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The reverberative acoustics of Stude Concert Hall magnify the slightest 
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PROGRAM NOTES 

Piano Concerto No. I in D Minor, Op. JS . . Johannes Brahms 

In the spring of 1854, Johannes Brahms set out to compose a grand sonata 
for two pianos. Realizing, though, that the nature and scope of his musical 
ideas were symphonic, he attempted to recast the first movement as the open
ing of a symphony. In a letter from early February of 1855, Brahms told Clara 
Schumann that in a dream he had found himself performing his "unfortunate 
symphony" as a piano concerto, and as both soloist and audience he was "com
pletely enraptured" by it. Inspired by the dream, he decided to rework the D 
minor symphony into a concerto. The task of completing the piano concerto 
took three years more. The piece was first read by Joseph Joachim and his 
Hanover orchestra, and later scheduled for a court concert on January 22, 
1859. A second performance was arranged at the Leipzig Gewandhaus a few 
days later. 

The first movement of the D Minor Concerto generally unfolds in the clas
sical double-exposition sonata form: orchestral exposition; second exposition 
presented by soloist and orchestra; development; and recapitulation. The ex
position begins with a shout of unrest, alarm, and calamity. Its inspiration may 
have been the tragic event of Robert Schumann's attempted suicide, which im
mediately preceded Brahms' work on the concerto. Brahms begins with a tim
pani roUon the tonic D; however the listener's expectation of a piece in Dis 
thwarted when the theme sounds emphatically in B-flat major. Over and over 
the melodic line stresses the out-of-key note A-flat, forming the interval of a 
tritone with the bass D. It sends the introduction reeling into harmonic insta
bility that does not resolve to D minor until the twenty-.fifth measure. After in
troducing this harmonic flux, there follows a pounding, declamatory line that 
rises in chains of trills - not the delicate trills of Mozart, however, but wild 
chromatic trills that sound like shivering. The lyrical and hymn-like music of 
the second thematic area is the first extended solo in F major. The piano has 
more gentle material here until its pounding octaves in the development section. 
It may be because of its original conception as a symphonic work that there is 
no cadenza. 

In the manuscript copy of the second movement, Brahms placed at the be
ginning a phrase from the Latin mass Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini 
(Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord). The phrase is suggestive 
of the religious tone of the movement. It may also refer to Robert Schumann, 
whom Brahms jokingly called Mynheer Domine after his Dutch tour. The tone 
of the second movement is gently spiritual and hymn-like. The descending scale
wise lines of the main theme, subtly derived from the opening theme of the first 
movement, exhibit the characteristic Brahmsian use of parallel thirds. The 
middle section heightens the intensity, but there is none of the anguish of the 
opening movement. 

The last movement follows a traditional rondo-finale form in an ABACABA 
thematic pattern. This vivacious minor-key movement incorporates a driving 
rhythm characteristic of his style. The finale eventually reaches a hard-earned 
heroic conclusion. - Note by Mi-Jong Lee 

Le Sacre du Printemps . . Igor Stravinsky 

It should surprise us little that on the night of May 29, 1913, the first audi
ence for The Rite of Spring exploded into a riot. Up until this point the Ballets 
Russes ( Russian Dance Company) had been giving the Parisian public what it 
wanted - Russian ballets and operas replete with exotic music, sets, and cos
tumes. Stravinsky's ballet Firebird of 1911 was a work in this tradition with its 
lush music and lavish staging. But in his next ballet Petrushka, we find Stravin
sky moving away from the romantic school of his teacher Rimsky-Korsakov and 
embracing a more modern style. But despite this , the music for Petrushka was 



still very accessible and popular because of its catchy, infectious rhythms, use 
of folk materials, and colorful orchestration. 

How strange then the opening of The Rite of Spring must have sounded to 
its first listeners: a lone bassoon perched precariously at the height of its range 
intoning its summons, floating freely in time. While today a bassoonist would 
have little difficulty playing this passage, the soloist at the premiere struggled 
mightily, as was Stravinsky's intention. Many could not tell what instrument 
was playing. By having the bassoon play so high, he ensured it would sound 
rough-hewn and unfamiliar, evoking the brave "new" musical world of pagan 
fertility rites. 

