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Otto Nicolai (1810-1849) was a German composer who earned his start in Berlin, but spent time 

in Italy, and in Vienna, where he conducted the inaugural concert of the Vienna Philharmonic in 

1842 (conducting Beethoven’s Symphony No. 7). In 1887, Vienna Phil conductor Hans Richter 

established the annual “Nicolai-Konzert,” a standard occasion given in Nicolai’s memory, 

which has been led by such notable conductors such as Gustav Mahler, Wilhelm Furtwängler, 

Karl Böhm, and more recently by Claudio Abbado in the 1980s. Nicolai was born the same year 

as Chopin and Schumann, yet, he has not enjoyed the same kind of legacy despite being a 

famous composer in his own day. His only enduring creation remains his opera from 1849 – the 

year of his demise – The Merry Wives of Windsor, taken from the Shakespeare play. He also wrote 

a handful of other operas, some sacred and secular choral works, and two symphonies. 

 

Die lustigen Weiber von Windsor, using the German title, premiered at the Berlin Royal Opera on 

March 9 of 1849, barely two months before his unexpected passing at age thirty-nine. It is 

technically not an opera but a singspiel – like Mozart’s The Magic Flute – meaning “sing-play,” 

containing dialogue like an acted play, but presented in the same fashion as a traditional opera 

with arias, choruses, and an overture. Nicolai, himself, referred to the work as a komisch-

fantastische Oper, or a comic-fantasy opera, reflecting his fusion of traditional German opera 

with shorter comic operas that were popular during his time. The overture from The Merry 

Wives of Windsor was written using a more modern method for the time, presenting themes 

from the opera (an efficient way to introduce them) that are chained together…acting like a 

medley rather than a dramatic introduction to the mood of the story, such as Mozart overtures, 

which serve to provide a prelude to the pulse of the opening scene. 

 

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) was a highly regarded and versatile composer, whose works 

combine Czech national styles with the influence of Germanic composers such as Beethoven, 

Schubert, and Brahms. Dvořák, born in Mühlhausen, eventually moved to Prague after earning 

a spot in the viola section of the Bohemian Provisional Theater Orchestra, conducted by Bedrich 

Smetana. Smetana – also an esteemed composer – and Dvořák utilized the musical 

characteristics found in the vast collection of national folk melodies from Bohemia and the 

Czech countryside, evoking the heart and landscape of Central Europe in their music. 

 

Dvořák composed nine symphonies, almost all of which premiered in Prague, with the 

exceptions of No. 7 (London) and No. 9 (the “New World” in New York City). He composed a 

large body of chamber works, keyboard works, songs, and some choral works, but composed 

only a few works for a solo instrument and orchestra, including three concertos: for cello in 

1895; for violin in 1880; and the Piano Concerto in G Minor, Op. 33 – his first – in 1876. The 

Bohemian influence is quite apparent from the start, but the real model for this concerto was 

Johannes Brahms and his first concerto for piano (in D Minor), written in 1858. Despite 

composing a lovely concerto, Dvořák’s rendering feels as if it was composed for a person with 

two right hands, the very subject of criticism for decades. Dvořák wrote skillfully for the piano 



in other genres – the solo works for piano, the piano trios and piano quartets – but claims about 

his writing for this piano concerto judge his inability to capture the idiomatic nature of the 

piano, referring to it as “clumsy.” The music, however, remains vivid and beautiful, faithful to 

Dvořák’s sense of Bohemian style and character. The lyrical charm of his piano concerto is rich 

in both color and dramatic elements, with great dynamic contrasts and an enormous amount of 

Romantic expression. 

 

César Franck (1822-1890) was a renowned Belgian composer and teacher. The character of his 

music was melodic in nature, balancing both diatonic and chromatic elements into elegantly 

complex harmonies. Franck was a notable pianist and organist, adored as a child prodigy. As a 

young church musician, Franck was greatly influenced by the works of J. S. Bach, but came to 

embrace the styles of both Liszt and Wagner later in life. He was not a prolific composer, but his 

compositional skills developed as he got older, writing his only symphony at age sixty-six: the 

Symphony in D Minor in 1888. His most famous work remains the choral anthem Panis 

angelicus, featured at many weddings and liturgical feasts.  

 

Franck’s Symphony in D Minor represents an unusual choice for an aging composer in France, 

where the symphony had fallen out of form during the second half of The Nineteenth Century. 

The symphony – as a genre – still carried a strong association to Germanic composers (his 

mother was German), but Franck achieved success with his Symphonic Variations a few years 

earlier in 1885, and Camille Saint-Saëns and Vincent D’Indy both premiered symphonies in 

1886, so Franck’s Symphony in D Minor was not completely unexpected to the Parisian 

audience at the premier in February of 1889. Like Berlioz, Franck employs a cyclical structure in 

this Symphony, with recurring melodic statements, which echo the composing techniques of 

Carl Maria von Weber and Wagner. The addition of the Cor Anglais into his symphony was a 

topic of criticism for Franck, but he was combining elements from Bach and The Baroque with 

the colors, motives, and harmonies of Wagner; ergo, the unusual instrumentation parries 

woodwind double-reeds and soprano clarinets with the a full brass section (including cornets 

and trumpets) creating a unique palette of orchestral sounds that feels fresh next to more 

German models. 
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