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Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra 

Leader 
Marisa Riordan 

Conductor 

Michael Bell MBE 

Clarinet 

Robert Watson 

Má Vlast – Vltava Smetana 

Clarinet Concerto no.1 in F minor, Op.73 Weber 

1. Allegro 

2. Adagio ma non troppo 

3. Rondo: Allegretto 
 

INTERVAL 

Refreshments available in the St Michael’s Centre 

 

Symphony no.2 in B minor Borodin 

1. Allegro moderato 

2. Scherzo: Molto vivo – Trio: Allegretto 

3. Andante 

4. Finale: Allegro 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A word from our Musical Director 

Orchestras enjoy marking anniversaries of composers, and 2024 has 
been a particularly significant year.  

Puccini passed away 100 years ago (as did Fauré and the venerable 
British composer Sir Charles Villiers Stanford) and we marked Puccini’s 
anniversary, appropriately, at our opera concert in the summer. 

If we go further back to 1824, that was the birth year of composers 
Bedřich Smetana and Anton Bruckner, and in our concert on November 
17th we’ll be celebrating Smetana, not least because his music takes 
significantly less time to perform than anything by Bruckner! 

I was lucky to be present at the Royal Albert Hall in September for the 
BBC Prom featuring the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra and Kyrill 
Petrenko performing Smetana’s complete Má Vlast, a cycle of six 
symphonic poems based on scenes and legends of his beloved Czech 
homeland.  From Má Vlast we’ll be performing the most famous of the 
cycle, Vltava, taking us on a magnificent journey along this great river. 

Like Puccini, Weber was first and foremost a composer of opera, and this 
permeates his delightful Clarinet Concerto no.1, the soloist for which will 
be our principal clarinet, Robert Watson. 

Borodin’s Symphony no.2, a great favourite of mine (having played it 
many times in my days as a double bass player in youth orchestra… 
please don’t ask the year!)  occupies the second half of the programme. 
It is in turns intense, impulsive, romantic, celebratory and always 
beautifully tuneful.  It is also quite compact… Borodin was no Bruckner! 

We look forward to welcoming you to the concert. 

Best wishes 

Michael 

Michael Bell MBE 

  



Vltava Bedřich Smetana (1824-84) 

The middle years of the 19th century were the time when, fuelled by 
political movements seeking freedom and autonomy for the constituent 
peoples of crumbing empires, nationalism in music became a potent 
force.  Plenty of earlier composers had been born and lived within the 
borders of the modern Czech Republic, including such major figures as 
Biber, Zelenka and the Stamitz family, but it was the Prague Revolution 
of 1848 that really gave impetus, through the work of Smetana, to the 
expression of Czech nationalism in music.  His pre-1848 compositions, 
mostly for piano, form an attractive ragbag of polkas, bagatelles and 
quadrilles written in a Weber- and Chopin-influenced style.  But come 
the revolution, he began writing patriotic pieces – a National Guard 

March, a Student Legion March and a choral Song of Liberty.  And it is 
notable that, after this time, all his works bear exclusively Czech titles, 
even though he did not become fluent in the language until the 1860s. 

The cycle of six symphonic poems called Má Vlast, “My Homeland”, was, 
like Beethoven’s late works, written by a composer who had lost his 
hearing – indeed, Smetana’s whole life was a desperately sad one, torn 
apart by the deaths of wife and children and ending, after his final 
mental collapse, in Prague’s Kateřinky Asylum.  None of this is 
perceptible in the music, which is a joyous celebration of Czech history, 
legend and countryside in all their heroism and beauty.  Vltava, the 
second piece in the cycle, depicts the Czech national river.  From its 
source from two springs (delightfully depicted by intertwining flute lines) 
in the Bohemian Forest, we hear it passing by a hunt and a peasant 
wedding, playing host to a moonlit dance of nymphs, plunging through 
the St John’s Rapids (sadly, since the completion of the Štěchovice 
Reservoir in 1945, no longer there) and ending its course beside Prague’s 
great fortress, when a theme from the first symphonic poem, Vyšehrad, 
makes a triumphal reappearance. 

Clarinet Concerto no.1 in F minor Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826) 

The clarinet was a relative newcomer to the orchestra at the start of the 
19th century, having made its debut only in the later works of Haydn and 



Mozart.  Consequently, clarinet virtuosi were still rare birds, which 
perhaps explains why a few star players inspired numerous composers to 
produce works for them.  Mozart had Anton Stadler, recipient of his trio, 
quintet and concerto, while Spohr's four concerti were written for 
Johann Simon Hermstedt.  Even in later times, clarinettists continued to 
tempt composers: Brahms was lured out of retirement by the playing of 
Richard Mühlfeld, for whom the four late chamber masterpieces were 
composed, while Nielsen's concerto and wind quintet were both strongly 
influenced by the playing, and the abrasive personality, of Aage Oxenvad 
of the Royal Danish Orchestra. 

