Classical Music Appreciation—Introductory

Session 5 notes

Bill Buffam, instructor
27-Feb-2007

Tonight’s agenda
Sill, Symphony No 1
Debussy, Prelude a L'Apres Midi d'un Faune
Vivaldi, The Four Seasons
Vaughan Williams, The Wasps
Wagner, Ride of the Valkyries
Copland, Fanfare for the Common Man

William Grant Still (1895 (Woodville MS)-1978 (Los Angeles))
Symphony No. 1 (Afro-American)

Historical context

To proclaim any event a”first” is dangerous, for no sooner are the words out of one's
mouth than someone else finds the real first. The record still stands, however, for William
Grant Still’s Afro-American Symphony as the first such work by a black composer to be
performed by a major American symphony orchestra. Howard Hanson, who conducted
the premiere with the Rochester Philharmonic in 1931, was a noted exponent of
contemporary American music. Once he had paved the way, others moved quickly to
take up Still’s cause: the New Y ork Philharmonic gave the New Y ork premiere of the
symphony in 1935 at Carnegie Hall. However, the work we will hear is the result of a
revision that Still undertook in 1969.

Still’ s father was the town bandmaster in Woodville, Mississippi. After his death, Still’s
mother moved the family to Little Rock, Arkansas, where she had relatives. Still studied
the violin as ayouth, but at his mother’s insistence, entered Wilberforce College as a
medical student. However, like Berlioz before him, he quickly tired of medicine and
gravitated to music, and during his college days he formed a string quartet and pursued
his musical activities on the side.
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His musical training was twofold, embracing the European tradition at Oberlin College,
and the African-American in hiswork with W. C. Handy in New Y ork. He earned his
living playing the oboe in the pit band for the musical Shuffle Along. While the show was
on tour in Boston, he took some composition lessons from George Chadwick; later, the
avant-garde composer Edgar Varese took him on as a composition pupil. For awhile, he
became an apostle of Varése, but his own musical nature dictated a more traditional path,
one that he found with the Afro-American Symphony.

“Like so many works which are important to their creators, the Afro-American
Symphony was forming over a period of years,” Still wrote. “ Themes were occurring to
me, were duly noted, and an overall form was dowly growing. | knew | wanted to write a
symphony; | knew that it had to be an American work; and | wanted to demonstrate how
the blues, so often considered a lowly expression, could be elevated to the highest
musical level.”

Themusc

A single melody, hinted at by the English horn, then stated in full by a solo trumpet, runs
in one guise or another through the entire symphony—although it often takes a fair
amount of listener imagination to make the connection back to that melody. The tune
itself is Still’s own creation, but it incorporates the ambiguous tonality and swaying
rhythm of the blues. According to the musicologist Eileen Southern, “the other themes of
the symphony, none an actual quotation of a genuine folk melody but rather an invention
in the spirit of folksongs, are reminiscent of spirituals, shout songs, jig songs (with banjo-
like accompaniment), and jazz tunes.”

The balance of the four movements is like that in the symphonies of Brahms, with the
weight concentrated in the first and last movements, and the inner ones relatively lighter.
Apparently, Still gave each of the movements a subtitle: 1-Longings, 2-Sorrows, 3-
Humor, and 4-Aspirations. However, the score of the 1969 revision carries no such
subtitles. | can only speculate why that is so, but it has been arecurring feature of
“program” or mood music that the composer has had second thoughts about divulging his
inner motivations to the masses. In the 1969 score, Still has quoted a few lines of Paul
Laurence Dunbar’ s poetry as a preface to each movement, perhaps as a replacement and
expansion for the earlier subtitles.

The orchestration is interesting from a number of angles. First, it calls for instruments not
normally used in symphonies: the tenor banjo and the vibraphone. Second, the balance
and prominence of the instruments used is unusual. The harp is given a very prominent
part. And in place of the normal two teror trombones and one bass trombone, Still calls
for three tenor trombones. Still also calls for a bass clarinet, not particularly unusual in
itself, but the instrument is given great prominence throughout the work, a feature that is
indeed unusual, especially in light of Still's omission of the contrabassoon and the
customary bass trombone.

Hereis an outline of the symphony. Timings are relative to the Chandos recording
CHAN 9154, Neeme Jéarvi conducting the Detroit Symphony Orchestra.
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First movement (Longings)

Moderato assai

‘All my life long twell de night has pas
Let de wo'k come ez it will,

So dat | fin' you, my honey, at last’,
Somewhaih des ovah de hill.’

