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The Young Person's Guide Benjamin Britten (1913 - 1976)
to the Orchestra, Op. 34

Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Purcell

For anyone interested in learning more about Western symphony orchestras, Sergei Prokofiev's
Peter and the Wolf and Benjamin Britten's The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra are the best
starting points. Both works were indeed composed for this practical purpose. The British Ministry of
Education commissioned Britten's composition in 1945 for the documentary film Instruments of the
Orchestra. Since Britten's aim was to combine education with music, he took the theme for his set of
variations from the Rondeau of the incidental music to the 1676 play Abdelazer, or The Moor's Revenge
that the great English composer Henry Purcell (1659 -1695) wrote at the end of his life. The music
begins with a statement by the full ensemble before moving on to introduce the four families of the
orchestra: the woodwinds, brass, strings and percussion. Each instrumental section then gets its own
set of variations, with the pattern generally moving through each family from high to low register.
The first variation starts with the woodwinds by featuring flutes and piccolos; the second features
oboes, the third clarinets, and the fourth bassoons. Moving on to the strings, the fifth variation
features violins. Violas take centre stage for the sixth variation. The seventh focuses on cellos, the
eighth double basses, and the ninth the harp. The tenth through twelfth variations put the spotlight
on the brass instruments, highlighting the horns, trumpets, and trombones and tuba, respectively.
The thirteenth variation then showcases the percussion family. Finally, an extraordinary fugue brings
all of the instruments back together again before the main theme is restated and closes the work.

Britten was a musical prodigy. He had a sharp style and a distinctive personality, and he eventually
grew into an introspective and outstanding figure in classical music. Whenever he wished to,
he could compose charming melodies at the drop of a hat, but he was more concerned with
contemplation and expression. Though he was not regarded as an innovator, that does not mean
that he was conventional. In The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, Britten looks back on tradition
and includes clues pointing to the original historical use of each instrument. For example, the
horn and the trumpet had long been associated with royalty and hunting, and he composed their
music with that image in mind. Britten fully channels his unrestrained playfulness by making such
associations. He treats the instruments as long-time friends, demonstrating his familiarity with the
instruments’ temperaments and praising their merits. At the same time, whenever the opportunity
comes up, he cannot help but teasingly exaggerate their characteristics a little. Of course, the teasing
is done out of love, and he knew how to make himself look good — one could only describe Britten’s
instrumentation for his fugues and his exciting rhythms and dynamics as “dashing”. After all, no
matter how good an instrument is, one needs musicians and composers to bring out its potential.
Britten hammers this point home with The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra — not only is it
educational, but the work is also beloved by many renowned conductors and is widely played on
concert stages.



Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor, Op. 30 Sergei Rachmaninov (1873 - 1943)

Allegro ma non tanto
Intermezzo: Adagio
Finale: Alla breve

For the life of the protagonist in the 1996 movie Shine, Sergei Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto
symbolises a turning point. The work is also mentioned in the film /ron Man as an example of an
ultimate classic: “This is my Eiffel Tower. This is my Rachmaninov's Third. My Pieta" Indeed, the Third
Piano Concerto has come to be revered as a majestic and virtuoso tour de force, comparable to any
other great masterpiece, and, as these examples from cinema show, has become part of popular
culture.

The story behind the creation of this dazzling composition is an interesting one. By 1909,
Rachmaninov had long since stepped out from under the shadow of his First Symphony's unsuccessful
premiere in 1897. His celebrated Second Piano Concerto (1901) had earned an enthusiastic reception
and was recognised with a Glinka Award. The composer had married and was travelling extensively.
Although the stormy waves of the 1905 Russian Revolution had made him uneasy, Rachmaninov
was on the whole enjoying the sun that came after the haze. He earned another Glinka Award for
the Second Symphony. With the warm reception of his symphonic poem Isle of the Dead, Op. 29, and
his appointment as Vice-President of the Imperial Russian Musical Society, he finally found himself
among the great composers and became a central figure in both public and academic circles. It was
during this golden period that the musical giant knocked on the doors to the new world, and the
Third Piano Concerto was born.

It is often pointed out that the concerto was written for Rachmaninov’s first performances in the
United States in 1909, but work on the composition actually began in 1907. Overflowing with musical
ideas and “working away like a slave’, as he put it, he completed the score at fever pitch in September
1909. The opening statement of the first theme of the first movement, which sounds like a Russian
Orthodox chant, lasts up to a minute in length and cleverly uses all twelve notes of the octave. The
second theme, which suggests a monologue of the soul, is more romantic and intense. Variations
of these two melodies recur in the themes, secondary themes, episodes, and orchestral passages of
the subsequent movements, thus unifying the whole work. Such a treatment allows the pianist to
offer insightful interpretations and to recall, echo, or comment on previous statements through these
recurring musical conceits. In the middle of the first movement, we encounter a famously explosive
development section and cadenza (music for the solo piano). Rachmaninov wrote two versions of
this cadenza: one is longer, with heavier chords, while the other is shorter and lighter. They create
two different journeys but ultimately lead to the same destination. The composer left the choice of
which cadenza to play open to each performer's discretion. A brief coda closes the movement with a
poetic invocation.



