Bernstein


Three Dance Variations from Fancy Free




  Galop—Waltz—Danzon

Paganini


Concerto No. 1 for Violin in D Major, Op. 6, MS 21





  Allegro maestoso





  Adagio espressivo





  Rondo: Allegro spiritoso

Mozart



Symphony No. 41 in C Major, K. 551, Jupiter




  Allegro vivace





  Andante cantabile





  Menuetto: Allegretto





  Molto allegro

Program notes by Rebecca Jemian

The three pieces on today’s concert strongly evoke the periods in which they were composed.  Bernstein’s dances present jazz elements that were typical of music composed during World War II.  Paganini’s concerto, written for his own unparalleled virtuosity, has features reminiscent of works by early nineteenth century Rossini.  Mozart’s final symphony captures the peak of Classicism, written just one year before the French Revolution.

LEONARD BERNSTEIN

Born August 25, 1918, in Lawrence, Massachusetts

Died October 14, 1990, in New York City

Three Dance Variations from Fancy Free
Galop—Waltz—Danzon


American icon—composer, conductor, pianist, educator—Leonard Bernstein was practically unknown when he was invited to create a score for Jerome Robbins’s new ballet in 1944.  Robbins was dancing on tour with the predecessor company of the American Ballet Theatre, but was choreographing a new show to be premiered in New York in April.  He and Bernstein corresponded about the work, Fancy Free.

Fancy Free finds three sailors in New York City on leave from the war; they are looking for girls, but find only two.  In an attempt to win a girl, each sailor dances a solo.  These are the Dance Variations heard on this concert.  Each solo uses a distinct dance genre: a galop is a fast frenetic dance, the waltz is in triple meter with an element of romance, and the danzon is a Cuban dance influenced by African rhythms.  The ballet version was quite successful, and Fancy Free was reworked as the Broadway musical, On the Town.  This was later made into the movie starring Gene Kelly, Frank Sinatra and Betty Garrett.

Bernstein was impressively talented as a pianist, composer, and conductor.  The New York Times referred to him as “the Peter Pan of music.”  He studied conducting with legends Fritz Reiner and Serge Koussevitsky and became Koussevitsky’s assistant at the Tanglewood Institute (the summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra) when he was 23.  He was made assistant conductor of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra later that year for the 1942-43 season.  Assistant conductors often take care of routine duties such as education and pops concerts, as well as being on-call for the subscription concerts.  It was in this latter role that “Lenny” became the last-minute conducting replacement for Bruno Walter on a radio broadcast in November 1944.  His successful debut brought him wide attention and enabled a broader audience to experience his charisma.  Bernstein went on to become the music director of the New York Philharmonic.

As a composer, he wrote many musicals, most famously West Side Story, for which Stephen Sondheim wrote the words.  One hears strong influences of George Gershwin and Aaron Copland in the music of Bernstein.  These three Dance Variations have a kick and verve common to music of mid-century America.

The score of Fancy Free calls for 2 flutes, piccolo, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, triangle, cymbals, wood block, snare drum, bass drum, piano and strings.  These Dance Variations last 7 minutes.

NICOLÒ PAGANINI

Born October 27, 1782, in Genoa, Italy

Died May 27, 1840, in Nice, France

Concerto No. 1 for Violin in D Major, Op. 6, MS 21

I. Allegro maestoso (Fast, with majesty);  II. Adagio espressivo (Slow and expressive);  III. Rondo: Allegro spiritoso (Rondo: Fast, with spirit)

—“Everybody is talking of Paganini and his violin.  The man seems to be a miracle.  The newspapers say that long streamy flakes of music fall from his string, interspersed with luminous points of sound which ascend the air and appear like stars.  This eloquence is quite beyond me.”  Thomas Babington Macaulay, British poet, 1831


A prodigious talent on the violin from a young age, Paganini avoided fighting in the Napoleonic wars but later worked as a court musician for Napoleon’s sister when she was given charge over the Italian city of Lucca.  He developed his legendary showmanship with Italian audiences, writing works to show off his abilities.  Although he was widely acclaimed, he delayed a tour throughout Europe until 1828 when he had developed an extensive repertoire of his own pieces to play.

An illness in 1822 left Paganini with his distinctive emaciated appearance, and a later illness resulted in the removal of all his teeth.  His physical presentation was balanced by his superlative musical abilities.  Such was his reputation that the German musicologist A.B. Marx wrote in 1829,

“One must await him in an overcrowded opera house among thousands of visitors and hear the strange rumors running from row to row.  And now, after a long pause, see the odd, sickly, wornout man sliding through the orchestra, the face fleshless and bloodless in its entanglement of dark locks and beard, the boldest of noses with an expression of contemptuous scorn, eyes that shine like black jewels out of bluish-white.  And now, instantly, the hasty beginning of the ritornelli, and then the tenderest and boldest song ever heard on the violin.”

