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FANTASTIC DANCES: RACHMANINOFF & RAVEL 
May 18 & 19,* 2024 • 7:30 PM / 2:00 PM 
 
*Robbins Sunday Classics 
 

Featuring: 
Michael Stern, conductor – see bio on page 5. 
Mackenzie Melemed, piano – see bio on page 5. 
 
 
To read the Edmonton Symphony Orchestra roster, see page 7. 

 
RAVEL 
La valse            (12’)*  
 
 

 
AVNER DORMAN 
Piano Concerto No. 3           (28’)*  

 
I - Molto allegro con fuoco 
II - Molto rubato ed espressivo, quasi una cadenza 
III - Finale 

 
 
 

INTERMISSION (20 minutes) 
  

 
 

RACHMANINOFF 
Symphonic Dances, Op.45         (38’)*  

 
I - Non allegro 
II - Andante con moto (Tempo di valse)  
III - Lento assai – Allegro vivace 
 

  

 
 
Program subject to change. 
 

*indicates approximate performance duration 
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La valse  
Maurice Ravel  
(b. Ciboure, Basses-Pyrénées, 1875 / d. Paris, 1937)  
  
First performed: December 12, 1920, in Paris  
Last ESO performance: September 2006  
  
Few works in music have undergone the profound change from original intent and conception to 
final result as Maurice Ravel’s "choreographic poem," La valse. As far back as 1906, Ravel had 
told his friend, and noted French musician and arts patron Misia Edwards, that he wanted to 
create a waltz in the style of Johann Strauss (whom Ravel admired), to be called Wien 
("Vienna"), “… a grand waltz, a kind of homage to the memory of the great Strauss,” Ravel 
wrote to Edwards. But by the time the work was completed in 1920, France (and its allies) had 
been through World War One, with Austria-Hungary on the opposing side, changing the nature 
of French perception of Austria and its capital.  
  
Added to that was Ravel’s work with the Ballets russes, the ballet troupe founded by impresario 
Sergei Diaghilev with the intention of bringing Russian dance to French audiences. Diaghilev 
commissioned new ballets from many prominent Russian and French composers, including 
Ravel. Daphnis et Chloé had premiered to great acclaim in 1912, and Ravel was eager to 
continue the collaboration.  
  
So Wien became La valse, and by 1919, Ravel was fashioning the work into a score he wanted 
to present to Diaghilev. In April of 1920, he did so, with a number of notables present, including 
choreographer Léonide Massine, and composers Igor Stravinsky and Francis Poulenc. “When 
Ravel had finished (playing), Diaghilev said to him something which I thought was very true,” 
Poulenc wrote of the evening’s events. “He said, ‘Ravel, it’s a masterpiece, but it isn’t a ballet. 
It’s a portrait of a ballet, a painting of a ballet’.”  
  
It would be the last time Ravel and Diaghilev would even try to collaborate. As an orchestral 
work however, La valse proved popular. Diaghilev’s assessment of the work, however hurtful it 
may have been to Ravel in 1920, is perceptive. Out of rumblings in the basses, a Strauss-
inspired waltz does emerge, with a number of melodic ideas introduced, but none establishing 
itself as a dominant theme. This section builds to a climax, and then is swept aside as the 
basses return to restart the music – but now even more fragmented, leading to a shattering 
conclusion. Ravel always insisted that his work was not intended to be interpreted in geo-
political terms, insisting that the work was absolute music. His own scenario reads: “Clouds 
whirl about. Occasionally they part to allow a glimpse of waltzing couples. As they gradually 
evaporate one can discern a gigantic hall, filled by a crowd of dancers in motion. The stage 
gradually brightens. The glow of the chandeliers breaks out fortissimo. An Imperial Court about 
1855.” 
 
