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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Allegro non troppo
Adagio

Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo vivace — Poco piu presto

Johannes Brahms was the chief acolyte of the conservative stream of 19th-century Romanticism.
When he was young, the composer and critic Robert Schumann declared that he was “destined
to give ideal presentation to the highest expression of the time, ... springing forth like Minerva
fully armed from the head of Jove.” Brahms fulfilled this prophecy, becoming the figure who
most fully adapted the models of Beethoven to the evolving aesthetics of the mid-to-late
19th century.

Brahms was not a violinist, but he had worked as a piano accompanist to violinists since the
earliest years of his career, and he had the good fortune to number among his closest friends
Joseph Joachim, one of the most eminent string players of his time. It was Joachim who had
championed Beethoven'’s Violin Concerto, lifting it in prestige to a repertoire masterwork, and
introduced important works, among them Brahms’ Violin Concerto. The virtuoso's presence
looms large in the latter work, as the composer consulted him very closely while writing the
piece, and the violinist's influence on the violin part, and on the work’s orchestration overall, was
substantial.

Brahms did some of his best work during his summer vacations, which he usually spent at some
bucolic getaway in the Austrian countryside. In 1878 — the summer of the Violin Concerto — he
stayed in Portschach, on the north shore of the Wérthersee in the southern Austrian province
of Carinthia. When he had written his Second Symphony there the summer before, he had
remarked that beautiful melodies lay so abundantly around the landscape that one merely had
to scoop them up. Today's listeners are likely to think that he scooped up quite a few for his
Violin Concerto, too, but early audiences were not so sure. Joseph Hellmesberger, Sr., one of
Vienna's leading violinists, dismissed it as “a concerto not for, but against the violin.” Brahms was
a bit discouraged by the response and fed to the flames the draft he had already completed for
his Violin Concerto No. 2. One can only mourn what must have been lost.

Cadenza: Hilary Hahn plays Joseph Joachim’s cadenza in this performance.
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Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

Adagio — Allegro non troppo
Allegro con grazia
Allegro molto vivace

Adagio lamentoso — Andante

The name Pathétigue (meaning “infused with pathos”) was suggested after Tchaikovsky's Sixth
Symphony was first heard, but barely. His brother proposed it the day after the premiere, and
the composer embraced it — for about 24 hours — before asking his publisher not to print the
name, a request that was ignored.

Tchaikovsky’s original title had been Programme Symphony, and he told his nephew, Bob
Davidov, that the piece would have “a programme of a kind that would remain an enigma to
all ..., saturated with subjective feeling.” Even without the composer’s intimation, the listener
would suspect that something specific was being suggested through this symphony, though
today that remains a mystery.

Tchaikovsky was uncharacteristically satisfied with the work, writing: “Never in my life have |
been so contented, so proud, so happy in the knowledge that | have written a good piece.”
However, the composer reported that at the premiere “it was received with some hesitation.” He
should not have been surprised. What was an audience to make of a symphony so unorthodox,
so redolent of private agony?

The Pathétique emerges slowly from nothingness, with divided double basses and solo bassoon,
then enriched by divided violas, then with melancholy comments from the woodwinds before
breaking into a nervous Allegro non troppo. There is tenderness in this first movement’s ardent
theme for strings that all but quotes the “Flower Song” from Bizet's Carmen, which gives way to
a blustery section that quotes a Russian liturgical chant.

One might call the second movement a captivating waltz were it not in 5/4 meter. Wistfulness
is swept away by the ensuing scherzo, growing from quiet fluttering into a march that crashes
relentlessly to its deafening conclusion. The finale is the opposite of a “victory ending,” conveying
despair, underscored by descending melodic sighs, and a final page that disappears into
nothingness.

Tchaikovsky died nine days after the premiere. Three weeks later the Pathétique was performed,
and Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov reported: “This time, the public greeted it rapturously, and since
that moment the fame of the symphony has kept growing and growing, spreading gradually
over Russia and Europe.”
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Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827)

Allegro con brio
Andante con moto
Allegro

Allegro

(No pause between the third and fourth movements)

One is tempted to not try to say anything about Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5, a work that
everyone knows and of which everything has already been said. Probably no other orchestral
work has been analyzed as exhaustively as has the first movement of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony.
Just take the work’s opening, with what must be the most famous four notes in history. In fact,
three of them are identical: eighth notes on the pitch of G. Even if those three notes were heard
alone, out of context, 99 out of 100 listeners — no, probably the whole 100 — would chime in
to punctuate them with the half-note E-flat extended by a fermata. Of course, music is made up
of more than just notes: it's also composed of silences. Beethoven's Fifth actually opens with a
silence, an eighth-note rest that, in retrospect, is as palpable as the eighth-note Gs that follow it.

In this symphony one may imagine catching a glimpse of the composer’s state of mind when he
wrote it, a period of more than his fair share of disarray and anguish. He was losing his hearing
(a catastrophe for a musician), a raging infection threatened the loss of a finger (which would
have spelled further disaster for a composer who was greatly attached to the keyboard), and he
was living in a Vienna had been occupied by Napoleon's troops.

This biographical turmoil did not, however, represent the totality of Beethoven's life at the time,
any more than the Fifth Symphony represents the totality of his music. He frequently escaped
the hustle and bustle of Vienna to spend time in the suburban parks and countryside. That is
where one imagines the composer when listening to his Sixth Symphony, Pastoral, composed at
roughly the same time. It is not necessarily wrong to imagine that biographical overtones reside
in Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, but when all is said and done, this is a unique work, just as all of
his masterpieces are, a vehicle in which the composer explores and works out strictly aesthetic
challenges that he has set for himself.
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Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904)

Adagio — Allegro molto
Largo
Molto vivace

Allegro con fuoco

In the early 1890s the American philanthropist Jeannette Thurber persuaded Antonin Dvorak to
move to the United States to oversee the nascent National Conservatory of Music in New York.
While serving as the conservatory’s director, from 1892 through 1895, he also appeared as a
guest conductor and composed several masterworks, among them his Symphony No. 9, From the
New World. Its premiere in 1893, with Anton Seidl conducting the New York Philharmonic, was a
huge success, a peak of his career, and the critic for the New York Evening Post proclaimed it “the
greatest symphonic work ever composed in this country.”

If not for that subtitle, a listener encountering the piece for the first time might consider it as
demonstrative of the “Czech spirit” as any of the composer’s other symphonies. Syncopated
rhythms and modal melodies are emblematic of many folk and popular musical traditions, those
of Bohemia and the United States included. Still, the work’s subtitle does invite one to recall
Dvorak’s interest in African American and Native American music, and its ethnic influences
become interesting in light of the composer's own assertions about the subject and his
fascination with Negro spirituals. However, while the principal theme of the Largo movement
sounds for all the world like a folk song, its melody is an original creation of Dvofak’s, as are all
to be found in the New World Symphony. Sung by the English horn, the tune combines tenderness,
nostalgia, and a sense of resolute hopefulness.

The final movement evolves out of a march theme that seems perfectly appropriate to a Middle
European symphony, and although there is plenty here that is Brahms-like, the finale is a
reminder of Dvorak's early infatuation with Wagner. The musical world at that time was polarized
between what was viewed as Brahmsian conservatism and Wagnerian experimentalism. One of
the great achievements of Dvorak’s late music, particularly the From the New World Symphony,
is the extent to which it bridges that divide.

Programme notes were written by James M. Keller, former New York Philharmonic Programme Annotator,
San Francisco Symphony Programme Annotator, and author of Chamber Music: A Listener’s Guide (Oxford University Press).

Chinese translation provided by KCL Language Consultancy Ltd