Paul Laurence Dunbar

ref time | structure remarks

[start] | 0:00 | introduction English horn, high in its range.

[2] 0:30 | exposition muted trumpet, later taken over by clarinet
A theme

[5]-1 | 219 how about that bass clarinet!

[5] 2:25 B theme oboe starts

[6] 2:59 | development

[7] 3:25 prominent celesta here

[7]+4 | 341 afew seconds of bright spotlight for the harp

[11]-2 | 4:58 bass clarinet and celesta alone in the spotlight

[11] 5:05 | recapitulation
B

[11]+1 | 5:10 bass clarinet shines again

[12]+2 | 5:52 A muted trumpets (3 this time)

[13]-2 | 6:27 another solo for the harp...

[13] 6:35 | coda ...followed by the bass clarinet, who gets his

best bit so far to end the movement.

Second movement (Sorrows)
Adagio
‘It's moughty tiahsome layin’ ‘roun’
Dis sorrer-laden earfly groun’,
An’ oftentimes| thinks, thinks |
‘Twould be a sweet t'ing desto die
An’ go ‘long home.’
Paul Laurence Dunbar

ref time | structure remarks

[14] 0:00 | introduction

[15] 0:23 | A theme oboe

[17] 1:57 | B (development)

[20] 353 | A flute and bassoon
[21] 4:34 | coda

Classical Music Appreciation—Introductory, Session 5

© William J Buffam, 2006




Chester County Night School, Spring 2007

Third movement (Humor)

Animato

An’ we'll shout ouah halleluyahs,
On dat mighty reck’nin’ day.’
Paul Laurence Dunbar

ref time | structure remarks

[22] 0:00 | introduction again the bass clarinet is prominent

[23] 0:11 | A theme note the entry here of the tenor banjo, playing
afterbeats.

[25] 0:41 | B (development) tenor banjo takes a break for most of this
development section...

[29] 2:02 ...but keeps his fingers warm with an 8-bar
guest appearance

[31] 2:37 | coda introduced by | tenor banjo rejoins the fun. He' Il stay with us

A theme for the rest of this movemert and then sneak

off home.
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Fourth movement (Aspirations)

Lento, con risoluzione

‘Be proud, my Race, in mind and soul.
Thy name iswrit on Glory’s scroll

In characters of fire.

High mid the clouds of Fame's bright sky
Thy banner’s blazoned folds now fly,

And truth shall lift them higher.’
Paul Laurence Dunbar

ref time | structure remarks

[32] 0:00 | A theme we go straight into a beautiful lyrical theme,
played in unison by violins, violas and cellos,
underscored by unison basses, tuba, and bass
clarinet. Trombones (directed to play ‘organ
like') add just the right amount of harmony, and
the whole effect is wonderfully transparent.

[34] 125 | B flute

[37] 243 | C

[37]+6 | 3:05 vibraphone gets an understated solo. He's seen
some action before this, but nothing so
prominent.

[39]+2 | 4:14 another vibraphone solo note

[40] 436 | A this time around the cellos are given sole

custody of the theme, accompanied only by
strings and flutes

[42] 6:03 | D now the music’s character changes completely.
Perhaps Dunbar’ s poem is a clue: having spent
the first section of the movement building pride
and self-confidence, we now move into an
action phase.

[48] 7:29 | coda now the mood changes again as we near the end
of the work, seeming to suggest confidence,
resolution, energy, and optimism aswe
conclude this very satisfying symphony.
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Claude Debussy (1862-1918) (France) Prelude a I’Apres Midi d’un Faune

Listening to this piece in the 21% century, as we are, it seems barely imaginable that this
beautiful dreamy piece of music could have been such an avant garde departure at the
time of its composition and first performance. Y et indeed it was. Although this was
Debussy’ s first significant composition for orchestra, it marked a true inflection point in
the development of modern music. Its harmonies are truly revolutionary, being
completely dissociated from any home key over the first several minutes of the piece.
Neither the haunting melody introduced and virtually owned throughout by the flute, nor
its accompanying harmony, yield any clues about tonality.

No composer of the day was unaffected by this work. Even Stravinsky observed that he
couldn’t have written the opening of his Rite of Soring without the education that this
composition gave him. And far from causing ariot at its first performance, as
Stravinsky’s Rite was destined to do, Debussy’ s piece had to be played again, at the
insistence of the audience. True to form, the critics took longer to embrace Debussy’s
revolutionary innovations (and we can relate to that experience through Wagner’'s
treatment of the criticsin the Mastersingers).