In the Intermezzo: Adagio, Rachmaninov has the piano shift its statement of the melody to D-flat
major, his favourite key. Throughout his career, this was a key he used to express inner feelings,
particularly of homesickness. He punctuates the phrases of the second movement with large block
chords to create unbroken continuity. This is extremely challenging to perform. As if a dream of
good things past, a quick waltz reappears - a variation of the first theme from the first movement -
before the second movement closes. The third movement opens by evoking the horns used in
military fanfares to lead soldiers into battle. The middle section again features a number of recalled
moments — a signature of the composer’s longing for a beautiful past. Finally, the music returns to
the two themes heard at the beginning of the third movement, and a fierce battle follows, ending
in triumph. But what kind of battle is it? For Rachmaninov, was it a protest against the political
situation in Russia at the time, or perhaps a fight against his own demons? Both musicians and
listeners are free to use their imaginations to interpret the martial spirit in this piano masterpiece. The
Third Piano Concerto holds a reputation as one of the crown jewels of the traditional romantic
concerto and as one of the most technically challenging concertos to play. But its brilliance lies not
only in its demonstrative technical virtuosity but also in the fascinating range of emotions that it
explores.

Symphony No. 2 in D, Op. 73 Johannes Brahms (1833 - 1897)

Allegro non troppo

Adagio non troppo

Allegretto grazioso (quasi andantino)
Allegro con spirito

If we assume that the Romantic period began roughly at the start of the 19th century and compare it
with the Classical period that came before, we find that there is no clear-cut line separating the two.
The former is more a continuation of the latter than an opposing style. From Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart's unusual harmonic choices in the 18th century to the start of the 20th century, a certain
continuity in terms of overall musical standards can be found. Embracing the past is nothing out
of the ordinary, nor should it be considered “non-progressive’, and Johannes Brahms exemplifies
this assertion. He closely studied the classics and cherished traditional values, and he was able to
respond to changing times on the merits of his own talents. The characteristics of both early and late
Romanticism can be found in his works, along with finely crafted yet unrestrained sounds.



While traditions can be comforting, they can also create pressure. Under the immense shadow
cast by Ludwig van Beethoven, Brahms took a total of twenty-one years to take his First Symphony
from its first draft to the final version, even though he was already an experienced prodigy who was
adept at creating substantive compositions. Once the burden of crafting his First Symphony was
lifted, he finished the Second Symphony during the year following (1877). Brahms had one of the
most enjoyable experiences among all of his works composing the Second. The music is sunny and
carefree, conveying the joys of travelling through the countryside. But Brahms is Brahms. Although
the Second Symphony is essentially a light-hearted work, this is a thoughtful and introspective
composition that interweaves evocations of natural scenery with emotions and unique ideas. It is
a work written by a seasoned master composer. For example, the first movement opens with the
melodious sounds of the low strings and horns, immediately conveying the pleasant feelings stirred
by nature’s mountains, forests, and fields. However, the theme is played in 3/4 time, in the rhythm
of a Viennese waltz, which can be said to symbolise the bustling capital. This fusion of city and
countryside does indeed give off a particular charm. Brahms wrote the melancholic second theme,
played by the cellos, in the style of Franz Schubert and imbued it with the characteristics of folk music.
No real conflict exists between the two themes. The development section in the middle of the
movement is skilfully based on the principal theme and leads naturally to the recapitulation, which is
full of subtle dynamics and transitions. In the coda, Brahms repeats the first theme for a poetic finish.
The ambiguous overtones suggested by the lingering horn solo are left for the audience to decipher.

The slow second movement could be described as the most stylish and unique of the whole
symphony. Unlike the bright and natural movements that come before and after it, the second
movement captures the composer's contemplative mood. Brahms carefully weaves his lines together
to elaborate on his thoughts, writing passages that are concise and tightly constructed; occasionally,
a grim mood emerges and there is dramatic tension, but these moments are brief and add depth.
The Allegretto grazioso returns to a joyous spirit and resembles a slow Idndler or waltz. The much
faster middle section is reminiscent of Mendelssohn’s fantasias and breaks out into a Hungarian Gypsy
tune. This third movement skilfully combines lyrical and sentimental expression with humour and
folk elements. The Allegro con spirito finale is one of the most exuberant and energetic movements in all
four of Brahms' symphonies. It is passionate and unrestrained, exuding the explosive release of tension
associated with a festive celebration. At the same time, the unyielding energy coming from within forms
the backbone of the movement. The development section at the centre, with its obscure atmosphere,
might evoke the murmurs of a mysterious forest but can also be interpreted as an expression of the
composer's deeply hidden core. Brahms' style of writing and melodic language were adapted by such
later composers as Gustav Mahler. Brahms' music contains both quiet and loud sonorities, as well as
transitions that move seamlessly from slow to fast tempos, and it features a sophisticated approach to
rhythm. All of these traits are a testament to the composer's solid technigue.

Chinese programme notes provided by Chiao Yuan-Pu
English translation by KCL Language Consultancy Ltd, edited by Thomas May