Weber's tame clarinettist was one Heinrich Baermann, principal with the 
Munich Court Orchestra, for whom he composed numerous works 
including the Concertino, the Quintet and two concerti.  And if the 
clarinet was still a rarity in the orchestra, it was still more so as a solo 
instrument.  Weber would certainly have known the concerto by Mozart 
– the composer he revered above all others, who was also his cousin by 
marriage – but his primary influence would appear to be the first of his 
friend Spohr's concerti, which appeared in 1808.  Almost certainly the 
first clarinet concerto in a minor key – C in this case – it demonstrated 
how the instrument could express the full range of Romantic moods – 
heroic, yearning, elegiac – as well as Mozart's autumnal grace and 
operatic high spirits.  Spohr's First also played a key part (pun very much 
intended) in the development of the instrument, since Hermstedt had 
more-or-less to invent the modern instrument in order to play the piece, 
increasing its number of keys from 5 to 13. 

Weber’s own first concerto was written in 1811 and premiered by 
Baermann on June 13th.  King Maximilian Joseph of Bavaria had attended 
the premiere of the Clarinet Concertino earlier in the year and 
immediately commissioned two concertos from the composer – the first 
supposedly being completed within a month, and its first movement, 
including orchestral parts, within a day!  This first movement is an 
extremely original compressed sonata movement.  Although the opera 
Der Freischütz was still ten years in the future, the demon hunter Samiel 
seems to stalk the opening pages, with their first theme a sinister 
muttering in the basses leading to a violent orchestral outburst.  Weber 



is marvellously good at mixing the supernatural with the everyday, 
keeping the mood, even in the high-spirited finale, always teetering on 
the edge of darker things. 

The solo clarinet replies to this orchestral fury with a long, sad theme, 
before the orchestra leads the way to the sunlit uplands of D flat major, 
the opening bass muttering now appearing in this key to introduce the 
clarinet’s second theme.  The true second subject is in the conventional 
A flat, while the development is largely a showpiece for the soloist.  At its 
end, the clarinet’s sad opening melody reappears from nowhere, the 
orchestra once again hammers out its opening theme, and the music 
disappears into the haunted darkness from which it emerged. 

The slow movement begins with a direct quotation from the 
corresponding movement of Mozart’s concerto.  Indeed, the whole 
movement might well be elegy to the older composer; after the long 
opening theme, the mood shifts to a stormy C minor, then to E flat for an 
extraordinary and heartfelt passage in which the soloist mourns gently to 
the accompaniment of a trio of horns.  And Weber shows perfect 
Mozartian taste in his transition to the finale, with its lively but consoling 
main theme.  This follows the usual course for a rondo finale, although 
even here the shadows briefly lengthen for an episode in D minor, and 
on the final pages the soloist seems to get temporarily stuck in F minor 
before the brilliant major-key conclusion is reached. 

Symphony no.2 in B minor Alexander Borodin (1833-87) 

Borodin is perhaps the most famous, and greatest, amateur composer of 
all time, since in his day job he was a Professor of Chemistry, and 
developed a number of processes in organic synthesis which are still in 
use today.  Since music had to take second place to his scientific work, 
he was able to finish only a few works – some also being completed from 
the muddle of his posthumous papers by Rimsky-Korsakov and Glazunov 
– but the quality of these, especially Prince Igor, the second string 
quartet and this symphony, is extraordinarily high.  He died, 
appropriately for such a gregarious and beloved man, while dancing in 
full Russian costume at a party, aged 53. 



The symphony, the first in a distinguished line of Russian symphonies in 
B minor – the Sixths of Tchaikovsky and Shostakovich, primarily, but also 
works by Arensky, Lyapunov, Grechaninov and Myaskovsky – begins with 
a grim motto theme, the germ of many melodic ideas throughout the 
work, which soon turns into a whirling dance.  Then, in the first of many 
strokes of magic, the motto turns into a gently rising bass figure that 
introduces the second theme.  It may be fanciful to suggest, but I will 
anyway, that Borodin’s work in chemistry, involving long-term 
transformations of materials into those only distantly related, also 
informed his methods of musical composition. 

The development section begins with a muttered discussion of the 
motto theme, which becomes a galloping canon, leading to a richly-
scored treatment of the second theme.  At the end of the movement, it 
seems that the major key may win through, before the dark unison of 
the motto theme stamps on all such aspirations. 