  
Piano Concerto No. 3  
Avner Dorman  
(b. Tel Aviv-Yafo, 1975)  
  
First performed: May 12, 2022, in Gotha, Germany  
This is the first work by Avner Dorman to be performed by the ESO  
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A native of Israel now living in the United States, Avner Dorman draws on various cultural and 
historical influences in composing, resulting in music that affects an emotional impact while 
exploring new territories. His music uses an exciting and complex rhythmic vocabulary, as well 
as unique timbres and colours in orchestral, chamber, and solo settings; many of his 
compositions have become contemporary staples in the repertoire. His music has been 
commissioned and performed by some of the world's leading orchestras.  
  
Two compositions will premiere in June 2024, capping a busy concert season: one for guitar 
and vibraphone by Vivi Vassileva and Lucas Campara Diniz; and another for mandolin and 
guitar by Duo Mantar. Dorman’s works continue to be performed by prominent orchestras, 
chamber ensembles, and soloists around the world. Dorman’s percussion concerto Frozen in 
Time receives performances in Germany, Belgium, and Austria; his Mandolin Concerto is 
featured in a U.S. tour by Avi Avital and The Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, as well as at 
the Toronto Symphony; Astrolatry receives repeat performances by the Alabama Symphony; 
After Brahms by the Chatanooga Symphony; and Ensemble 4.1 continues to tour Jerusalem 
Mix.  
  
Dorman's music has garnered numerous awards and prizes, including Israel's prestigious Prime 
Minister's Award for his Ellef Symphony, and international awards from ASCAP, ACUM, and the 
Asian Composers League. His music is available on Naxos, Deutsche Grammophone, Canary 
Classics, and other labels. Dorman studied composition with John Corigliano and Josef 
Bardanashvili, and he holds a doctorate in composition from the Juilliard School.  Dorman 
currently serves as Associate Professor of Music Theory and Composition at the Sunderman 
Conservatory of Music at Gettysburg College.  
  
Of his Piano Concerto No. 3, Avner Dorman writes:  
I would describe the style of my Piano Concerto No. 3 as post-modern Sturm und Drang: a work 
that expresses extreme emotions and sudden changes, from the depth of despair to complete 
ecstasy. Written in three movements, performed without breaks, the concerto bears some 
resemblance to traditional works yet explores new realms. The first movement begins in 
turbulence as if being thrown into the midst of an emotional storm. The movement is structured 
similarly to a traditional sonata form, in which the first theme group is percussive, sometimes 
violent, and includes much rhythmic complexity, and the second theme group is more melodic, 
yet sarcastic and negative nonetheless. A large cadenza leads back to a short recapitulation 
that drops into the depths of darkness at the beginning of the second movement.  
  
The second movement is a slow set of theme and variations. The piano is used much like an 
Arabic Kanun with accelerating repeated notes adding to its direct expressiveness. The theme 
itself is like a burst of emotions and energy — negative and positive and always intense — the 
experience of these emotions leads to calmness and clarity. With each variation, this process 
repeats and the intensity of the emotions gives way to beauty; the beauty that lay beneath the 
turbulence of the music so far.  
  
The last movement is a vivacious rondo encompassing a vast variety of notes, rhythms, colours, 
and octaves. It is a celebration of the pure energy, devoid of the negativity before it, exploding 
with love and ecstasy. That which was turbulent and threatening is now exciting and joyous.  
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Symphonic Dances, Op. 45  
Sergei Rachmaninoff  
(b. Oneg, Novgorod, 1873 / d. Beverly Hills, 1943)  
  
First performed: January 3, 1941, in Philadelphia  
Last ESO performance: September 2006  
  
Famous Russian choreographer Mikhail (Michel) Fokine became enamoured with 
Rachmaninoff’s final work for piano and orchestra, the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, and 
turned it into a ballet that premiered in June of 1939. Its success, and the pleasant experience 
of collaborating with Fokine stimulated the now 66-year-old Rachmaninoff, and he began 
sketches soon after for what he hoped would be another partnership.  
  
