
 
 

Opening Night: Ode to Joy 
 
Friday, September 9, 2011 7:30 pm 
Saturday, September 10, 2011 7:30 pm 
 
Jones Hall 
 
Hans Graf, conductor 
Jessica Rivera, soprano 
*Sasha Cooke, mezzo-soprano 
Gordon Gietz, tenor 
Nathan Berg, bass-baritone 
Houston Symphony Chorus 
Charles Hausmann, director 
 
Beethoven Symphony No. 9 in D minor, Opus 125 (Choral) 

I Allegro ma non troppo e un poco maestoso 
II Molto vivace 
III Adagio molto e cantabile—Andante moderato 
IV Presto—Allegro assai—Allegro assai vivace 

 
There will be no intermission. 
 
*Houston Symphony debut 
 
SYMPHONY NO. 9 IN D MINOR, OPUS 125 (Choral) 
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 
Recording: Kurt Masur conducting the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra and Leipzig Radio 
Chorus, with Anna Tomowa-Simtow, Anneliese Burmeister, Peter Schreier and Theo 
Adam as soloists (Pentatone) 
Instrumentation: two flutes, piccolo, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, 
contrabassoon, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, timpani, percussion and 
strings 

Could any experience bring a stronger mix of pity and joy than the sight of the deaf 
Beethoven being gently turned toward the audience, to be made aware of its wild 
applause at the premiere of an epic symphony he created but could not hear? 

Several eyewitnesses, including members of the orchestra, recalled that event at 
the first performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony on May 7, 1824, at Vienna’s 
Kärntnertor Theater. By that point, the composer was profoundly deaf and, although he 
insisted upon standing next to the conductor, turning pages of his own score and beating 
time, the musicians were instructed to pay no attention to him. At one point, he fell so far 



behind the pace of the music that he was furiously turning pages and beating time to the 
second-movement Scherzo, well after the orchestra had begun the seraphic Adagio that 
forms the symphony’s third movement. 

Anton Schindler, Beethoven’s loyal friend, helper, general secretary and first 
biographer, told a similar story of unexpectedly encountering the deaf composer working 
on the Ninth Symphony’s companion piece, the Missa Solemnis, five years earlier. “In one 
of the living rooms, behind closed doors,” Schindler wrote, “we heard the master singing, 
howling and stamping his foot over the Credo fugue. 

We had listened for some time to the awful scene and were about to leave, when 
the door opened and Beethoven stood facing us with features so distorted as to fill one 
with alarm. He looked as though he had just survived a life-and-death battle with the 
whole host of contrapuntalists, his perpetual opponents.” 

These anecdotes make one realize how firmly the door to the world of actual 
musical sound had been closed upon Beethoven’s ears in the final years of his life. His 
music, sometimes Olympian, sometimes beatific, lived entirely within his mind. Unlike most 
composers, he could not test his musical ideas out at the keyboard, nor could he revise 
the music or its orchestration after the first performance.  

Later generations of musicians have commented upon certain technically 
impractical aspects of Beethoven’s late works, such as choral parts placed in terribly high 
voice registers in the finale of his Ninth Symphony. 

By and large, however, the work stands as a mighty testament to the keen 
accuracy of Beethoven’s interior hearing and the mastery he had achieved over his 
compositional craft. 

As a musical document, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is not so much a summation 
of everything that came before, as a great cannon blast that set a precedent echoing 
throughout the entire 19th century. Symphonic composers stood in awe of the work and 
attempted to duplicate Beethoven’s unique idea of using a choral finale, though few 
equaled its powerful thrust and huge scale. Two choral-orchestral symphonies by Berlioz, 
Mendelssohn’s Second Symphony (subtitled Song of Praise), Liszt’s Faust Symphony and 
at least three symphonies by Mahler all drew upon the choral example of Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony. And though they were purely instrumental works, the monumental 
symphonies of Anton Bruckner’s mature years may have found their inspiration in the 
huge scale of the Beethoven symphony. 

