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Program notes by Rebecca Jemian

CARL MARIA VON WEBER

Born November 18, 1786, in Eutin, Germany

Died June 5, 1826, in London

Overture to Euryanthe
Carl Maria von Weber helped establish German Romanticism in the early nineteenth century.  At a time when Italian opera style dominated all of Europe, he ushered in a new era.  Weber’s 1821 opera, Der Freischütz (“The Marksman”), used German folklore and a new dramatic ethos of continuous storytelling, and his innovations laid important groundwork for the operas of Richard Wagner later in the century.

Weber was well-trained in the classical style of Mozart and Haydn, and he incorporated this grounding in his works.  He was made director of a small-town opera company before he was 18, and he moved on after instituting several reforms.  He lived in several towns and cities, alternating continuing his education and seeking performance opportunities for his compositions.  He found that Berlin was both more musically challenging and afforded better recognition of his novel ideas than the more remote places where he had been.  He directed Prague’s opera company from 1813-1816 before moving to Dresden where the commission for Der Freischütz was given.  The success of this opera stirred up nationalism and positioned Weber as the antithesis to Italian opera—a position he both wanted because he had innovations in mind but that also restricted him to expectations others had for him.

A prominent theater in Vienna commissioned Weber to write a new opera “in the style of Der Freischütz” for the 1822-23 season.  Weber, ever the progressive, had new plans in mind for the new work.  Weber’s previous librettist was unavailable, and the substituted librettist proved to be unequal to the task.  As a result, the story of Euryanthe is unnecessarily complicated.  The opera premiered on October 25, 1823 to mixed reviews, and the overture is essentially all that remains in the repertoire.  

The overture is cast in sonata form, and it presents themes from the opera for each important position in the form except the opening phrase.  The contrasts of stormy figures and coquettish delights give a sense of what the opera holds.  Notably, a delightful fugato hints at the intrigue of the story and the timpani has a significant role.

The orchestra for Weber’s Overture to Euryanthe includes 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, timpani and strings.  The piece is 9 minutes long.

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART

Born January 27, 1756, in Salzburg, Austria

Died December 5, 1791, in Vienna

Piano Concerto No. 23 in A Major, K. 488

I. Allegro (Fast);  II. Adagio (Slow);  III. Allegro assai (Very fast)

Mozart composed his twenty-third piano concerto in early March 1786.  This was in the same period that he wrote The Marriage of Figaro, one of his most famous operas.  Spring was a typical time for piano concertos; theaters closed down during Lent in Catholic-dominated Vienna so opera performances would be on hiatus.  Performances of instrumental music such as piano concertos and symphonies were still permitted.  Mozart wrote two other piano concertos in this same period.


The piano concerto in A Major is the epitome of elegance with a beautiful classical style.  It features a lovely interaction between the soloist and orchestra with a perfect balance between virtuosity, musical rhetoric, and instrumental forces.  This concerto, along with its two contemporaries, marked the first use of clarinets in Mozart’s concertos.


The first movement has a sonata-concerto design and bright, cheerful affect.  Its opening orchestral statement introduces many of the movement’s themes which are later recast by the piano.  At the time—and because of the speed with which Mozart produced concertos—the cadenzas would have been improvised by Mozart; by now, certain ones have become traditional.  In contrast, the opening passage of the Adagio, taken by the piano, is romantic, dramatic and passionate.  Each of the three phrases begins with the same motive but then takes a different turn that opens up the emotional content with registral extremes, harmonic twists, and increased rhythmic activity before finally resolving simply.  Mozart then brings in the colors of the orchestra to add to the drama.  The winds are especially poignant while the strings provide a graceful stability.  The Presto also gives the lead to the pianist—a lead that is sprightly, and the orchestra follows in kind.  This rondo features many enjoyable interludes that contrast with the returns of the main tune as if Mozart is kicking up his heels with pleasure.

In addition to the solo piano, Mozart’s Piano Concerto no. 23 calls for flute, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns and strings.  The duration is about 24 minutes.

PETER ILYITCH TCHAIKOVSKY

Born May 7, 1840, in Kamsko-Votkinsk, Vyatka province, Russia

Died November 6, 1893, in St. Petersburg

Symphony No. 4 in F Minor, Op. 36

I. Andante sostenuto—Moderato con anima (Moderate and sustained—Moderate, with life);  II. Andantino in modo di canzona (Moderate in song-style);  III. Scherzo: Pizzicato ostinato (Scherzo: Plucked ostinato);  IV. Finale: Allegro con fuoco (Finale: Fast, with fire)

Russian composer Tchaikovsky had a tumultuous period between 1876 and 1878, personally and compositionally.  The period began and ended with trips to western Europe, trips that gave him a chance to recuperate energies and refocus his vision.  Inspired by hearing Bizet’s opera Carmen in early 1876 and Wagner’s Ring cycle in the summer, he decided to delay writing another opera in favor of some orchestral works.  His tone poem, Francesca da Rimini, and the Variations on a Rococo Theme for cello and orchestra appeared later that year.  In early 1877 he began plans for his fourth symphony.  He composed the first three movements during May, the last movement in early June, and then continued the work of orchestrating the symphony throughout the rest of the year.  Tchaikovsky’s work on the symphony was interrupted in summer and fall by his simultaneous composing of the opera Eugene Onegin and by his work in the winter on the Violin Concerto.

