
 

The MCO’s 2009-2010 season opens Saturday, September 12, 2009 at 7:30 p.m.  Pieces to be 

performed include Antonin Dvorák’s “Serenade,” Emile Bernard’s “Divertissement,” and 

Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 in G minor, KV 550, also known as “The Great G Minor 

Symphony,” and unquestionably one of Mozart's most admired works. 

 

Program Notes by Susan Chamberlin Smith 

Antonín Dvorák (September 8, 1841 – May 1, 1904), was arguably the most famous composer of 

the Czech Republic, was born in the village of Nelahozeves, near Prague.  The 

eldest of eight children of the local innkeeper and butcher, Dvorák helped his 

father in the inn from an early age, playing the violin to entertain guests.  At the 

age of 12, he was sent to the nearby town of Zlonice to live with his uncle and to 

study German, as most of the visitors to the inn spoke German.  However, 

because his German instructor, Antonín Liehmann, was also the church organist, 

most of Dvorák’s time in Zlonice was spent in learning organ, piano, violin, 

viola, and music theory.  Impressed with the young man’s progress, Leihmann persuaded 

Dvorák's father to allow his son to pursue a formal musical education with the financial 

assistance of his uncle.  In 1857 Dvorák entered the Prague Organ School, destined to never 

become the butcher and innkeeper his father had envisioned.  He completed his studies at the 

Organ School in 1859 and joined the Komzak concert band, which played in concert halls and 

inns in Prague and Germany.  The band was incorporated into the orchestra of the Provisional 

Theatre in Prague, and for several years, Dvorák was privileged to play under the baton of 

Bedřich Smetana, who encouraged him to write music based on folk tunes.  The need to 

supplement his income by teaching left Dvorák with limited free time, and in 1871, he gave up 

playing in the orchestra in order to compose.  During this time, Dvorák fell in love with one of 

his pupils and wrote a song cycle, Cypress Trees, which expressed his anguish at her marriage to 

another man. In 1873, however, he married Anna Čermakova, that pupil’s sister.  The following 

year Dvorák entered the competition for the Austrian State Stipendium, submitting the 3rd and 

4th symphonies, some overtures, and some songs.  He won a significant cash prize (400 gulden) 

which gave him further confidence and time for composition. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nelahozeves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prague
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bed%C5%99ich_Smetana


The Serenade for Strings in E Major, Op. 22, was allegedly written in less than two weeks, from 

May 3-14, 1875, during a period of great personal happiness in the composer’s life.  Anxious to 

have his work performed, Dvorák showed the score to Hans Richter, the newly-appointed 

conductor of the Vienna Philharmonic.  Richter, afraid to bring unfamiliar music before his 

conservative Viennese audience, declined the opportunity, and the premiere took place in 

Prague instead, on December 10, 1876. 

The work is in five movements, all of which, with the exception of the final movement in a 

modified sonata-allegro form, are in a rough ABA form.  Its expressive harmonies, romantic 

melodies, and dance-like rhythms are characteristic of the genre, which evolved from the 

sensuous songs sung to a lady by her suitor from beneath her window on a starry evening.  In 

the eighteenth century, the term “serenade” indicated a fairly light, informal piece intended for 

an outdoor performance, but by the nineteenth century, the term referred to any instrumental 

piece of a diverting nature, in which tunefulness was more important than thematic 

development.  

Jean Emile Auguste Bernard (November 28, 1843, Marseilles - September 11, 1902, Paris) 

studied piano and organ at the Paris Conservatoire, and served as the organist at Notre Dame 

des Champs in Paris from 1887 until his retirement in 1895.  His Fantasy and Fugue for Organ 

won the 1877 prize of the Société de Compositeurs de Paris, and his Violin Concerto was first 

performed in 1895 at the Conservatoire by Pablo de Sarasate, to whom it is dedicated.  