Musical statements of such importance and immensity do not spring suddenly 
from a composer’s imagination. Alexander Thayer, who wrote the first comprehensive 
19th-century biography of Beethoven, indicated that the composer first considered setting 
to music Friedrich Schiller’s poem, the Ode to Joy, in 1793, some 40 years before he 
included several verses of the poem in the closing movement of the Ninth Symphony. 
Modern scholar Maynard Solomon finds hints of philosophical or musical ideas for the 
Ninth Symphony even earlier, in two 1790 cantatas Beethoven composed marking the 
death of Austrian Emperor Joseph II and the coronation of his successor, Leopold II. 
Beethoven’s Fantasia, Opus 80 for Solo Piano, Chorus and Orchestra, is a much more 
obvious preparatory study for the final choral movement of the Ninth Symphony. 



Composed in 1808, it is a curious blend of a piano concerto and a cantata, but it does 
contain a prototype of the famed melody that became the main theme of the Ode to Joy in 
the Ninth Symphony. 

The Seventh and Eighth symphonies, the Emperor Concerto, the final version of 
Beethoven’s opera, Fidelio, and various instrumental and/or keyboard sonatas were 
among the main works that intervened between the Fantasia and the Ninth Symphony. 
Beethoven also went through several years of psychological turmoil because of a brief, 
failed love affair and his protracted legal dispute with his sister-in-law over custody of his 
nephew. It was not until 1817 that he accepted a commission from the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra and began sketches for two new symphonies, one of which 
became the Ninth Symphony. Work on it was put aside until he completed another huge 
choral/orchestral work, the Missa Solemnis, in 1821. But the years 1822-23 and the first 
two months of 1824 were given over to the Ninth Symphony, along with other major works.  
Three more months were spent arranging for its premiere. 

In certain aspects, the Ninth Symphony builds upon achievements of Beethoven’s 
earlier symphonies, while exploring new vistas. 

Its orchestration, adding piccolo, contrabassoon, three trombones and extra 
percussion to the standard 18th-century ensemble, is an outgrowth of the orchestral 
ensembles found in the Fifth and Sixth symphonies. Its huge Scherzo and Trio is 
prefigured in the scherzos from the Third through the Seventh symphonies. 
The long hesitant slow introduction to the first movement is a successor to the 
introductions of the Fourth and Seventh symphonies, but also to the rather significant 
introduction to Beethoven’s First Symphony. 

But the hollow, primordial character of the introduction to the Ninth Symphony 
heralds a new, larger and more significant architectural scale than that found in any 
previous Beethoven symphony. The sonata form that evolves from it is an immense, 
imposing movement that wrestles heroically with its themes. 

The Scherzo that follows is equally large in its design and is unprecedented in 
Beethoven’s music in several respects. It is his first symphonic scherzo to precede, rather 
than follow the slow movement, and it is famous for numerous little timpani strokes that 
punctuate the music throughout the movement. It also combines elements of fugue and 
sonata form with the typical scherzo plan and changes the meter to a broad, sharply 
contrasting 4/4 time signature in the Trio section. 

The Adagio is one of Beethoven’s most sublime movements, comparable to the 
great slow movements of his late string quartets and piano sonatas. It is a free variation 
form, built upon two long-spun melodies that become more florid as the movement 
progresses. The vocal/choral/orchestral finale, rejoicing in Beethoven’s lifelong 
philosophy of freedom and human solidarity, is a sprawling movement that embraces 
several kinds of musical structures. 

Essentially, it is a vast cantata blending vocal elements of recitative, aria, duet, 
solo and choral ensembles with the instrumental forms of variation, fugue and rondo. 
Beethoven’s sketches indicate that he expended enormous amounts of time, labor and 
energy in shaping the finale into a towering capstone of his symphonic career. 
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Hans Graf, conductor 

Known for his wide range of repertoire and creative programming, distinguished 
Austrian conductor Hans Graf—the Houston Symphony’s 15th Music Director—is one of 
today’s most highly respected musicians. He began his tenure here on Opening Night of 
the 2001-2002 season. 

