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A Capriccio is the genre term given to short musical pieces, most often for the piano, that 

suggest something humorous or capricious in character. Publications as early as 1561 used the 

term to title large collections of vocal music, but the term evolved during The Baroque Era to 

become one of the four important prefugal forms along with the ricercar, canzona, and the 

fantasia. From there, capriccios (capricci) developed into ternary form works, meaning a form 

that is in three specific parts (ABA), with an exact return of the opening section…as to not be 

confused with rounded binary form (ABA1), where the return is not exactly exact, to be specific. 

The humorous nature of this genre developed during Romanticism, moving from the piano in 

the parlor to the orchestra on the concert stage. Incidentally, the term is also the title of a one act 

opera by Richard Strauss from 1942; and our closest word in English is ‘caprice,’ which is also 

the model name of a car associated with police vehicles for decades, so in that context, the term 

is no longer humorous.  

 

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) was a great Romantic composer whose works reflect the influence 

of Beethoven, Schubert, Wagner, and Brahms. Regarded as a composer with great versatility, 

Dvořák’s music remains the result of a diligent and meticulous mind. He was a master of 

melodic invention, stylistically influenced by the national folk tunes of Bohemia and the Czech 

countryside, the region of his birth. Dvořák is known to audiences today through frequent 

performances of his nine symphonies, but he also composed many chamber works, choral 

works, and symphonic poems. A symphonic poem – as it differs from a symphony – is a single 

continuous movement orchestral work based on an extra-musical idea, or simply: a 

programmatic musical work without breaks. One of his most enduring symphonic poems is the 

Scherzo Capriccioso in D-flat Major, Op. 66.  

 

Scherzo Capriccioso was one of Dvořák’s most popular works during his lifetime, and it lives as 

one of the great musical jokes (as “joke” is one possible definition of the term “scherzo,” apart 

from the Beethovenian meaning referring to the development of the minuet and trio sections) in 

music literature. By combining ‘scherzo’ together with ‘capriccio,’ Dvořák leads his audience to 

the conclusion that the programmatic idea for this work is humor itself. It premiered in May of 

1883 in Prague, after being composed just shortly before then in less than one month. Many 

scholars attribute the blazing joy of the music to the birth of his son – Antonín, Jr. – in early 

March of 1883, despite the despair over the passing of his mother in late 1882. The work heavily 

features the brass and winds – especially the English horn – but also the waltzing strings, and 

the furious friction of rhythms from the percussion. The work also elegantly features harp 

during a cadenza before the highly anticipated closing section. 

 

Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921) was a French composer who greatly influenced the modern 

French style. He was a skilled performer, especially known for his sight-reading skills at the 

piano, and as an organist. His musical style is a response to his own desire for fullness, 



accomplished by weaving together complex sonorities and textures. He found, therefore, that 

his music had great appeal in Germany during his early career. The French audiences during 

these years preferred a lighter style, but he was embraced years later as the model for French 

traditionalism. The Great War cemented his musical legacy in France, where his written articles 

and mentoring of students like Gabriel Fauré assisted in the formation of a more distinct French 

musical style.  

 

Typical of his character and wit was his Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso, Op. 28, a work set in 

two movements. The sound has an obvious Spanish flavor, purposely composed to highlight 

the talents of violinist Pablo de Sarasate – one of the finest Spanish violinists of that era – for 

whom the work was written. The two men were friends, and rumors subsist that Sarasate 

requested Saint-Saëns to compose for him a highly virtuosic work, which Saint-Saëns then did. 

The original version of the Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso was intended to be part of his 

Violin Concerto, Op. 20, but quickly evolved into the independent work we have today. It 

premiered in April of 1867 with Sarasate performing on his 1724 Stradivarius.  

 

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) sits on the other end of Impressionism from Camille Saint-Saëns as 

one of the finest French composers of the early 1900s. The style of his music is opaque and 

vague when compared to German examples of the same generation, yet his music is firmly 

grounded in tonality. He was a master in creating complex harmonic structures, some of which 

resemble the emerging influence of jazz. He also was a masterful orchestrator, bathing the 

listener in rich textures and timbres.  

 

Ravel composed his violin rhapsody Tzigane early in 1924. Originally for solo violin and piano, 

he transcribed it for violin and orchestra later that summer. Ravel specifically composed Tzigane 

for Hungarian violinist Jelly d'Aryáni, the grand-niece of legendary violinist Joseph Joachim. 

Despite the national origin of the woman for whom it was written, many scholars consider this 

to be the most artificial work that Ravel composed since it is not terribly Hungarian or gypsy-

like – as the title would suggest. Ravel responded to his critics by stating it was natural for him 

to be artificial. The clear artistic value of Tzigane becomes obvious as it unfolds: beautifully 

evoking Romanticism and a nineteenth-century color that is akin to Paganini and Sarasate more 

than it is to the tastes of his contemporary Eastern European colleagues. Tzigane remains a 

difficult example to perform, as it requires great technical mastery and great artistry.  

 

Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) was more than a Russian composer: he was a Russian 

hero and idol for the leagues of composers who will follow him. A master melodist, his themes 

are part of the fabric of American life today, where his ballets and orchestral works are known 

and loved by many people who watch television. His music endures alongside such giant 

names as Bach, Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, Brahms, Wagner, and other towering Germanic 

people. In terms of style, he has more in common with the German tradition than with the 

Russian music that preceded him, thereby making him the cornerstone of modern Russian-

European music.  

 



Capriccio Italien, Op. 45, is a symphonic poem that was written while Tchaikovsky was on 

holiday in Italy in 1880. Italian folk songs provided most of the thematic material, as he trolled 

over local Roman publications and gleaned tunes by ear from the streets. Brass fanfares and 

calls contribute to the festive nature of the music, but these are parried with darker passages, 

often in the strings. The entire work is beautifully crafted and balanced. It premiered in Moscow 

during December of 1880 with Nikolai Rubenstein conducting.  

 

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908) was an important part of the next generation of Russian 

composers labelled The Mighty Five, sometimes called The Mighty Handful, or the Balakirev 

Circle (now you only have three more to get all five) who all worked in St. Petersburg, and who 

all valued Russian classical music. Their aim was to achieve a more Russian style of music, as 

they were aligned with the Romantic Nationalist movement in Russia. This goal was in direct 

opposition to the style of Tchaikovsky – in part – who was celebrated for his European 

(Germanic) values.  

 

Capriccio Espagnole, Op. 34, is a symphonic suite in five parts that is based on Spanish folk 

melodies. Rimsky-Korsakov had intended the work for violin and orchestra, but decided to 

feature so many other instruments in the process that it became a purely orchestral suite; one 

that is built on the virtues of solo instrument playing. His desire was to create a work that was 

perfectly suited for the orchestra, and not something adapted to it. He prided himself on 

writing the parts idiomatically for each instrument, but what the listener hears is the 

combination of these parts, which merge amazingly well. The Spanish themes and dance-like 

figures were the foundation on which he built the work, employing a vast array of orchestral 

techniques and effects. The result is truly remarkable, a fitting way to celebrate the orchestra as 

a group while emphasizing the dignity, flexibility, and beauty of each instrument.  
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