Program Note
by A. Robert Johnson

Sextet (1937)
AARON COPLAND (1900 - 1990)


This piece was first conceived and written as the Short Symphony, which received its world premiere on November 23, 1934, in Mexico City with the National Orchestra of Mexico conducted by Carlos Chavez. Copland's declared intent was to write as "perfect" a piece as his skills would allow. Even though it is only 15 minutes' duration, it took him two years, working intermittently, to complete. Visiting in Mexico with his friend, Mr. Chavez in 1932, the talk often turned to a subject of mutual interest: their respective country's folk traditions. Copland had quite a panoply from which to choose. These included the simple hymns of the shakers, cowboy, rodeo and western squaredancing tunes, Mexican-inspired bull fight fiestas, dominated by multiple guitars and trumpets, and, of course, "jazz". 

One hears these elements in the Short Symphony, but there were problems. Even with 14 rehearsals, the National Symphony had a struggle with the 15-minute work. Those "American flavored" elements included odd metered measures, simple looking, but treacherous intervals of octaves and fifths, spaced very widely, resulting in difficulty sustaining lyricism and, most importantly - confidence. No less that the two great contemporary exponents of new music, Leopold Stokowski and Serge Koussevitzky programmed the piece and had to cancel it. When asked by Copland if it was "too difficult", Koussevitzky replied, "No, not too difficult - impossible!"  Copland's interim solution was to reorchestrate Short Symphony into Sextet hoping the leaner treatment would help get the work heard. It fared only slightly better. The American premiere of Sextet was given in Town Hall by a quartet of recent graduates from the Juilliard School, including Robert Mann, on February 26, 1939. The Short Symphony received its American Premiere in 1944 by the NBC Symphony, with Stokowski conducting.

By now those difficulties have yielded to time and ever increasing familiarity, all the while remaining a challenge. Hardly a radio, TV or movie score exists that doesn't contain some of the elements heard in this piece - especially the chase. Odd metered measures are exciting to hear because they don't land us where we can stop long enough to keep our orientation. It is propulsive. The successors to the Copland model of incorporating an American flavor into the field of "serious" music - Bernstein, Hanson, Gould, Grofè, Schuller and Randall Thompson, tell us through their music that they agree with Aaron Copland that a composer can give testimony to his roots through his compositions. It was Copland's singular achievement that he made the transition to the symphonic model from popular elements for all Americans and for all the people everywhere who enjoy music. In so doing he has placed himself immortally at the center of the American musical pantheon.
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           by A. Robert Johnson
Epigraphes antiques  (1914) 
                           Claude Debussy (1862-1918) 
       
          

These six pieces for piano–four-hands are based on Chansons de Bilitis, first published in Paris in 1894, 143 texts from which Debussy selected three for songs that purport to be translations of poems by a woman named Bilitis, a contemporary and acquaintance of  Sappho. They caused a sensation, not only because finding an intact cache of poems from a completely unknown Greek poet circa 600 B.C. was such an unlikely discovery, but because of its open and sensitive exploration of lesbian eroticism. In fact Bilitis never existed. The poems were a clever forgery by Pierre Louÿs—the "translator, " and a close friend of Debussy.  To lend weight to the claim of authenticity, he included a bibliography with bogus supporting works. Louÿs had a good command of the classics, and he salted Bilitis with a number of quotations from real poets, including Sappho, to make it even more convincing.  Although these texts are fake, their literary value is significant. And even though they were written by a man, they acquired cultural significance for lesbians. In fact, one of the earliest organizations of lesbians in the United States was called the Daughters of Bilitis. This may have been because it was a reference that would elude most people.  (The preceding is based on a note by J. B. Hare.)

The Epigraphes are one of only three publications for piano four-hands by the composer, Petite suite and Marche ecossaise being the other two. His conceptual use of pianissimo is notable, as is the imagery of exotic lands, as in the poems –– Egypt and Greece, and contrasts of nature as experienced by rain in night. Yet he manages a unity throughout that carries to the very end with a theme, artfully masked, brought forward from the first of the pieces.

Program Note 





   by Christopher Oldfather
Sonata No. 4 in a minor, Op. 23
                                     Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 


Beethoven’s Sonata in A minor for violin and piano was written in 1800/1801. It is dedicated to the Count Moritz von Fries, a Viennese banker and patron of the arts, who gave Beethoven as well as Schubert a great deal of financial and social support in the first two decades of the nineteenth century.  At the time Beethoven was riding a wave of artistic success. Publishers were competing for the rights to his compositions, he produced his first concert as a commercial venture, and the popularity of his Septet and The Creatures of Prometheus  made him a celebrity, somewhat to his dismay. His progressive deafness and the financial disaster of his opera Fidelio were still in his future.

Opus 23 is often paired with its more widely known partner Opus 24, the “Spring” sonata, but it is very different in character. The sonata shows Beethoven a few steps farther along the path that led from his early classical works to the Romantic masterpieces of his middle period. It is concise, even terse. The first movement is a very tight sonata form. The second movement is a light-hearted romp through a variety of amusing ideas, rather like a stroll through pleasant countryside. The third movement, a rondo, is a darkly brooding piece with ideas rather than tunes—the principal theme is a contrapuntal exercise, the contrasting theme is all harmony and rhythm, with no melody. There is a chorale in the center of the rondo, but the other ideas quickly return with explosive suddenness. 
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by A. Robert Johnson

Quintet in A, K. 581



         Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791)



   

While Mozart was an infant, his father received visits from a family friend who happened to be a superb musician.  His instrument was the clarinet.  This was Anton Stadler, a lifelong friend of the person who was to write music as beautiful as any ever conceived for his instrument.  Among the other pieces which reflect the love and respect each felt for the other are the Serenade No. 10, in B-flat, K. 361 and his Concerto in A, K. 622, his last complete work for instruments.  Mozart composed the piece in late September 1789.  In February of the following year he referred to it as "the Stadler Quintet".  The integration of the clarinet with the strings is a marvel.  While retaining the chamber music ideal of equals, Mozart provides the clarinet with music which displays its apparently limitless range of colors and agility.  He keeps the distinction of chamber music, as opposed to concertante or concerto, while accomplishing this wondrous feat of revelation for an instrument whose player he obviously revered.