Prior to his appointment in Houston, he was music director of the Calgary 
Philharmonic, the Orchestre National Bordeaux Aquitaine, the Salzburg Mozarteum 
Orchestra and the Iraqi National Symphony Orchestra. 

A frequent guest with all of the major North American orchestras, Graf has 
developed a close relationship with the Boston Symphony and appears regularly with the 
orchestra during the subscription season and at the Tanglewood Music Festival. 

He made his Carnegie Hall debut with the Houston Symphony in January 2006 and 
returned leading the Orchestra of St. Luke’s in March 2007. He and the Houston Symphony 
were invited to appear at Carnegie Hall in January 2010 to present the New York premiere 
of The Planets—An HD Odyssey and will return in May 2012 to participate in Carnegie’s 
Spring for Music Festival. 

Internationally, Graf conducts in the foremost concert halls of Europe, Japan and 
Australia. In October 2010, he led the Houston Symphony on a tour of the UK to present 
the international premiere of The Planets—An HD Odyssey. 

He has participated in the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, Bregenz, Aix en Provence 
and Salzburg Festivals. His recent U.S. festival appearances include Tanglewood, 
Blossom Music Festival, Aspen Music Festival and the Grant Park Music Festival in 
downtown Chicago. 

An experienced opera conductor, Graf first conducted the Vienna State Opera in 
1981 and has since led productions in the opera houses of Berlin, Munich, Paris and 
Rome, including several world premieres. Recent engagements include Parsifal at the 
Zurich Opera and Boris Godunov at the Opera National du Rhin in Strasbourg. 

Born in 1949 near Linz, Graf studied violin and piano as a child. He earned 
diplomas in piano and conducting from the Musikhochschule in Graz and continued his 
studies with Franco Ferrara, Sergiu Celibidache and Arvid Jansons. 

His career was launched in 1979 when he was awarded first prize at the Karl 
Böhm Competition. His extensive discography includes recordings with the Houston 
Symphony, available through houstonsymphony.org: works by Bartók and Stravinsky, 
Zemlinsky’s Lyric Symphony, Berg’s Three Pieces from the Lyric Suite and a DVD of The 
Planets—An HD Odyssey. 

Graf has been awarded the Chevalier de l’ordre de la Legion d’Honneur by the 
French government for championing French music around the world and the Grand 
Decoration of Honour in Gold for Services to the Republic of Austria. Hans and Margarita 
Graf have homes in Salzburg and Houston. They have one daughter, Anna, who lives in 
Vienna. 



 
Jessica Rivera, soprano 

Jessica Rivera has garnered artistic collaborations with many of today’s most 
celebrated composers and conductors. 

She was heralded for her performance as Kumudha in the world premiere of John 
Adams’ A Flowering Tree at the New Crowned Hope Festival in Vienna. Her European 
operatic debut, with the Netherlands Opera performing Kitty Oppenheimer in John Adams’ 
Doctor Atomic, led to debuts with the Lyric Opera of Chicago and the Metropolitan Opera, 
as well as concert performances with the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra; performances in 
Amsterdam are available on the BBC/Opus Arte label. 

San Francisco Performances welcomed her to its artist residency program in 
2010-11, where she conducted workshops for young people. Committed to the art of 
recital, she did a concert tour of North America which supported a recital disc (Urtext 
Records) that examined works for soprano, clarinet and piano. She gave a recital program 
at the Amelia Island Chamber Music Festival and received a commission from Carnegie 
Hall for the world premiere of a song cycle by Nico Muhly, The Adulteress. 

