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Program Notes
Symphonic Dances, Opus 64 No. 1  

Edvard Grieg (1843-1907)

If there was one guiding force in the transformation of Norwegian music from provincial to widely respected, it was surely the nationalist composer Edvard Grieg.  As a young man Grieg traveled to Germany to study with Robert Schumann, a prolific composer of all types of music, especially collections of songs and piano miniatures.  Grieg's great achievement was to combine the attractiveness of the miniature with the folk tales and tunes of his beloved Norway.  Grieg's last collection of short pieces, the Symphonic Dances, Opus 64, was originally subtitled "after Norwegian themes."  The first dance (our concert opener) begins with a “halling,” a strongly rhythmic country dance.  A contrasting middle section takes a turn to the dark side  (it's in a minor key).  Beginning softly, it grows and grows (crescendo) to an overwhelming climax (fortissimo), then gradually subsides, making way for the very welcome return of the cheerful opening halling section.

Hungarian Dance No. 4, in F-sharp minor
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Brahms' Hungarian Dances is a set of 21 short pieces "based mostly on Hungarian themes."  They were originally written for piano four-hands, with two pianists (wishfully of the opposite sex) sharing a single bench.  All of the dances have subsequently, and frequently, been arranged for full orchestra.  The opening of Dance No. 4 recalls the old tear-jerker "Cry gypsy, cry."  It cries, it weeps, it almost tears it's heart out.  But a gypsy's feelings can turn on a dime, and  the great sorrow abruptly gives way to great joy, as the music suddenly becomes wild and frenzied (Dance gypsy, dance).  Other melodies may come and go, but it is these two powerful but opposing emotions that will prevail throughout the piece.

Ancient Airs and Dances, Suite 2
Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936)

Now best known for his three great orchestral masterpieces, Fountains of Rome, Pines of Rome, and Roman Festivals, Ottorino Respighi was one of the most celebrated composers of his era, in every area of music.  His three suites of Ancient Airs and Dances were inspired by his love for the music of 16th-century Renaissance Italy.  Suite No. 2 consists of four parts, each based on a dance originally written for the lute, the predecessor of the guitar.
1. Laura soave - The iconic measured pace of the noble pavane gives way to several shorter contrasting dances, in triple meter, before the pavane returns to bring this part to a gentle close.
  

2. Danza rustica - This high-spirited peasant dance is fun to listen to, as several simple tunes are repeated as they are passed around the orchestra, without any change in its unvarying meter and tempo.
3. Campanae parisienses - pairs of church bells summon the faithful to gather in solemn prayer and procession.

4. Bergamasca - originally a dance from the Bergamo district in Northern Italy, soon it acquired a special quality - a repeated bass motif, or "obstinate bass," or basso ostinato. This 3- or 4-note pattern e.g. (C)FGC, can be heard here ad infinitem, with a brief  baseless time-out halfway through, before the obstinate bass returns,  asserting  itself to the very end.

Symphonic Dances  from West Side Story

Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) 

In 1957 West Side Story opened on Broadway, and the world of music has never been the same.  Its story is an updating of Romeo and Juliet from Renaissance Italy to the tenements of New York.  Its exciting dances, pulsating with the rhythms of Latino music, and especially its abundance of memorable songs by Leonard Bernstein, all came together to form a brilliant whole.  In 1961, buoyed by the continued popularity of his music, Bernstein prepared this little encore, a suite of purely orchestral music from the show.
Somewhere, danced "in a dream-like world of peace." Originally sung, by Tony and Maria, as they can only dream of a land without violence.  Scherzo = 'a joke.'  A lighter moment as melody, rhythm, and dynamics playfully dance around each other.  Mambo (the first of 3 continuous dances), a frenzied, hot-blooded, driving rhythmic dance.  A showcase for the proud Puerto Ricans.  Cha-cha, Tony and Maria see each other for the first time, as the receding sound of the dances gives way to a charming version of the 'Maria' melody.  Meeting Scene, time stands still, as the young couple can only gaze at each other.  Cool, tension builds as the Sharks and the Jets prepare for their big rumble.  With its loopy melodies and off-beat rhythms, 'Cool' comes across as the jazziest of all of the dance numbers.  Finale, a hushed  reflection on the joys of life, and of its sorrows.

The Blue Danube Waltz  (An der schoenen blauen Donau)

Johann Strauss II (1825-1899)

A familiar horn call, shimmering strings, a twirling accelerando, and we're off to Vienna for some of the most beautiful and graceful music ever composed (really).  The word "Waltz" in the title of this piece should really be "Waltzes," for it actually is made up of a number of waltzes that easily flow into each other, intertwined with some transitions and repetitions.  A musical bonbon.  In the 20th century the Blue Danube even made it to the Pop charts, when director Stanley Kubrick famously employed it in his film 2001, A Space Odyssey to express (possibly) the evolution of mankind from the primitive to the beauty of a Viennese waltz, even in soundless outer space, and with zero gravity.
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