This is how Debussy himself describes the work:
The music of this prelude is a very free illustration of Mallarmé's beautiful
poem. By no means does it claim to be a synthesis of it. Rather thereisa
succession of scenes through which pass the desires and dreams of the faun
in the heat of the afternoon’. Then, tired of pursuing the timorous flight of
nymphs and naiads, he succumbs to intoxicating sleep, in which he can
finally realize his dreams of possession in universal Nature.

Asked about the specifics of how the music illustrates the poem, Debussy responded “It
isagenera impression of the poem, for if music were to follow more closely it would run
out of breath, like a dray horse competing for the grand prize with a thoroughbred.”

Debussy completed the score in 1894, and its first performance was on December 22 of
that year. Y ou can find excellent and more extensive program notes by Richard Freed,
and a short yet very illuminating video interview with NSO associate conductor Emil de
Cou, on the NSO’s Web site at http://www.kennedy-
center.org/calendar/index.cfm?fuseaction=composition& composition id=2466

! For those of uswho don’t know French, “L’ apres midi d’un faune” means “ The afternoon of afawn” (a
young deer).
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Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741) (Italy) The Four Seasons

Antonio Vivaldi, an extremely prolific composer and virtuoso violinist, was more highly
regarded in his own time as a violinist than as a composer. His huge output was assisted
by libera recycling and reuse of his own material, and was largely motivated by
contractual obligations—Vivaldi was employed for most of his working life by the
Ospedale della Pieta, for periods being on a two-concertos-per-month schedule.

You may well ask, Whatever is the “Ospedale della Pieta”? | certainly did. Turning to
Italian dictionaries, | discovered that “ospedal€’ is the Italian word for “hospital,” and
“Pietd’ is arepresentation of the virgin Mary. Okay, Hospital of the Virgin Mary, then.
Fair enough—but why would a hospital pay anyone to compose music?

Digging further (thisis one of the things—serendipitous discoveries—that makes leading
this class so rewarding), | discovered a Web page

(http://www.baroquemusi c.org/bgxvivaldi.html) that gave a straight story, unsullied by
euphemism. Here' s the juicy explanation:

Often termed an “orphanage,” this Ospedae was in fact a home for the
female offspring of noblemen and their numerous dalliances with their
mistresses. The Ospedale was thus well endowed by the “anonymous’
fathers; its furnishings bordered on the opulent, the young ladies were well
looked-after, and the musical standards among the highest in Venice.

However, other credible sources report that, although the Ospedal e indeed started out as
an orphanage, the quality of its musical education gained it such areputation that it
morphed into a respected conservatory. So pick the explanation you like better.

The Four Seasons, a set of four violin concertos, is the most well-known and most
popular of Vivaldi’sworks. However, these four represent only the first of the 12
concertos he published as opus 8. Perhaps their enduring popularity has something to do
with their appealing titles.

Vivaldi composed each concerto to portray a sonnet. The concertos themselves were in
circulation long before their publication while Vivaldi revised and polished them over the
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course of many performances. It was not until publication that Vivaldi reveaed the
existence of the sonnets and their close association with the music. We don’'t know who
wrote the sonnets, but it has been suggested that, in light of their artistic mediocrity, the
author may have been Vivaldi himself.

Vivadi went far beyond a mere association between poem and music—he explicitly
labeled his scores to indicate the particular line of sonnet associated with the music. In
some cases, annotations in the score are embellishments and do not explicitly occur in the
sonnets.

We'll listen to this piece using the sonnets and other annotations as the maps, rather than
dissect the structure of the concertos in terms of their purely musical elements. Vivaldi
gave some of the movements descriptive subtitles, which I’ ve included in the tables that
follow.

Spring (La Primavera)

