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Programme 
 
 

Vltava (The Moldau) from ‘Má Vlast’ SMETANA 
 (1824-1884) 
 

In 1874, Smetana faced the problem of his growing deafness, and 
resigned his position as music director of the Prague opera. He 
immediately resurrected a project he had begun two years earlier, the 
composition of a series of six symphonic poems - the cycle entitled    
"Má Vlast" (My Fatherland).  Vltava is the second of these poems. 
 

An intricate passage passed back and forth between the two flutes at the 
beginning represents the rippling of two brooks that rise in the Bohemian 
highlands and soon flow together to become the Moldau. The river soon 
becomes majestic, the continuous rise and fall of its waves reflected in 
the swell and ebb of the accompaniment to the work's most famous 
melody. The river passes next through the Bohemian forest and we hear 
the sounds of a royal hunt, then a peasant wedding. Leaving the forest, 
a moment of placid serenity highlights the gleaming rays of the moon 
falling on the Rusalka, legendary water nymphs of the river.  
 

The river once again resumes its flow, until it encounters the St. John's 
rapids. After a white-water passage, the river flows in its fullest glory into 
Prague by the Vysehrad, the great rock-fortress that is the symbol of the 
Czech nation. Finally, the Moldau passes through Prague to merge with 
the Elbe, and the final sounds heard are the rise and fall of its waves, 
gradually dying out as it loses its identity in the placid, slow-flowing Elbe.  

 
 

Concerto for Organ, Strings and Timpani POULENC 
  (1899-1963) 
 

Francis Poulenc was the youngest of the French composers dubbed Les 
Six (“The Six”) who shifted French music away from formality. Largely 
self-taught as a composer, Poulenc was a man of urbane wit, a quality 
reflected in his music even when he turned increasingly to religious 
subjects later in life.  
 

First performed in 1938, the Organ Concerto was commissioned by 
American-born Princess Edmond de Polignac, heiress to the Singer 
sewing machine fortune and capable organist.  Poulenc, with no skills as 
an organist, sought advice from Maurice Duruflé regarding the solo part. 
The concerto is in seven continuous sections, formally approximating to 
a baroque fantasia, though on a larger scale.  

 
Symphony No.7 in A  (op.92) BEETHOVEN 
 (1770-1827) 

Poco sustenuto - Vivace 
Allegretto 
Presto 
Allegro con brio 

 

During the summer of 1811, Beethoven was suffering through difficult 
times. His music was popular, but his health was declining, and his 
growing deafness seemed irreversible. In hopes of relief, Beethoven 
travelled to the northern Bohemian spa city of Teplitz, where he 
remained for much of the summer.  
 

Beethoven's Seventh Symphony was begun in Teplitz and completed 
several months later. The composer himself conducted the premiere in 
1813 at a Viennese concert to benefit Austrian and Bavarian soldiers 
who had been wounded at the battle of Hanau in the Napoleonic Wars.  
 

One music critic of the time reported, "this symphony is the richest 
melodically and the most pleasing and comprehensible of all 
Beethoven symphonies."  On the dissenting side, Carl Maria von 
Weber heard the piece as evidence that its composer was "now quite 
ripe for the madhouse," and Friedrich Wieck, Clara Schumann's father, 
maintained that the music could only have been written by someone 
who was seriously intoxicated.  
 

Regardless of Beethoven's state of mind, or his state of sobriety, this 
symphony is one of the composer's most optimistic works, and 
Beethoven himself called it his "most excellent symphony". 
 
 
 

JOHN PENNINGTON 
 

John was born in Blackpool and grew up in Fleetwood. His interest in the 
organ began when he was a chorister at St. Peter’s Church in Fleetwood. 
He won an organ scholarship at St. John’s Church in Blackpool and 
received organ tuition from Ian Hare at Lancaster University. He then 
studied the organ at the Royal College of Music with Nicholas Danby. He 
gained a number of diplomas for organ performance and piano teaching 
and won awards for Clavichord Playing and for Bach trio playing. 
 

John previously held positions at St. Peter’s School, York and Worth 
Abbey School, West Sussex as Assistant Director of Music and Organist 
before taking up the position of Director of Music at King Edward VII and 
Queen Mary School, Lytham in January 2006.  
 
 