The personal tumult occurred in two areas, with opposite results.  During his 1876 sojourn, Tchaikovsky also made a personal resolution to marry soon.  A homosexual, he had complicated feelings and thought that a heterosexual marriage might provide cover for him, his family and friends.  As it happened, a woman wrote him in spring 1877 of her romantic feelings for him, and after first refusing her advances, he accepted them, albeit with considerable reserve.  They married in July and immediately he went into a terrible mental state, leading to a suicide attempt and then fleeing from the relationship.  In fall 1877, he left again for western Europe to escape the marriage.  (The marriage was dissolved after a few years.)  At the time of the symphony’s premiere in Moscow on February 22, 1878, the composer was still abroad.

Coincidentally, it was in this same period that Tchaikovsky commenced a friendship—unusual in the aspect that the two friends only corresponded and had no face-to-face meetings—with Nadezhda von Meck, a wealthy widow who became his patron and confidante.  This relationship sustained Tchaikovsky in material and emotional ways for more than a decade.  He dedicated his fourth symphony to her, although their negotiations about this were laden with respect for each other’s privacy.  Tchaikovsky, who generally eschewed attaching a program to such an abstract work as a symphony, wrote Madame von Meck that in fact he did have a program in mind for the piece.  Here are excerpts from that letter:

“The introduction is the germ of the entire symphony, without question its central idea.  This is Fate, that fatal force that prevents our striving for happiness from succeeding, that jealously watches to see that contentment and peace shall not be complete or unclouded, that hangs over our heads like the sword of Damocles and constantly, unswervingly poisons the soul.  It is invincible, it can never be overcome.  One can only submit to it and take refuge in futile longings.  The inconsolable, hopeless feeling grows stronger and more consuming.  Would it not be better to turn away from reality and plunge oneself in dreams?  Oh joy!  At least a sweet, tender dream has appeared.  Some blessed, luminous human form passes by and beckons somewhere.  How wonderful!  How distant now the importunate first theme of the Allegro already sounds!  Little by little dreams have completely enveloped the soul.  All that was gloomy and joyless is forgotten.  Here it is, here it is—happiness!  But no!  They were only dreams and Fate awakes us from them.  And thus the whole of life is an incessant shifting between grim reality and fleeting visions and reveries of joy.…  That, approximately, is the program of the first movement.”

“The second movement expresses…the melancholy feeling that comes over you towards evening when you are sitting alone weary from work…  Many things flit through your memory.  There were happy moments,… there were also moments of dejection.  All this is already somewhere in the distant past.  It is both sad and somehow sweet to lose oneself in the past.”

“The third movement expresses no definite sensations.  It consists of capricious arabesques, fleeting images that pass through the imagination when one has begun to drink a little wine.…  The soul is neither happy nor sad.  You are not thinking of anything; you give free rein to your imagination and for some reason it has begun to paint curious pictures.…  Among them you suddenly remember a scene of some muzhiks [guys] on a spree, and a street song.  Then somewhere in the distance a military procession passes by.  These disconnected images… have nothing in common with reality, they are strange, wild, incoherent.”

“The fourth movement.  If you cannot find reasons for happiness in yourself, look at others.  Get out among the people.  See what a good time they have, surrendering themselves completely to joyous feelings.  A picture of popular holiday merriment.  You have scarcely had a chance to forget yourself and rejoice in the sight of other people’s joys when inexorable Fate appears once more and reminds you of its presence.  But to the others you are of no concern.…  Oh, how gay they are!  How fortunate that their emotions are direct and simple.  Reproach yourself and do not say that everything in the world is sad.  Simple but strong joys exist.  Take happiness from the joys of others.  Life is bearable after all!”

Tchaikovsky’s description of the first movement maps his ideas onto specific musical themes.  This movement is the most complex of the four in its thematic variety, and tonal-formal structure.  However intricate it may be, it can also be appreciated well by holding onto his general ideas of fate.  The oboe solo that begins the Andantino represents what Tchaikovsky calls “melancholy feeling;” this melody is reprised by the bassoon at the movement’s end.  The third movement is a remarkable tour de force of orchestration, beginning brilliantly with pizzicato strings alone.  The middle section is first woodwinds, then brass, and then in the last section the three orchestral families interweave their distinctive motives in an ingenious counterpoint.  Remembering that the symphony was written in a period of “terribly low spirits,” it seems even more poignant that the bombastic energy of the finale reinforces Tchaikovsky’s affirmation: “Take happiness from the joys of others.  Life is bearable after all.”  

The Symphony no. 4 by Tchaikovsky requires 2 flutes, piccolo, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, triangle, cymbals, bass drum and strings.  The work lasts approximately 45 minutes.

