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Programme Notes

Excerpts from The Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra  Britten (1913-1976)

Born one hundred years ago next year (2013), Britten studied composition with Frank Bridge
before entering the Royal College of Music, where he studied with John Ireland. After graduation,
he quickly began to establish a reputation as one of the most original composers in the
United Kingdom. His association with tenor Peter Pears and their musical activities in
Norfolk, particularly the Aldeburgh Festival, remain a lasting monument to their creativity.

The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, subtitled Variations and fugue on a theme of
Purcell, was composed in 1946. It was commissioned for an educational film explaining
the instruments of the orchestra. Britten took as his theme a Rondeau from Purcell’s incidental
music for the play Abedlazar (1695). Beginning with a zurti version of the theme, each
orchestral family is presented in a varied version of the theme. The individual instruments are
then presented in turn, each in a variation designed to demonstrate particular characteristics
of the instrument. At the end, they all join one by one in a highly impressive fugue.

Fossils (from Carnival of the Animals) Saint-Saens (1835-1921)

Saint-Saéns was born to a comfortable French peasant family. He showed early gifts for music
and eventually entered the Paris Conservatoire to study organ and composition. He became a

virtuoso organist and pianist and, with his tremendous energy, he produced an extensive and varied output.

Le Carnaval des Animeaux (Carnival of the Animals) was completed by Saint-Saens in February
1886 and originally intended as a humorous gift for his students. It was given two private
performances in the early Spring of 1886. However, Saint-Saens later decided to suppress the
work and would not give permission for it to be performed. A provision in his will allowed
performances after his death. Despite this, Saint-Saens did allow Ze cygne’ (The Swan) to be
published in 1887 and it appeared in various arrangements after that. The complete Carnaval
was not published until 1922. The work is scored for two pianos, two violins, viola, cello,
double bass, flute, clarinet, harmonica and xylophone. Fossiles (Fossils) is the 12th movement
of the set and is marked Allegro ridicolo. Prominent use of the xylophone depicts the rattling of
bones. Saint-Saens also included themes that he though hackneyed with overuse, such as Jai
du bon tabac’, Ah! Vous dirai-je maman’, and quotations from Chabrier and Rossini, all in a
quick, light-hearted scherzo.

Concerto for Two Violins, 1st Movement
(arranged for two marimbas) Bach (1685-1750)

Bach is so famous for his choral and organ works that it is easy to forget that he was also a very
able violinist. Although most of Bach’s instrumental music was written when moved to Céthen
in 1717, it is thought that the Concerto for Tiwo Violins in D Minor was written around 1730-31
in Leipzig. Bach later made an arrangement of the same concerto in C minor for two harpsichords.

In the first movement, Vivace, the second soloist begins with the rising theme of the opening
orchestral ritornello. This is joined after four bars by the first soloist in a typical Bach imitative
opening. The soloists come to the fore in the first episode where wide intervals are prominent.



After a repeat of the ritornello, the soloists give contrast with intricate passage-work against
light orchestral chords. This pattern of alternating episodes for soloists and the orchestral
ritornellos gives structure and variety to the movement right through to the concluding
statement of the ritornello in the home key.

Excerpts from Symphony No.6, 4th Movement Beethoven (1770-1827)

Preliminary sketches for a Sinfonia Pastorella date from 1806 but the work was not completed
until two years later. It was first performed in Vienna on 22 December 1808. The programme
also included the Fifth Symphony, but in a bizarre printing error, the numbers were mixed up,
and the Pastoral was described as being number five! The score was published by Breitkopf of
Leipzig with the condition that it not be released until the summer of 1809.

The fourth movement, marked Gewister, Sturm, begins with ominous rumblings in the cellos
and basses followed by spiccato passages in the second violins, rather like the patter of falling
raindrops. A crescendo leads to a sudden thunderous outburst in the full orchestra where the
highest treble notes are against the rumblings of the basses. The first outburst gives way to
individual woodwind chords and jagged phrases reminding us of lightning flashes. The music
builds again even more before the fury of the storm is gradually spent.

Thunder and Lightning Polka Strauss (1825-1899)

A son of Johann Strauss I (1804-1849), Strauss reputedly wrote his first waltz at the age of six.
Discouraged from a musical career by his father, Strauss was originally intended for a career
in banking, but took violin lessons and later studied theory and composition. He formed his
own orchestra which eventually began to rival that of his father. With his father's death in
1849, Strauss led a successful combination of both orchestras. He was appointed Imperial
"Hofballmusikdirector' in 1863, and toured internationally, including Russia and America.