As a member of the Los Angeles Opera Resident Artist Program, she received 
critical acclaim from the New York Times for creating the role of Anastasia in the world 
premiere of Deborah Drattell’s Nicholas and Alexandra. 
 
Sasha Cooke, mezzo-soprano 

Radiant American mezzo-soprano Sasha Cooke caused a sensation as Kitty 
Oppenheimer in the Metropolitan Opera premiere of John Adams’ Doctor Atomic. The 
New Yorker praised her “fresh, vital portrayal, bringing a luminous tone, a generously 
supported musical line, a keen sense of verbal nuance, and a flair for seduction.” 

Cooke has performed with leading conductors and orchestras. A former member 
of the Metropolitan Opera’s Lindemann Young Artist Development Program, she has 
performed in the Met’s Doctor Atomic, which was broadcast live in high definition to 
cinemas around the world. In 2010, she was awarded First Place and the American Prize 
in the José Iturbi International Music Competition, Top Prize in the Gerda Lissner 
Competition and the Kennedy Center’s Marian Anderson Award. 

A graduate of Rice University and The Juilliard School, Sasha Cooke also attended 
the Music Academy of the West, the Aspen Music Festival, Ravinia Festival’s Steans 
Music Institute, the Wolf Trap Foundation, the Marlboro Music Festival and Central City 
Opera’s Young Artist Training Program. 
 
Gordon Gietz, tenor 

Gordon Gietz’s career is focused equally on operatic and concert repertoire, 
encompassing a wide range of musical styles. 

Gietz opened the 2010-2011 season with a performance of Mahler’s Das Lied von 
der Erde at the Toronto Summer Music Festival. 



Other concert performances included Messiah with the Philadelphia Orchestra, as 
well as Stravinsky’s Les Noces and the world premiere of Gerald Barry’s The Importance 
of Being Earnest with the Los Angeles Philharmonic. 

He has performed the title role in Les contes d’Hoffmann, Heinrich in Tannhäuser, 
Chevalier de la Force in Dialogues des Carmélites, Kudrjas in Katya Kabanová (Houston 
Grand Opera), Lysander in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Gietz created the role of Camille 
Raquin in Tobias Picker’s Thérèse Raquin. 

His concert experience includes Beethoven’s 9th Symphony with this orchestra, 
conducted by Christoph Eschenbach. He has worked with Maestro Graf leading the 
Boston Symphony Orchestra. Gietz has performed with the Boston Baroque, Calgary 
Philharmonic Orchestra and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. He made his London 
debut with John Eliot Gardiner in Beethoven’s 9th Symphony at the BBC Proms Concerts. 
  
Nathan Berg, bass-baritone 

Nathan Berg’s career balances concert, recital and operatic performances, 
ranging from Bach and Handel to Mahler and Verdi. 

This season, his performance of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony will be recorded with 
the San Francisco Symphony. He tours Europe with Le Concert Spirituel in Theodora with 
stops in Paris, Metz, Brussels and Vienna. 

2010-2011 included the role of Zoroastro in Handel’s Orlando, presented by Opéra 
de Lille, Opéra de Dijon and Théâtre des Champs-Élysées; Dvorˇák’s Te Deum with 
Cleveland Orchestra; Beethoven’s 9th Symphony with the Philadelphia Orchestra and the 
Mozart Requiem at San Francisco Symphony, among others. 

His discography includes Handel’s Messiah and Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas 
(Harmonia Mundi), Mozart’s Requiem (Erato), Dvorˇák‘s Stabat Mater with Robert Shaw 
and the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and Bach’s Mass in B Minor with Boston Baroque. 
Born in Saskatchewan, Canada, Juno award-winning Nathan Berg studied in Canada, the 
U.S., France and the Guildhall School of Music and Drama in London, where he won the 
Gold Medal for Singers. He has won prizes in the Royal Over-Seas League, Peter Pears, 
Kathleen Ferrier and Walther Gruner Lieder competitions. 
 