Although he lived in the shadow of his contemporary Cesar Franck, Bernard was an active 

member of the Parisian musical society at the end of the nineteenth century whose works for 

piano, voice, and violin were often performed in the salons of Paris.  Unfortunately, with the 

exception of the Divertissement pour Instruments a Vent, Op. 36, Bernard’s works have generally 

fallen out of the repertoire and into obscurity. 

The Divertissement, composed in 1894, is a three movement serenade for double wind quintet (2 

flutes, 2 clarinets, 2 oboes, 2 bassoons, 2 horns,) an instrumentation which was rare in the 

eighteenth century but became more popular in the nineteenth century.  Bernard’s 

Divertissement (the French term for the Italian divertimento) was first performed by the Parisian 

Société des Instruments à Vent.  Between 1894 and 1902, the Société included the work in its 

concerts six times, making it one of their most popular pieces.  The Divertissement was 

subsequently played at least three times by the Longy Club of Boston between 1900 and 1905 to 

mixed reviews from the Boston critics. After the first performance in 1900, Philip Hale, the critic 

of the Boston Journal, was less than generous with his praise.  “Bernard is not of the extreme 

modern French school, and he is inclined to be dry and academic as in this Divertissement, which 

is well written, with knowledge of the capabilities of the instruments, and with a sense of color.  

The work, however, is rather deficient in spontaneous melody, and the vivacity is not crisp and 

sparkling.”  

However, three years later, the Boston Transcript critic claimed that the work was “so well 

written that the lack of strings does not make itself so clearly felt as usual.”  One hundred years 



later, Bernard’s Divertissement is considered a Romantic masterpiece in the double wind quintet 

repertoire.  

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (January 27, 1756 – December 5, 1791) was born in 

Salzburg and composed over six hundred works in his relatively short life. His 

father Leopold, a conductor, composer, and experienced teacher, recognized his 

son’s talent at an early age. Mozart’s only sibling, Maria Anna (called Nannerl), 

recalled those early days with these words: He often spent much time at the clavier, 

picking out thirds, which he was always striking, and his pleasure showed that it 

sounded good. ... In the fourth year of his age his father, for a game as it were, began to teach him a few 

minuets and pieces at the clavier. ... He could play it faultlessly and with the greatest delicacy, and 

keeping exactly in time. ... At the age of five he was already composing little pieces, which he played to his 

father who wrote them down. 

Leopold, Nannerl, and Wolfgang traveled throughout Europe, performing in the courts of 

Vienna, Prague, Munich, Mannheim, Paris, London, the Hague, and Zurich.  Although these 

trips were arduous, by the time Mozart settled in Salzburg as a court musician in 1773, his name 

and his talent were well-known far beyond the city of his birth.  Although Mozart had a great 

number of friends and admirers in Salzburg who received his new compositions with 

enthusiasm, he soon grew disenchanted with his position at the court and with his low salary of 

150 florins.  After traveling to Vienna, Munich, Augsburg, Paris, and Mannheim, unsuccessfully 

looking for another position and growing more discontented with each passing year, Mozart 

finally resigned his position in 1781 in order to pursue an independent career in Vienna.   There 

he married Constanze Weber, the younger sister of his first love Aloysia, who had rejected him 

years earlier when the family lived in Mannheim.  It was in Vienna that Mozart became friends 

with Joseph Haydn, who, upon learning of Mozart’s untimely death, is reported to have said, 

"Posterity will not see such a talent again in 100 years."  

Mozart’s last three symphonies, Nos. 39–41, were written in the summer of 1788, three years 

before his death, in the incredibly short space of eight weeks.  He wrote two versions of the 

Symphony No. 40 in G Minor (known as “The Great” to distinguish it from Symphony No.25 in the 

same key), adding clarinets to the later version.  While Symphony No. 40 follows the standard 

classical-era arrangement of four movements (fast, slow, minuet, fast,) it is unique because of its 

minor key and darker mood, the absence of trumpets and tympani, and the amazing “tone 

row” which begins the development section of the fourth movement.  This eight-measure flight, 

which uses every note of the chromatic scale except the tonic, must have bewildered audiences 

at the time, but is evidence that Haydn was indeed accurate in his lament. 
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