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Program Notes
Scherzo Capriccioso
Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904)
  When we think of Antonin Dvorak, a handful of musical masterpieces might come to mind - the magnificent New World Symphony, perhaps the soulful Songs My Mother Taught Me, the most popular lied (song) from his popular Gypsy Songs cycle, and for chamber music lovers, his glorious Quintet for Piano and Strings.  But in truth, Dvorak was really a universal composer, prolific and celebrated in every musical genre - not only in symphony, song, and chamber music, but also in choral music, piano, and opera (his Rusalka holds a respected place in the current repertoire.)

  The Scherzo Capriccioso was composed in 1883, some nine years before Dvorak left Prague for New York, where from 1892-1995 he reigned as the Music Director, and the star attraction, at the brand new American Conservatory of Music.  During this era, the "Late Romantic" era, the Scherzo form evolved out of the older, more aristocratic Minuet.  It preserved the Minuet's triple meter ("in 3"), as well as its three-part ABA' form -- an opening A section, often containing two or more themes, a contrasting middle section (B),which is always called the Trio (a carryover from the older Minuet), and always ending with an abbreviated repeat of the opening section (A').  Dvorak's title, Scherzo Capriccioso, is probably intended as a joke within a joke - the Italian word "scherzo" actually means "a joke," while "capriccioso" usually translates as "whimsical" or "bizarre," or, as we would say nowadays, "outside the box."  The expansive A, or opening section is reasonably well-behaved - an introductory horn-call idea, a lively Slavonic dance tune, and, a restrained bitter-sweet waltz are heard several times, and all are "in 3." The B section, or Trio, opens with a tranquil solo for the English Horn, that rare cousin of the oboe, leading to a lively flute solo, and another spirited Slavonic Dance (these came as naturally to Dvorak as fugues did to Bach).  Here, following an exact repeat of the entire Trio, is where the wheels start coming off the tracks.  Just when a proper Scherzo would reprise the opening A section, rounding out the composition, Dvorak "picks up the ball and runs with it," really outside the  box.  1- He writes out a lengthy development section, chopping up the themes as if this Scherzo was now in Sonata Form, trans-genred! 2- Following the return of the A themes, in their original form, the harp breaks out in an unaccompanied cadenza, as if this was now a solo concerto.  Strange doings, indeed. But a "cut to the chase" ending soon sets things right, bringing this Scherzo to an impressive close.

Pavane for a Dead Princess
Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)
 

Ravel was only twenty-four years old, and barely graduated from the Paris Conservatoire, when he wrote this appealing Pavane in 1899. The original pavane had been a favorite court dance during the Renaissance, and Ravel at first described his miniature masterpiece as "an evocation of a pavane that a little princess might, in former times, have danced at the Spanish court."  Years later, he revealed, "that title has nothing to do with the composition. I simply liked the sound of those words and I put them there, c'est tout" (that's all).  Whatever its inspiration, the piece has managed to survive various transformations - in America it became a Swing Era favorite as "The Lamp Is Low."

   Originally written for piano, the pavane became even more popular when Ravel transcribed it for "small orchestra" in 1910. Its five sections are modeled after the Rondo, a familiar musical form of the 18th Century: A-B-A'-C-A.''
   A -  a very mellow solo horn introduces the haunting refrain, accompanied by muted strings.

   B -  a new, dream-like melody is heard first in the woodwinds, and continued softly by muted strings.

   A' - the languid A theme returns, but is now entrusted to the winds  

   C -  this, the longest section, opens stratospherically in the solo flute, answered by the limpid, harmonious strings.

   A'' - a sheer delight, as shimmering strings guide,and glide, the graceful theme, and the pavane, to its beau fin (beautiful ending).                                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                         

Symphony No. 4 in F Minor, Op. 36
 Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893
 The life and career of Tchaikovsky have often been described as a fairy tale come true, and then gone terribly wrong.  As a young man he developed a great passion for music, but his strict father would not tolerate a musician in the family, and sent him off to Law School instead!  Four years later, law degree in hand and totally miserable, he went again to his father and begged him to relent.  This time his father did relent and Peter immediately set off for the prestigious St. Petersburg Conservatory. He shot to the top of his class, and was rewarded with a teaching post at the brand new Conservatory of Music in Moscow.  Here is where the fabled fairy  tale continues. A fabulously wealthy Moscow widow, Madame Nadezhda von Meck, heard some of Tchaikovsky's music being performed at the Conservatory, and was so moved by its beauty that she made him an offer he couldn't refuse.  To free him from his teaching chores she offered him a huge stipend of 500 rubles a month. Tchaikovsky was so elated by Madame von Meck's generosity, and by her love of his music, that he dedicated his next big composition to her - his Fourth Symphony, which he referred to as "our symphony."  He wrote to her that it was inspired by Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, and the idea that the course of our lives is often not set by us, but is subject to the whims of Fate.  Beethoven's fate was well known - he became increasingly deaf, and spent his last years withdrawn from society.  But Tchaikovsky's fate was a well-kept secret - his homosexuality.  He lived his life in the closet, and that is also where he died.  Most scholars now agree that Tchaikovsky died of an enforced suicide — he was sentenced so by a "Court of Honor" which consisted of Tchaikovsky's fellow alumni from Law School.  (His "crime"? - Tchaikovsky had seduced one of their nephews.)  If he failed to succeed with suicide, his homosexuality would be exposed to the tsar and to the Russian public!  Two days later he was dead, of arsenic poisoning.  He was 53 years old.  Was it Fate?

The Fourth Symphony was first performed in Moscow in 1878, as purely "abstract" music, without a descriptive program.  To please his generous new patroness, Tchaikovsky wrote to her at great length about "our symphony," sharing with her some of its inner secrets.

1. Andante, sustained -- Moderately, with spirit -- Moderately, almost andante -- Allegro, with life
"This is Fate, the power which hinders one in the pursuit of happiness --- This might is overpowering and invincible. There is nothing to do but submit."

A powerful brass fanfare ("Fate") dominates this lengthy movement, alternating with moments of frightening intensity and incredible beauty.

2. Andantino, in the manner of a song
"Here is that melancholy feeling that overwhelms you when you sit alone at night, with only your memories. It is sad, yet sweet, to lose one's self in the past."
3. Scherzo - pizzicato throughout. Allegro  
Now for something completely different.  "Here are capricious arabesques, vague figures which slip into the imagination when one has taken wine and is slightly intoxicated."  The strings are magically transformed into a tavern balalaika band. In the contrasting Trio the winds play a rustic dance tune, then dazzle us with their musical acrobatics.

4. Finale - Allegro, with fire.
"Go among the people. See how they understand to be happy.  But no sooner have you forgotten yourself in contemplation of the joys of others than Fate returns and reminds you of yourself. But others do not care about you, and they have not noticed that you are solitary and sad. O, how they are enjoying themselves!" Two themes dominate the Finale. The strings start off the fireworks with a bang, pouring out cascades of joyful spirits; they are soon joined by an old Russian folk song, In the Meadow There Stood a Birch Tree, symbolizing the Russian folk. The two ideas blend together throughout the movement, until, like a Wicked Witch, the powerful Fate fanfare that opened the symphony now attempts to end it. But the forces of Joy quickly overcome the forces of Darkness, which soon melt away, and Joy reigns supreme.
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