Mvt. | Sec |1 Italian text time’ | English translation
y
n
(S
| Allegro
A a Giunt &laprimavera e festosetti 0:00 [ Spring has come,
0:30 and birds greet it
B b| Lasalutan gl’augei con lieto canto; 0:49 | Festively with a cheerful song;
C al Eifonti allo spirar de’ zeffiretti 1:10 | And with the breath of gentle breezes
b| Con dolce mormorio scorrono intanto. Springs trickle with a sweet murmur.
D bl Vengon’ coprendo I’ aer di nero amanto, | 1:40 | Lightning and thunder, elected to announceit,
al Elampi etuoni ad annuntiara eletti. Come and cover the air with ablack cloak.
E al Indi tacendo questi, gl’ augell etti 2:13 | Oncethey are quiet, the birds
b| Tornan’ di nuovo al lor canoro incanto. Return to their enchanting song.
Il Largo
F ¢| E quindi sul fiorito ameno prato 0:00° | Then on the pleasant, flowered meadow
d Al caro mormorio di fronde e piante, A goatherd, with hisfaithful dog at his side,
c| Dorme’| caprar col fido can’ a lato. Seeps to the sweet murmur of fronds and plants.
Il Allegro—Rustic Dance
G d Di pastoral zampognaal suon festante 0:00 | Tothefestive sound of arustic bagpipe
c| Danzan’ ninfe e pastori nel tetto amato Nymphs and shepherds dance under the beloved canopy
d| Di primaveraall’ apparir brillante. At the brilliant appearance of spring.

2 Timings are relative to the Achiv recording 400 045-2, The English Concert directed by Trevor Pinnock,
with violin soloist Simon Standage.
3 In this movement, the dreamy solo violin melody represents the sleeping goatherd:; the lazily moving

violin accompaniment depicts the murmur of fronds and plants, and the persistent low two-note figure from
theviolasisthe barking of the dog.
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Summer (L’ Estate)

Mvt. | Sec L Italian text time | English translation
y
n
e
| Allegro non molto—Exhausted by the heat
A al Sotto durastaggion’ dal sole accesa 0:00 | Under the harsh season ignited by the sun
bl Languel”huom, langue’l gregge, ed ardeil pino; Man and flock languish, and the pine burns;
B a Scioglieil cucco lavoce, etosto intesa 0:59 | The cuckoo® offers hisvoice, and, soon heard,
C b| Cantalatortorellae’l gardelino. 1:56 | Theyoung turtledove
N O O NN 220 | ] andgoldfinchsing. ___ _
D al Zeffiro dolce spira, macontesa 2:31 ZephyP blows gently, but suddenly
bl Muove Boreaimproviso al suo vicino; 2:46 Boreas® offers opposition to his neighbor;
E al E piangeil pastorel, perche sospesa 3:23 | And the shepherd weeps, because he fears
bl Temefieraborasca, e’l suo destino. A severe storm in the offing—and his destiny.
Il Adagio—Presto
F c| Toglieale membralasseil suo riposo 0:00 | Therepose of histired limbsis disturbed
d Il timorede' lampi, etuoni fieri, By the fear of lightning and
0:18 fiery thunder,
c| E de mosche e mossoni il stuol furioso! And by afurious swarm of flies and wasps.
IIl Presto—Summer’s violent weather
G d Ah, che pur troppo i suoi timor’ son veri. 0:00 Unfortunately, his fears are justified.
¢| Tuonaefulminail Ciel, e grandinoso The sky thunders and fulminates, and hail
d Troncail capo ale spicheea grani alteri. Flattens ears of corn and majestic grains.

* The cuckoo's call is asimple two-note falling third. Here it' s embedded in the frantic fast-note figure
El ayed by solo violin, but made to clearly stand out.

The West wind
® The East wind
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Autumn (L’ Autunno)

Mvt. | Sec L Italian text time English translation
y
n
e
I Allegro—Villagers’ Dance and Song
A Celebrail vilanel con balli e canti 0:00 | The peasant celebratesthe blissful pleasure
Del feliceraccolto il bel piacere, Of ahappy harvest with dances and songs,
B E del liquor di Bacco accesi tanti 1:00 | And, glowing with the liquor of Bacchus,
C Finiscono col sonnoiil lor godere. 3:08 | Many complete their enjoyment with sleep.
Il Adagio—Dozing Drunkards
D Fach’ogn’uno tralasci e balli e canti, 0:00 The air, tempered by pleasure, makes
L’ aria che temperata da piacere. Everyone give up dances and songs.
E lastaggion ch’invitatanti e tanti It isthe season that invites so many
D’ un dolcissimo sonno al bel godere. To the great enjoyment of a sweet sleep.
Il Allegro—The Hunt
E c| | cacciator’ allanov’albaacaccia 0:00 | Atdawn the hunters are off to the hunt
d Con corni, schioppi, e canni escono fuore. With horns, rifles, and dogs.
______ F __|.¢|_Fuggelabelva eseguonolatraccia.______| 1:22__| Thewild beast flees, and they follow itstrail. . _______
G d Giasbigottita, elassaa gran rumore 1:32 Frightened already, and fatigued by the noise
c| D€ schioppi e canni, ferita, minaccia Of rifles and dogs, wounded, it threatens
H d Languidadi fuggir, ma oppressa, muore. 2:18 Languidly to flee, but, overcome, it dies.

