

N
N

im
bus