The Polka Unter Donner und Blitz (Thunder and Lightning Polka) Op. 324 was written in
1868. Marked ‘schnell’ (quick), the mood is set in the introduction by the rumbling bass
and repeated treble notes. The polka proper then starts with a repeated descending figure
which ends the phrase on a high note, coloured with percussion to give the ‘lightning’ effect.
The central section has a smoother, descending figure, but the humorous depiction of the
storm with colourful instrumentation does not affect the joy and vigour of the dancing,

Trepak Dance (from The Nutcracker) Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

Tchaikovsky’s early education was for a career in the civil service. However he was able to
develop his musical interests at the St Petersburg Conservatory, from which he was eventually
able to graduate. As a composer, he was fortunate in being able rely on financial support from
Nadezhda von Meck, a wealthy widow with a keen interest in music. He produced several
symphonies, operas, ballets, and concertos, many dedicated to her.

In 1890, Tchaikovsky received a commission from the The Imperial Theatre for an opera and
a ballet. The opera was lolanta, and the ballet 7he Nutcracker. The ballet was first performed at
the Mariinsky Theatre in 1892, but was not considered a success. However, Tchaikovsky’s
collection of eight pieces for concert performance as The Nutcracker Suite Op. 71a was an instant



success, and has remained so. Trepak is one of the six danses caractéristiques in the ballet. It is a
lively dance in duple time where contrasts of loud and soft dynamics are exploited. The forward
drive is relentless, and pushes all the way through to the climactic ending,

Slavonic Dance No.5 Dvorak (1841-1904)
In 1877 the critic Hanslick wrote to Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904) advising him to send some of

his compositions to Brahms, who was interested in helping to get them published. Dvorak
complied and the result was that his Moravian Duets were published in Berlin by Fritz Simrock,
who then commissioned the Skavonic Dances. The sketches were completed in 1878 and published
later the same year in both piano duet and orchestral versions. In these pieces, Dvorak’s approach
was to concentrate more on characteristic Slavonic rhythms rather than actual folk themes.

Slavonic Dance No. 5 begins in a lively tempo with flutes and violins introducing the main theme.
Woodwind, including piccolo answer as the music moves to a smoother second theme. Further lively
thythmic figures give variety as episodes move to far away keys. The final section in the home
key increases in tempo and rises to a brilliant climax.

Spanish Dance (from Swan Lake) Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)
Tchaikovsky wrote the ballet Swan Lake between 1875 and 1876 and it was first performed at

the Bolshoi in 1877. Following this performance, there were several revisions, the most important

being the 1895 version for the Mariinsky Theatre in St Petersburg,

Danse Espagnole (Spanish Dance) is a bolero from Act 3. Castanets feature prominently from
the beginning before the melody begins in flutes and clarinet. The bolero rhythm is reinforced by
the brass while the strings take up the second part of the melody. A central section is smoother, but
the persistent Spanish thythms support quicker figures and lift the music to a colourful climax to
end the dance.

Wellington's Victory Beethoven (1770-1827)
Beethoven was born in Bonn, Germany, but settled in Vienna, Austria from 1792. He made a
successful career as a pianist, teacher and composer until his hearing problems began to affect,
but not substantially limit, his composing activities.

Wellingtons Sieg, Op. 91 is in two main parts, Part 1 Schlacht (battle) and Part 2 Sieges-Symphonie
(victory symphony). It was written to celebrate the Duke of Wellington's victory over Joseph
Bonaparte in Spain in 1813. Dedicated to the Prince Regent, later to become King George IV,
it calls for a massive orchestra including six trumpets and an elaborate group of percussion, include
muskets! The percussion instruments are usually arranged in two ‘sides’, the English and the French,
Beethoven incorporated popular themes, Part 1 begins with a version of Rule Brittania which is followed
by a tune for the French side known as Marleborough, but now known in English as For be’s a jolly
good fellow. After the posturing, the battle commences the musical forces assault each other. Part
2 has a great deal of ‘military’-style music with the use of brass and percussion in themes featuring
frequent dotted rthythms. There are quieter moments, but after the final victory, the celebrations are
portrayed in a lively triple dance, beginning with just a few instruments in a fugal exposition before
developing into a full, victorious zusts.

Programme notes by Michael Ryan



	PA10.pdf
	PA11
	PA12
	PA13
	PA14
	PA15