Unfortunately, as Diaghilev had done with Ravel’s La Valse (see above), Fokine kindly 
demurred, suggesting that the three-movement orchestral work, tentatively titled Fantastic 
Dances, wouldn’t work as Rachmaninoff had hoped. “I’m not able to speak of music, and even 
less to write of it,” Fokine wrote Rachmaninoff after the composer had played him the score. 
“But I am now writing because it seems to me that you are binding yourself to dance 
requirements.”  
  
Abandoning the ballet idea entirely, and also the initital titles Rachmaninoff gave the work’s 
three movements: “Midday,” “Twilight," and “Midnight,” Rachmaninoff instead reworked his 
music into an orchestra-only work – his first multi-movement purely orchestral score since his 
Third Symphony of 1936. He offered the score to Eugene Ormandy and the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, and he bestowed high praise on them following the work’s premiere in the fall of 
1941.  
  
Now known as Symphonic Dances, with more standard tempo markings for the three 
movements, the work proved to be Rachmaninoff’s last for orchestra. A pulsing march begins 
the opening movement rather dramatically. In the quieter central section, a notable solo line is 
given to alto saxophone – and Rachmaninoff’s unfamiliarity with the instrument led him to seek 
advice from legendary Broadway arranger Robert Russell Bennett. The passion of the opening 
flares up again in the final section; the march theme is heard again and, just as the movement 
concludes, there is a brief quote from the Russian orthodox hymn “Blessed be the Lord.”  
  
A brief and brittle brass fanfare yields to a waltz in the second movement, though its melody is 
intruded upon more than once. That melody is given out first on solo viola, and the net effect of 
Rachmaninoff’s moody score is more of remembered echoes of a ball, emanating from a 
haunted ballroom.  
  
After a few tentative steps, the finale barges in, as if marshaling the orchestral forces together 
before launching the movement proper. There is more than a hint of doom and eerie finality in 
the music, even to the point of Rachmaninoff’s use of the “Dies irae” from the plainchant Mass 
for the Dead – a melody Rachmaninoff quoted in several of his works, particularly those toward 
the latter part of his life. The coda is rich with implication, as the “Dies irae” alternates with 
another quote – this one from the Alleluia Rachmaninoff  wrote for his Vespers nearly 30 years 
before.  
  
 
Program notes © 2024 by D.T. Baker, except as noted 
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Biographies 

 
Michael Stern 
Conductor 

Conductor Michael Stern is Music Director of the Kansas City Symphony and the Stamford 
Symphony; Founding Artistic Director and Principal Conductor of the IRIS Orchestra; and the 
Music Director of the National Repertory Orchestra. 

Michael Stern and Kansas City have been hailed for their remarkable artistic ascent, original 
programming, organizational development and stability, and the extraordinary growth of its 
varied audiences since his tenure began. Stern and the orchestra have partnered with 
Grammy® Award-winning Reference Recordings for a series of very well-received CDs, 
including a new recording of works by American composer Adam Schoenberg, Gustav Holst’s 
“The Planets,” and albums of Elgar, Sibelius, and Saint-Saens. 

IRIS Orchestra in Germantown, Tennessee is known for the virtuosity of its playing, and the 
depth and variety of its programming, with special emphasis on American contemporary music. 
Under Stern’s direction, IRIS has commissioned and premiered works by William Bolcom, Chris 
Brubeck, Richard Danielpour, Stephen Hartke, Edgar Meyer, Jonathan Leshnoff, Ned Rorem, 
Huang Ruo, amongst others, and has released recordings on the Naxos and Arabesque labels. 

Recent guest engagements have included the Boston Symphony at Tanglewood, the Chicago 
Symphony at Ravinia, the Atlanta Symphony, the Minnesota Orchestra, the New York 
Philharmonic in the film score to The Red Violin with Joshua Bell as soloist; also, with the 
Philadelphia Orchestra at the Saratoga Performing Arts Center, the National Arts Centre in 
Ottawa, Ravinia, and the Napa Valley Festival del Sole, as well as concerts at the Stern Violin 
Competition in Shanghai. 