The scherzo begins with an ear-scouring brass dissonance before rapid 
string pizzicati introduce two themes, one on fluttering woodwind, one 
surging through the strings.  The movement’s Trio is a reworking of the 
first movement’s second theme (itself derived from the motto-theme).  
The Andante, perhaps a depiction of the minstrel Boyan accompanying 
himself on the harp, taps into the vein of aching nostalgia that Borodin 
would later exploit in In the Steppes of Central Asia; the gorgeous 
opening horn melody is picked apart and chromatically altered, before 
returning in a full-hearted rendition by the whole orchestra.  The finale, 
which follows without a break, is packed with joyous dances in irregular 
and constantly-changing rhythms, although at its mid-point the tempo 
slows and trombones blast out a warning against too much merriment – 
advice to which poor Borodin should perhaps have paid more attention. 

Such was the originality of the piece that Borodin was initially unsure 
about presenting it, but Liszt hastened to reassure him: Do not touch it; 

alter nothing. Your artistic instinct is such that you need not fear to be 

original.  Despite the adage ‘there is nothing new under the sun,’ your 

Second Symphony is entirely new.  Nobody had done anything like it. 

 David Fraser 2024 



ROBERT WATSON began his musical career as a student at the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama and a pupil of the late Frank Kelleher.  
During 1970 he played at the Lower Machen Summer Festival 
accompanied by Jeanette Massocchi. Robert studied electrical 
engineering at university, receiving a PhD in the area of power 
electronics.  He has worked for several companies as a design engineer 
and then as a Senior Lecturer at the University of South Wales until 
retirement.  In 2014 he took the position of Director of Electronics for a 
South Wales company involved in energy systems (DC motors and 
experimental high-voltage motors) and was involved in the design of a 
prototype electric vehicle. 

For the past 30 years Robert has 
been the joint principal clarinettist 
for the Bristol Concert Orchestra 
and the Abergavenny Symphony 
Orchestra.  He is the principal 
clarinettist for the St Woolos 
Sinfonia and also plays for the 
South Wales and Thornbury 
Clarinet choirs.  He has performed 
concertos with several orchestras 
including the Abergavenny 
Symphony and Nailsea Concert 
Orchestras.  He also plays for the 
Wiltshire Police Band where he 
recently performed the Artie Shaw 
Clarinet Concerto and the Weber 
Concertino.  He is a member of 

numerous quintet, quartet and trio groups and continues to receive 
clarinet tuition from Leslie Craven (retired Principal Clarinettist of Welsh 
National Opera). 
 
 

 



 

MICHAEL BELL MBE was born in Neath.  After graduating from Cardiff 
University, Michael formed the Cardiff Philharmonic Orchestra and has 
conducted the orchestra since CPO’s inaugural concert in June 1982. 

Michael has conducted an enormous and wide-ranging repertoire with 
CPO, in more than 350 concerts, including symphonies by Mahler, 
Richard Strauss, Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Vaughan Williams, Elgar and 
Shostakovich, as well as major orchestral works by Stravinsky, Ravel and 
Prokofiev, and many more besides. 

Michael has always had a great enthusiasm for film music, and in 1994 
introduced A Night at the Movies as an annual feature of CPO’s 
repertoire. The concert in December 2017, celebrating the music of John 
Williams, was performed to the highest audience figures at St David’s 
Hall for thirteen years. 

In the 2018 New Year’s Honours Michael was awarded an MBE for 
services to music. 

 

New members 

If you would be interested in joining the orchestra, please contact us at 

info@abergavennysymph.org.uk. You can check our website for details 

of the rehearsal schedule. 
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The orchestra is grateful for the support of non-members who have 

augmented various sections for this concert. 

  



Our next concerts 

Sunday December 8th 2024, 4pm 

Family Concert on a Christmas theme 

Sunday March 23rd 2025, 2.30pm 

Our Lady and St Michael’s Church 

Johann Strauss II –Der Zigeunerbaron Overture 

Bizet – Symphony in C 

Elgar – Enigma Variations 

 

 

 

Local Concerts coming soon… 

Crickhowell Choral Society, Brecknock Sinfonia / Stephen Marshall 

Saturday 23rd November, 7:30pm, Brecon Cathedral 

Schubert: Mass in A flat, Mendelssohn: Singet dem Herrn,  

Haydn: Insanæ et vanæ curæ. 

 

Hereford Symphony Orchestra / Michael Bell 

Saturday 30th November, 3:00pm, St Peter’s Church, Hereford 

Rossini: Thieving Magpie Overture, Tchaikovsky: Swan Lake,  

Anderson: Sleigh Ride, plus music from Harry Potter, Pirates of the 

Caribbean, The Lion King. 

 

Unicorn Singers / Stephen Marshall 

Saturday 7th December, 7:30pm.  Our Lady & St Michael’s Church 

Rachmaninoff: All-Night Vigil 

 

City of Newport Symphony Orchestra / Emily Singh, Rhys Herbert 

Saturday 14th December, 3pm.  St John Baptist, Risca Road, Newport 

Kreisler: Præludium and Allegro, Massenet: Meditation (with Erin 

Morgan, violin) and works by Coleridge-Taylor, Hely-Hutchinson, Dukas. 

 

 