Paganini composed his Concerto no. 1 in 1817.  Several violinists have made arrangements of it, either to simplify certain passages or to adjust its form.  The first movement is the longest, beginning with a sizable orchestral introduction.  The percussion provide a military setting, as if in a Rossini opera.  Once the solo violin begins, so do the fireworks.  The episodic movement blazes with virtuosity: multistops, glissandi, harmonics, fast finger work, pizzicato, contrasts of range, and bowing tricks—Paganini created a display for his own technical prowess.  The dazzle is balanced by passionate melodies exploiting the sumptuous qualities of the lowest string, the G string; and it should be noted that Paganini had earlier honored Napoleon with a sonata to be played only on the G string.  Virtuosity still rules in the slow movement, but in a more delicate setting.  A tragic ethos pervades, punctuated with intimate moments between soloist and other instruments of the orchestra.  The Rondo offers a whimsical character with a good-natured swagger.  The virtuosity returns, and the theme seems as if it must require at least two players to accomplish.


Paganini offered the world more than just amazing performing abilities.  Boris Schwarz writes, “By his development of technique, his exceptional skills and his extreme personal magnetism he not only contributed to the history of the violin as its most famous virtuoso, but drew the attention of other Romantic composers, notably Liszt, to the significance of virtuosity as an element in art.”

In addition to the solo violin, the orchestra of Paganini’s Concerto no. 1 includes 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, timpani, cymbals, suspended cymbal, bass drum and strings.  The concerto lasts approximately 35 minutes.

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART

Born January 27, 1756, in Salzburg, Austria

Died December 5, 1791, in Vienna

Symphony No. 41 in C Major, K. 551, Jupiter
I. Allegro vivace (Fast, lively);  II. Andante cantabile (Moderate, in a singing style);  III. Menuetto: Allegretto (Minuet: Moderately fast);  IV. Molto allegro (Very fast)


Mozart wrote his last three symphonies in the summer of 1788, one during each month of June, July and August.  The last one was nicknamed “Jupiter” sometime after the composer’s death; while the precise circumstances are lost, appending the name of the principal god of Roman mythology, the god of sky and thunder, to this monumental work is apt.  Like Haydn’s Symphony no. 82 heard on a recent Louisville Orchestra concert, this symphony in C Major is also festive, leading from a jubilant first movement to its triumphant finale.


This was the same period when Mozart composed some of his greatest operas.  The Marriage of Figaro dates from 1786, Don Giovanni from 1787, and both Magic Flute and La clemenza di Tito were written in 1791.  His compositional ability was at its peak, and not only had he mastered the range of contemporary styles but he had reached back into the Baroque to incorporate contrapuntal technique.  (Counterpoint is the simultaneous combining of independent melodies; favored in the era of J.S. Bach, it had taken a back seat in Mozart’s time to the practice of homophony, which presents a melody with subsidiary accompaniment.)  Counterpoint appears in the finales to his operas when the lead characters all present their own melodies at the same time, and no one wrote more effective or witty finales than Mozart.


Mozart’s last symphony, according to Stanley Sadie, “is more formal and consciously grand, with forte-piano contrasts at the opening, tuttis with military rhythms, new superimposed counterpoints and expansive second-group material.  For all that, opera buffa is not far distant: the gestures of the first bars could be those of the Count’s knocking at the door answered by the Countess’s pleas (in Figaro).”  The second movement offers a drama carried out behind a gauzy veil by muted strings and expressive woodwinds.  The brass and timpani rest during the slow movement, but return to punctuate the ends of phrases in the elegant minuet.  The finale, based on five distinct motives, is one of the most astounding creations of Western art. From the opening, Mozart makes clear his intention to use the themes contrapuntally.  He sets forth with a conventional sonata structure, presenting the themes in turn and using orchestration to accumulate climaxes in succession.  In the coda (Italian: “tail”) that finishes the movement (and this grand last symphony), he unleashes the contrapuntal forces.  The themes are brought in individually and then set in motion with each other to bring about the exuberant close.


Although Mozart lived for three more years after writing this work, he did not write another symphony.  There could be several reasons for this: symphonies did not generate as much money as operas which would have many performances or as chamber music whose scores were widely purchased.  Furthermore, he may have felt that with the Jupiter symphony, he had accomplished his goals in this genre.

The Symphony no. 41 by Mozart is scored for flute, 2 oboes, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, timpani and strings.  Its duration is 30 minutes.