The scenario of this primitivist ballet is simple: A pre-Christian Slavic tribe 
is performing rites to usher in spring. The first half of the ballet is entitled "The 
Adoration of the Earth" and concerns itself with the celebrations, dancing, and 
rituals the tribe performs to give due to the earth. The second half is the "The 
Sacrifice" and involves the selection, glorification, and sacrificial dance of a 
chosen virgin girl to propagate spring. 

For the choreography, Sergei Diaghilev, the impresario of the Ballets Russe, 
chose his lover Vaslav Nijinsky. Nijinsky, already one of the greatest dancers 
in ballet history, and infamous in Paris for his auto-erotic gestures on stage 
during his production of Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun, set about to top 
all of his previous efforts. What Stravinsky was to musical convention in The 
Rite, Nijinsky sought to be to ballet. He discarded most of the beautiful clas
sical gestures, the positions and forms, even the sacred precept that the feet 
point outward, and created a ballet of savage angular movements keyed to the 
complex rhythms of Stravinsky's score. The riot at the premiere was as much 
a result of Nijinsky 's choreography as it was Stravinsky's score. 

Despite being on the forefront of the avant-garde, The Rite of Spring was 
very much based in the distant past. A vision of pagan rites [before the blush 
of modern refinement] served as Stravinsky's inspiration for the "crude" cross
rhythms and dense thicket of harmony. Working with Nicholas Roerich, an ar
tist and leading authority on pagan Russia, a ballet scenario was drawn up, 
which recreated as faithfully as they could the actual rites. To add further his
torical accuracy, Stravinsky took Slavic folk tunes and studied them to find 
their essence. The result was a score that used repetition with small changes 
in accent and pattern, and a limited compass of pitches to create a sound that 
embodied the soul of this pagan folk music. 

But why is The Rite so modern? One reason is that Stravinsky systemati
cally works against traditional harmonic practice. While he does use motifs 
that fit in with past concepts of harmony, they are presented in highly dissonant 
contexts with conflicting harmonies. Stravinsky does this to free his music from 
the vast web of connotation and meaning that Western harmony had accumu
lated, and to maintain a constant feeling of tension by never resolving his dis
sonances, thus forcing the listener out of the comfort of past tradition and into 
the world of The Rite. 

Rhythmically The Rite breaks from the mostly square music of the past and 
embraces layers of conflicting rhythms and unpredictable accents. A remark
able example occurs in the second tableau, the "Augurs of Spring," which is 
accompanied by rough chords accented irregularly in the strings. In the final 
tableau, "Sacrificial Dance," Stravinsky had trouble writing the music down 
because of the constantly shifting accents; eventually he had to resort to chang
ing the meter in every measure. In the second section of the "Sacrificial Dance," 
the pulsing pizzicato chords are completely unpredictable rhythmically, adding 
to the frenzy of the dance. 

The Rite of Spring is also a work of powerful ostinati (repeated musical 
fragments). Instead of organizing his music with traditional forms, Stravinsky 
creates unity and drive through relentless hypnotic repetition. In the concluding 
tableau of part one, "Dance of the Earth," Stravinsky heightens the frenzied 
atmosphere through ever thickening and quickening layers of three ostinato fig
ures - one in the bass instruments, one in the horns, and the final in the upper 
strings and brass. 



In the almost one hundred years since the work's riotous premiere, The Rite 
of Spring has become something of an icon of twentieth century music, suscep
tible to postmodernist parody. In some respect, the music has been set on ape
destal and made tame. For example, those familiar with Disney's original Fan
tasia (1940) will remember how music from The Rite was set in part to the stomJ 
ing of dinosaurs. It is good for us to remember that despite the familiarity bred 
by long association, The Rite is still a work that should draw audience and per
former alike into primal frenzy. - Note by Alex Lawler 
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Romanian violinist, composer, and conductor CRISTIAN MiCELARU started 
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