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PROGRAM

Prelude and Liebestod, from Tristan und Isolde  …….  Richard Wagner (1813-1883)

.

Piano Concerto No. 1 in D-flat major, Op. 10 ………..  Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)


Allegro brioso – Andante assai – Allegro scherzando

Alexander Pirojenko, piano

Intermission

Pictures at an Exhibition  ……………………..…..  Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881)


Promenade


The Gnome


Tuileries


The Old Castle


Bydlo

Ballet of the Unhatched Chickens

Samuel Goldberg and Schmuyle

The Market Place at Limoges

The Catacombs

The Hut on the Hen’s Legs

The Great Gate of Kiev

PROGRAM NOTES

Prelude and Liebestod, from Tristan und Isolde  ….…  Richard Wagner (1813-1883)


Since the Middle ages poets have told and re-told the ancient Irish legend of Tristan and Isolde.  The tale of their hapless love has been recorded in many forms and languages.  English accounts by 19th century poets include those of Tennyson (Idylls of the King), Swinburne (Tristan of Lyonesse) and Arnold (Tristan and Iseult).  The main source of Richard Wagner's Tristan und Isolde, however, was the German epic Tristan, completed about 1210 by Gottfried von Strassburg.


The legend tells how Tristan, a Cornish knight, has been entrusted with escorting Isolde, an Irish princess, to become the wife of his uncle, Mark, King of Cornwall.  As the story progresses, the young protagonists fall victim to a fatal love, and in the end Tristan is slain by Melot, one of Mark's men.  When Wagner wrote his own libretto, he changed all characters of the legend to suit his musico-dramatic purposes.  Here the three main characters of the tragedy are motivated by uncontrollable impulses.  No one is really guilty, for it is the love-potion that drives Tristan and Isolde into each other's arms; they have no free will.  King Mark assumes the stature of a magnanimous sovereign.  He arrives at the scene of the Liebestod (Love-Death) too late and cannot carry out the intended sacrifice--to offer his bride Isolde to the wounded Tristan. 


For a performance of the Prelude and Liebestod, Wagner referred to the story in the program notes as one of "endless yearning, longing, the bliss and wretchedness of love, world, power, fame, honor, chivalry, loyalty and friendship all blown away like an insubstantial dream; one thing alone left living - longing, longing unquenchable, a yearning , a hunger, a languishing forever renewing itself; with one sole redemption - death, surcease, a sleep without awakening."


Wagner’s masterful use of the orchestra makes the Prelude and Liebestod the most frequently played portion of the operatic literature that can be performed without the vocal part.  His ingenious use of leitmotivs tells the entire story of the opera.  This pairing of the prelude to the opera with the final scene, played segue, shows the seamlessness and continuity that Wagner proselytized in his book Oper und Drama (1851).  Referring to the score of Tristan und Isolde, conductor Leopold Stokowski said: "Wagner created for himself a new style, a new technique, new harmonic sequences, new combinations of timbres, and a new orchestral palette."  All this is never more apparent than in the Liebestod, the climax and close of the opera that has often been called the greatest in the literature of music.  At the end of the third act, Isolde, is restored to her lover, Tristan, only to have him die in her arms, and herself expires in the anguish of her devotion, to complete the tragedy of the love-potion.  Again quoting Stokowski, "This love music rises to its overpowering eloquence when words cannot continue, when even life cannot further express itself.  It is the supreme and ultimate of the poetry of love."

Piano Concerto No. 1 in D-flat major, Op. 10 … Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 

     The year 1910 marked a turning point in Prokofiev’s life: on the death of his father, the nineteen-year-old Sergei had to make his own way financially.  This personal tragedy was shortly followed by good fortune in his career.  In 1911, for the first time, a public symphony concert of his music was held in Moscow.  This was in July, when his symphonic tableau titled Dreams, and Autumnal Sketch for small orchestra, received their first performances.  

In that same year he composed his first piano concerto, which he considered to be his first “more or less mature composition, both as regards the conception and its fulfillment.”  Initially conceived as a concertino for piano and orchestra, which would be financially feasible and which he could play himself, it lengthened into a single-movement piece of brilliance and virtuosity for the soloist.  As a pianist at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, Prokofiev coveted the Rubinstein Prize, for which he chose to compete in an unorthodox manner: instead of playing the traditional classical composition, he performed his first piano concerto – and won.  This was in April of 1911.

Although the concerto was written in sonata-allegro form, an andante assai is  interjected between the exposition and development; following this andante assai passage is an allegro scherzando, giving the piece the element of three movements united into one.  There is, in addition, an introduction which is repeated after the exposition (after a formula already applied by Beethoven in the Pathétique Sonata), and again once at the conclusion of the concerto.  This triple repetition provides a unity in this incisive work.

