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Enrique Granados (1867-1916) was an excellent Spanish composer, chiefly known for his piano 

works. He supported himself early in his career by playing piano in dining establishments, 

slowly garnering attention as a composer while developing his technique and style. His musical 

style is Romantic, with sophisticated ornamentations and rhythms. Grieg, Schumann, and Liszt 

can be heard as clear influences, as was the music of his friend and colleague, Isaac Albéniz. 

Granados composed a handful of works for the stage, including Goyescas, his most successful, 

and some chamber and vocal music, but only a few works for orchestra. 

 

The symphonic poem Dante by Granados, based on the infamous Divina Commedia, was 

originally set in Italian. Presented as a two-movement structure, this expressive work features a 

mezzo-soprano in the second portion only: the portion based on the tragic legend of ‘Paolo and 

Francesca.’ This imaginative musical setting of this flawed love story draws on the chromatic 

nature of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, and in doing so, ceases to sound very Spanish but rather 

quite mainstream. The first portion of the work is dark, depicting Dante’s journey into the 

Inferno.  

 

Dante represents the manifestation of Granados’ emerging mature style, a departure from his 

more Spanish-flavored vocal and piano music, something for which he was criticized for 

departing from during his own life. Our concerts this weekend nearly mark the one hundred 

year anniversary of his death on March 24, 1916, when he died at sea (in the English Channel 

trying to rescue his drowning wife) while travelling aboard the S.S. Sussex – sunk by a German 

U-boat – upon his return from a visit to the United States.  

 

Johannes Brahms’ (1833-1897) music was the culmination of the Romantic Age: forging 

together the counterpoint of Bach with the formal structures and expression of Beethoven – 

mixed with harmonic advancements that were unrivaled before the dawn of Twentieth-century 

music – into the richest music to ever come from Germany and Austria. Brahms was a genius of 

the highest order…even Schumann was among the first to write this in concern to his music. 

Brahms was a reactionary composer to all music that preceded him, making use of numerous 

clever devices, techniques, and styles; and he was forward-looking, being one of the first 

composers to write bitonal music.  

 

Born in Hamburg, Brahms lived nearly half of his life in Vienna, living there from 1869 until his 

death. Before moving to Vienna, he made money playing in taverns and restaurants, and by 

going on small concert tours. These tavern jobs had a role in forging his folk-like melodic style, 

as he composed a large amount of music with German and Hungarian folk characteristics, 

much of it littered throughout his numerous works for piano. Eventually, Brahms became 

attracted to orchestral writing. He gave us four monumental symphonies, several incredible 



concertos (including two for piano, the ‘violin,’ and the ‘double’), and a great many choral 

works.  

 

Brahms was brought to international fame with his Ein deutsches Requiem, Op. 45, a large choral-

orchestral work that was based on selected vernacular texts from the Bible, and not on the 

canonical Requiem Mass text, typically presented in Latin. Ein deutsches Requiem is precious in 

the choral-orchestral repertoire, equaled only by such works as Handel’s Messiah and Haydn’s 

Creation. The level of musical genius in this work alone has inspired countless musicians to 

become composers and conductors. But his other choral works are also representative of his 

great mind, including Schicksalslied, Op. 54, Nänie, Op. 82, and the Rhapsody for contralto, male 

chorus and orchestra, Op. 53, commonly known as the ‘Alto Rhapsody.’ 

 

Inspired in 1869 by Goethe’s story The Sorrows of Young Werther (from 1777), the Alto Rhapsody 

was the result of Brahms’ frustrations with love and lust, and his contempt for other men. 

Underlying the creation process was his relationship with Clara Schumann, to whom he sent 

the work for review (she loved it!). His enduring friendship with the late wife of Robert 

Schumann – who passed in 1856 due to complications from syphilis – had become a sexual 

burden to him. But, ironically, this work was more the result of his rejection from her daughter, 

who was twenty years his junior, than it was from his continued suppression of feelings for 

Clara herself. Ergo, the resulting music is amazingly deep and beautiful, mysterious, tragic, 

dark, gorgeous, and hopeful. Brahms divided the Alto Rhapsody into three stanzas: the first 

depicts loneliness and despair; the second reveals his level of agitation; but the third stanza 

balances these with hope and faith, marked by the entrance of the male choir, and the transition 

to C Major, the key of light! The Alto Rhapsody reveals how deeply Brahms felt emotions, and 

he revealed a great deal about his emotions in this work, possibly more than in any other music 

he composed.  

 

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) was a tremendously talented French composer. He studied 

composition with Gabriel Fauré at the Paris Conservatory, but unlike his heralded teacher, he 

failed to ever claim the Grand Prix de Rome, settling for second place on one occasion after 

several attempts. Controversy over his losing ensued, with allegations of favoritism among 

judges towards the pupils of Lenepvue over those of Fauré, but it mattered little to Ravel as his 

music was becoming more and more known, and he was newly viewed by critics as the 

eventual successor to Debussy. Ravel was also a talented orchestrator and arranger, most 

notably for his 1922 transcription of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition.  

 

The orchestral works of Ravel begin with Shéhérezade in 1899, and include other notables such as 

Rapsodie espagnole in 1908, Pavane pour une Infante défunte in 1910, and the extracts from his ballet 

Daphnis et Chloé, between 1909 and 1913. In 1909, Ravel accepted an invitation to submit music 

to the Ballets Russes for their upcoming season, and agreed to compose a one-act ballet on the 

Second-century Greek romance, “Daphnis and Chloe,” marking the first time Ravel would take 

on a subject that was not of his own choosing. The ballet would not be ready for the 1910 

season, and increasing tension between Ravel and Diaghilev pushed it to the 1912 season (one 



year before Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring). To the irritation of Diaghilev, Ravel produced the First 

Suite from Daphnis et Chloé in April of 1911 for private performance. The ballet itself did not 

premier until June of 1912…it was not a great success. Tension between the choreography and 

musical choices made for an unpleasant experience for many who were involved. Critics – it 

seems – were not happy that many of the erotic scenes from the story were understated or cut 

from the ballet, forcing some critics to conclude that the ballet was a failure. Musically, this is 

far from the case. 

 

The brilliant music from the third and final scene of Daphnis et Chloé is frequently performed in 

the concert hall as the Second Suite. The scene begins with the dawn, with the water flowing off 

the rocks depicted in the woodwinds, and the sun rising in the strings, creating an atmospheric 

quality. The sunrise melody is transformed into a love theme that appears when Chloe is 

reunited with Daphnis – a significant moment in the production. The last episode is an 

amazingly exciting portion, and might serve in some fashion as a dramatic exit for Ravel, who 

would not work with the Ballets Russes again after the closing of Daphnis et Chloé, having 

quietly left the company following the fall of the final curtain.  
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