Annually he conducts the Guangzhou Symphony Orchestra as part of the Youth Music Culture 
Guangdong with Yo-Yo Ma and regularly appears at the Aspen Music Festival and School. He 
has led the major orchestras in London, Stockholm, Paris, Helsinki, Budapest, Israel, and 
Moscow, Taiwan, and Tokyo, et al. Stern has been Chief Conductor of Germany’s Saarbrücken 
Radio Symphony Orchestra (the first American chief conductor in the orchestra’s history), 
Permanent Guest Conductor of the Orchestre National de Lyon in France, and Principal Guest 
Conductor of the Orchestre National de Lille, France. 

Mackenzie Melemed 
Piano 

Recipient of the 2022 Avery Fisher Career Grant, 27-year-old American pianist Mackenzie 
Melemed’s international career continues to flourish. In the press, Melemed is consistently 
lauded as a consummate solo artist, a remarkably sensitive chamber musician and first-class 
soloist with orchestra. Melemed is a “magician for romance and sweet lyricism,” his playing is 
“nothing short of thrilling” with “unflagging commitment and deep understanding.” Melemed was 
the winner of Juilliard’s 2019 Leo B. Ruiz Carnegie Hall Recital Prize and 2018 Arthur 
Rubinstein Prize, as well as the Jade Medal at the 2019 China International Music Competition 
and the first prize and chamber music prize at Finland's 2017 Maj Lind International Piano 
Competition. Praised by the New York Times as an "excellent young pianist" Melemed, a 
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Steinway Artist, has performed in venues such as The White House (2004-2008), Carnegie Hall, 
Alice Tully Hall, Warsaw Philharmonic Hall, and the Helsinki Music Centre. He has performed 
with the Philadelphia Orchestra, Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra and KBS Symphony. Melemed 
was a laureate of the 2021 American Pianists Awards and received a cash prize of $50,000 for 
the distinction. 

Melemed’s 2022-23 season includes concerts in the United States, Finland and Korea. 
Melemed will play concerti with Norrlands Operan Orchestra (Prokofiev PC#3), Saimaa 
Sinfonietta (Shostakovich PC#2), Tapiola Sinfonietta (Schumann PC / Tarmo Peltokoski), 
Kuopio City Orchestra (Avner Dorman: PC#3 Finnish Premiere), Florence Symphony (Chopin 
PC#2), chamber music with San Diego Symphony, Porvoo-Borgå Festival (Finland), the 
YeulMaru festival (Yeosu, Korea), the Billings Symphony Sukin Series, Finnish Radio 
Symphony Chamber Series, and solo recitals at Rockport Music Festival and The Old Stone 
Church (MA) 

Recent seasons included solo recitals at Carnegie Hall, Paris’ Salle Cortôt, the Gilmore Rising 
Star Series, and at Finland's Sibelius Festival; Melemed appeared for chamber music 
performances at the Oulu and Naantali Music Festivals (Finland), as well as with the Dover 
Quartet. Concerti engagements included Rachmaninoff Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini with 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin and the Philadelphia Orchestra, Jeajoon Ryu’s Piano Concerto (2017) 
with Yoel Levi and the KBS Symphony Orchestra at the Beethoven Easter Festival, Barber 
Piano Concerto and Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No.2 with the Helsinki Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Rhapsody in Blue with Michael Stern and the Stamford Symphony, and Scriabin 
Concerto with Rossen Milanov and the Stamford Symphony. 

Melemed commissioned a new Piano Concerto from Israeli-American composer Avner Dorman. 
The world-premiere performances were given with the Thüringen Philharmonie Gotha-Eisenach 
under Dorman’s baton to rave reviews and thunderous applause. 