Pictures at an Exhibition  ………………………  … Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881)


Modest Mussorgsky trained for a career in the Russian army, but resigned his officer’s commission to devote himself to music.  He became acquainted with Balakirev and Borodin, who inspired him with nationalistic ardor and fired his patriotic ambition to write nationalistic Russian music.  With sporadic musical training, he became an unorthodox composer, noted especially for his unconventional harmonic progressions.  He was the most strikingly individual Russian composer of the late 19th century.


In 1874 in St. Petersburg there was a posthumous exhibition of drawings and watercolors by Mussorgsky’s artist friend, Victor Hartmann, who had died at age 39. This   

display inspired Pictures at an Exhibition.  In honoring the memory of his friend, Mussorgsky was motivated to write a large piano work based on various Hartmann drawings and pictures. Later, the conductor Serge Koussevitzky paid French composer Maurice Ravel 10,000 francs to orchestrate Mussorgsky’s work.  This version was premiered and conducted by Koussevitzky in Paris on 3 May 1923.


The Promenade is an introduction, a self-portrait of Mussorgsky as he walks from picture to picture, recalling his friend Hartmann.  The Promenade theme appears several times as an interlude between pieces.  Ten pictures are depicted in the music.

The Gnome.  Hartmann’s drawing is a design for a fantastic wooden nutcracker, the nuts being inserted into the Gnome’s mouth.  The Gnome’s waddling gait, picturesquely reproduced by Mussorgsky’s halting rhythms, is interrupted by his shrieks.

The Old Castle.  This refers to an architectural watercolor done by Hartmann on a trip to Italy.  A beautiful soaring melody in the saxophone rises above a pianissimo subject in the bass, depicting a medieval castle before which a troubadour is singing.

Tuileries.  The famous garden in Paris is a playground for children accompanied by their nurses.  The children chattering away are graphically recreated in the woodwinds.


Bydlo.  This is a Polish oxcart with enormous wheels.  The solo tuba represents the peasant driver singing a plaintive melody heard from afar, then close up, then receding.  The accompaniment is robustly filled with appropriate oxcart rhythms.


Ballet of the Unhatched Chickens.  A drawing by Hartmann for a scene in the 1871 ballet, Trilby, inspired this movement.  Child dancers portray chickens enclosed in enormous egg shells with only arms, legs, and heads protruding.  The music is witty with a brilliant flair for surprise and effect.

Samuel Goldberg and Schmuyle.  This movement was inspired by a pair of pictures given to Mussorgsky by Hartmann which showed two residents of the Warsaw, Poland ghetto--one rich and pompous (weighty unison for strings and winds), the other poor and complaining (muted trumpet).  These melodies converse with each other.  Both themes are based on incantations Mussorgsky heard on visits to Jewish synagogues.  
  

The Market Place at Limoges.  This is a deftly satiric depiction of gossiping women as they gather in the market place to shop and barter.


 
The Catacombs.  The music falls into two sections, each with Latin titles:  Sepulchrum romanum (Roman sepulchers), and Cum mortuis in lingua mortua (With the dead in a dead language).  The second section is a mysterious transformation of the Promenade theme.  In his drawing Hartmann portrayed himself examining the Paris catacombs by lantern light.  On the original music manuscript Mussorgsky wrote, “The creative spirit of the departed Hartmann leads me towards the skulls and addresses them—a pale light radiates from the interior of the skulls”.  The music alternates somber, heavy chords with lighter ones.

The Hut on the Hen’s Legs.  Derived from Russian folklore, Hartmann’s drawing shows a clock in the form of a hut on hen’s legs, in which lived the fearsome witch Baba-Yaga.  She reputedly ate human bones which she had ground into paste with her mortar and pestle.  She can also fly through the air on her fantastic pestle, and Mossorgsky’s music gives her a wild midnight ride.  Woodwinds and strings supply the appropriate “chicken rhythm”.


The Great Gate of Kiev.  Music of majesty and grandeur describes Hartmann’s sketch of a projected triumphal arch at Kiev.  It is in the old Russian massive style crowned with a cupola shaped like a Slavonic helmet.  The majestic music suggests the imposing bulk of an edifice with a brilliant procession passing through its arches.  The Great Gate exists only in Hartmann’s sketch and Mussorgsky’s music—it was never built.  The work comes to a thundering close with a heroic statement of the Promenade theme and jubilant pealing of the great bells of the city.

“TCHAIKOVSKY” ST. PETERSBURG SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

The “Tchaikovsky” St. Petersburg Symphony Orchestra was founded in the years following World War II.  During this time the orchestra successfully worked in different musical genres and received broad acknowledgement and popularity throughout Russia.  In the course of the orchestra’s history it has worked with many of the outstanding conductors from Russia.  The orchestra has undergone much change of name and leadership, but through all this time it has been developing its repertoire strengths in Baroque music, Russian romantic and contemporary music.  This diversity has built a  devoted audience throughout Europe, in America, China and Japan..