Winter (L’ Inverno)

I Allegro non molto

A Aggiacciato tremar tranevi algenti 0:00 | Totremblefrom coldintheicy snow,
B Al severo spirar d’ orrido vento, 0:33 In the harsh breath of ahorrid wind;
C Correr battendo i piedi ogni momento; 1:04 | Torun, stamping our feet every moment,
D E pel soverchio gel batter i denti; 2:18 | Our teeth chattering in the extreme cold.
Il Largo—The Rain
E Ei Passar al fuoco i di quieti e contenti 0:00 Before the fire to pass peaceful,
Mentre la pioggia fuor bagna ben cento. Contented days while the rain outside pours down.
Il Allegro
F b| Caminar sopra’l giaccio, e a passo lento, 0:00 | Towalk ontheiceand at aslow pace
G a Per timor di cader, girsene intenti. 0:19 For fear of falling,
______ e o922 | ___movecarefully. ______________
H c| Gir forte, sdruzziolar, cader aterra, 0:36 To make abold turn, dlip,
0:43 fal1l down.
1/ | d Dinuovoirsopra’l giaccio e correr forte 0:46 | Togoontheiceonce moreand run hard
______ L _|.c|_Sinch' il giaccio si rompeesi disserra; | 1:20__| Until theicecracksand bresksup._______________
M d Sentir uscir dalleferrate porte 1:33 | Tohear the Sirocco, Boreas, and al
1:38 [the winds]”
N c| Sirocco, Borea, e tutti i venti in guerra. 2:06 | Thewindsat war leavetheir iron gates:
2:10 [al the winds]
d Quest'e’l verno, matal che gioia apporte. Thisiswinter, but, even so, what joy it brings!

7 one of those extra-sonnet annotations in the score
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Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) (England) Overture: The Wasps
Symphony orchestra

The Wasps is a comic play by the Greek playwright Aristophanes, who lived from about
448 BC to 380 BC. The play is about the struggle between a son ard his father over the
latter’ s strange and compulsive hobby—attending court proceedings as ajuror. For
reasons entirely mysterious to me®, the father’s fellow jurors appear dressed as wasps,
hence the play’ s title.

Vaughan Williams wrote incidental music for a 1909 performance of the play in
Cambridge. The overture follows standard practice by giving us a preview of the themes
to be heard in the body of performance.

A purposeful introduction powerfully evokes the buzzing of a swarm of wasps,
appropriately enough, and we might be lulled into thinking that the wasp buzzing is to be
the lynchpin of the work. However, the buzzing abruptly ceases after the introduction and
is barely hinted at theresfter.

There are three principal themes, two of which are march-like, the other more expansive
and lyrical.

8 There are of course boundaries to my interest in the stories behind musical works. The explanation behind
the wasp costumes lies beyond those boundaries.
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Following the introduction, theme A begins the body of the piece, followed by B, which
dits atop an accompaniment closely derived from A.

A dlower interlude appears as the middle section of the piece, during which theme C is
introduced.

The marchlike tempo reappears, introduced by a brief burst of buzzing, as we embark on
a miniature sonata- form:like development. A recapitulation and coda then tastefully
reprise al three themes.

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) (Germany) The Ride of the Valkyries

The Ride of the Valkyries is from Wagner’s opera The Valkyrie, the second of the four
operas that make up The Ring cycle. This cycle is based on the same Norse mythology
that inspired Tolkein's Lord of the Rings. Y ou can read much more about this Norse
mythology at http://www.pantheon.org/articles/v/vakyries.html

The Valkyries ("Choosers of the Slain™") are beautiful young women, mounted upon
winged horses and armed with helmets and spears. Odin needs many brave warriors for
the oncoming battle of Ragnarok, and the VValkyries scout the battlefields to choose the
bravest of those who have been dain. They escort these heroes, referred to asthe
Einherjar, to Vahalla, Odin's hall.
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Aaron Copland (1900-1990) (born Brooklyn, NY; died North Tarrytown, NY)
Fanfare for the Common Man

Copland composed this three- minute work in response to a commission from Eugene
Goossens, conductor of the Cincinnati Symphony. In al, ten fanfares were written by ten
American composers to build patriotic spirit during World War 11, athough only
Copland's has held its place in the repertoire.

Copland himself was fond enough of this piece to bring it back and rework it as akey
piece of the finale of his Symphony No. 3.
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