Melemed is a graduate of the Artist Diploma program at The Juilliard School with Robert 
McDonald and Emanuel Ax. Melemed also holds a Bachelor of Music and Master of Music 
degree from The Juilliard School, where he graduated from the accelerated five-year-dual-
degree program.  

Additional honors include 1st Prize and Commissioned Work Prize at the 2017 Iowa 
International Piano Competition, 5th Prize at the 2012 Gina Bachauer International Young 
Artists Piano Competition in Utah, and the Commissioned Etudes Prize of the 2012 New York 
International Piano Competition. 

At the age of three, Melemed’s grandfather bought him a keyboard at a yard sale, leading to his 
enrollment in a beginner piano course. Performances at local senior centers soon became a 
weekly occurrence, and by the time Melemed turned seven, he had given over 200 concerts for 
senior citizens and charitable organizations. When Melemed appeared on The Rosie O’Donnell 
Show, she remarked, “what a bargain!” at the $1 price-tag for the instrument that ignited his 
passion for music. A series of small local performances connected Melemed with Washington 
D.C. in 2004, and he was invited to perform at the White House Holiday Open House for five 
consecutive years. In 2007, only one year after beginning classical training, Melemed won the 
grand prize at the Bradshaw and Buono International Piano Competition and gave his Carnegie 
Hall debut. 
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Meet the Musicians 
Michael Stern, Artistic Advisor 
Cosette Justo Valdés, Resident Conductor and Community Ambassador 
William Eddins, Music Director Emeritus, Conductor 

 

Violin I 
Robert Uchida, Concertmaster 
    The John & Barbara Poole Family Concertmaster Chair 
Eric Buchmann, Associate Concertmaster 
Broderyck Olson 
Ewald Cheung 
Joanna Ciapka-Sangster 
Laura Veeze 
Anna Kozak 
Aiyana Anderson-Howatt 
Anita Walsh 
 
Violin II 
Dianne New – Principal 
Susan Flook – Assistant Principal 
Heather Bergen 
Yue Deng 
Danielle Greene 
Buon Park 
Yeeun Ha 
Zoë Sellers (on leave) 

Viola 
Keith Hamm – Principal 
Ethan Filner – Assistant Principal 
Clayton Leung 
Rhonda Henshaw 
Stefan Jungkind 

Cello 
Rafael Hoekman – Principal 
    The Stuart & Winona Davis Principal Cello Chair 
Julie Hereish – Assistant Principal 
Ronda Metszies 
Meran Currie-Roberts 
Victor Pipkin 

Bass 
Hilda Cowie – Principal 
Chris Jones – Acting Assistant Principal 
Janice Quinn 
Rob Aldridge 
Chantel Leung 
Douglas Ohashi (on leave) 

The ESO works in proud partnership with the AF of M  
(American Federation of Musicians of the United States  
and Canada) Local 390. 

Flute 
Elizabeth Koch – Principal 
Sarah Pollard – Assistant Principal 

Oboe 
June Kim – Principal 
Paul Schieman – Assistant Principal 
    The Steven & Day LePoole Assistant Principal Oboe Chair 

Clarinet 
Julianne Scott – Principal 
David Quinn – Assistant Principal 

Bassoon 
Bianca Chambul – Principal 
Edith Stacey – Assistant Principal 

Horn 
Allene Hackleman – Principal 
Megan Evans – Assistant Principal 
Ryan Garbett – Assistant Principal 
Donald Plumb – Assistant Principal 

Trumpet 
Robin Doyon – Principal 
Frédéric Payant – Assistant Principal 

Trombone 
John McPherson – Principal 
Kathryn Macintosh – Assistant Principal 

Bass Trombone 
Tyler Cairns – Principal 

Tuba 
Scott Whetham – Principal 

Timpani 
Barry Nemish – Principal 
 
Percussion 
Martin Bui – Principal 

Harp 
Nora Bumanis – Principal 

 


