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PREFACE BY BILLY JOEL


I am one of the lucky ones. Not only because I have had a wonderful, extended career in popular music, but also because when I was a child I had parents who introduced me to classical music. The treasure that is the classics has stayed with me, influenced my writing, and has continued to be an inspiration throughout my life. To this day, I sit down at the piano and play through classical works by ear, perhaps some Debussy or an ersatz rendition of a Rachmaninoff piece. It serves to remind me what a shame it is that our schools have been forced to cut back on music education; too many kids today grow up without being introduced to Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin, Bach, or other great composers.

When I started taking piano lessons at age four, I often found the music I had to practice to be somewhat tedious, but I had a good ear and could imitate the styles of the great composers. So instead of doing my scales, I would make up pieces that sounded like easy Mozart sonatas, each day improvising another movement. By the end of the week, I had created an entire piece, but I couldn’t play my assigned lesson. When I got to high school I made another interesting discovery, thanks to my classical training: At parties I would find a piano and sit alone, improvising lonely melodies. Soon I would notice one girl standing there and listening, and then another, and another. It dawned on me that music was like an aphrodisiac, but this was a motivation that Beethoven, Mozart, Liszt, and countless other composers had understood long ago.

As a composer, I have learned many lessons from the classical masters. In fact, solutions to all songwriting problems can be found in the classics. Beethoven said it all and conquered all. The key to all good music, whether it be classical, popular, jazz, or Broadway is composition. The elements of composition are chords, melody, and rhythm, but especially melody. When you hear a popular song for the first time and like it, what you are reacting to is the melody or, as the Music Biz calls it, the hook. The truth is that classical music is filled with hooks. Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony (no. 6) is one great melody after another, blending to paint a large picture. Melody itself can be so evocative that it can dictate the subject matter of the lyric or libretto.

When I write a song, the melody comes first. Once I have the music, the words seem to fall into place, inspired by the mood and character of the music itself. Classical music is no different: The melodies create emotional images, but the literary scope of these words is much larger than the minutes allotted to a popular song.

Whenever I hear a melody, I have to listen. Even when I am standing in an elevator and hear some god-awful Muzak version of one of my own songs. The great classics require even keener listening, and I am thrilled when I can introduce friends to this music. I might start them on Mozart, and then gradually move to Beethoven, and then on to the Romantics like Schumann or Dvorak. Just having played classical music on the stereo has had an obvious influence on my daughter. It has been a joy to watch her absorb these treasures, and to pass it on to her so that her life may be richer for it.

I am often astounded by how many times I find my own compositions being influenced by the classical music I love. In the original version of “The River of Dreams,” there was a blend of classical-style lullaby, some Ambrosian chant, and a bit of Schumannesque Romanticism (until it was edited to its present version). My song “This Night” utilizes Beethoven in its chorus, while “For the Longest Time” evolved from a Mozartian piano piece into a late 1950s doo-wop piece. But I shouldn’t be surprised, because the power of the past is immense. We could not write the songs that become the popular hits of today if it hadn’t been for the composers who came before us.

What you have to realize is that the satisfaction we seek in contemporary music can also be found in the classics. If you are looking for revolutionaries and romantics, consider that Beethoven tore up the original dedication of his Third Symphony because he was so anguished that his proletarian hero, Napoleon, had named himself emperor. Surely, this was a more sincere form of protest than a rock star who sells millions of albums dramatically ripping up a picture of the Pope on television. If you love today’s music because of the bohemian nature of its musicians, you should be looking at the classical musicians who struggle for years to learn their craft and then survive from job to job on the hope they might at least make a living from their music. And even if they don’t, they continue in their craft purely because they love the music itself. Classical musicians make today’s rockers seem pretentious. Let’s face it: Rock musicians are no longer outlaws or starving artists, especially those of us who have nice fat recording contracts (which most classical musicians do not have).

With today’s contemporary music in rather poor condition, the continuity provided by the classics is reassuring, especially when you take time to really absorb all there is. Power, passion, sex, angst, libido, stimuli, sorrow, joy … it can all be found in classical music. If you want to hear the blues, listen to Barber’s Adagio for Strings; there ain’t no blues that sad. If you want to dance, try moving to the wild rhythms of Ravel and Stravinsky, or the exciting melodic propulsion of Brahms and Chopin. These syncopated compositions are much more challenging than today’s rote, 4/4 time, Yo! MTV Raps dance drivel.

Let yourself become familiar with classical music and it will please you for the rest of your life in a way that fads and fashions simply cannot. Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin, Debussy, Bach, Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, Copland, Mahler, and all the other greats who speak to us from the grave are sharing with us the secrets of their souls. We owe them a huge debt. Perhaps I can repay a part of my own debt to them by introducing you to this terrific book and, in turn, the music it will bring into your life.
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INTRODUCTION

Once at a performance of Verdi’s Don Carlo in Cincinnati I was seated behind a middle-aged couple who had never been to an opera before. They sat motionless observing every detail, absorbing what they could while trying to follow the intricacies of the plot. Roughly two hours into the evening, just as the trombones dramatically intoned a very powerful phrase the husband turned to his wife and said in an animated whisper: “I don’t know what’s going on, but something bad’s going to happen!” It was at that moment that this book was conceived.

In recent years classical music has become more and more distant for people who would like to enjoy this wealth of beauty but have not been introduced to it and therefore feel intimidated. Too often I am confronted by the comment: “I would like to enjoy classical music but I don’t understand what it is I am listening to.” My usual response is to ask if the person can enjoy a gourmet meal even if they don’t understand how it is prepared. Classical music should be no different; it is an exquisite form of entertainment that can and should be enjoyed on a variety of levels. And, when prodded most people will admit they have heard classical music in their everyday lives; in movies, television commercials, elevators, and even used and abused in show and pop music. Music is everywhere, and classical music can be a very rewarding part of anyone’s entertainment fare; you just have to let it. What this book attempts to do is to break down the barriers and make great music accessible to those who have been afraid to venture into its realm.

The very first thing to know is classical music is nothing more than a language used by composers to convey emotions, moods, pictures, landscapes, and even outer space. Don’t say you can’t appreciate music because you don’t know the language; music is a universal language that speaks directly to the soul. The emotions conveyed are feelings each of us has; you will know when something is sad because it will sound sad! The problem most new listeners face is not one of understanding but rather of insight; they can hear the music but are often frustrated by the feeling they must be missing something since they did not study this art form. The point they miss is classical music is entertainment and need not be education.

However, they are correct in the belief that the music will be more interesting if they understand it in some detail, a concept that applies to most forms of entertainment. For example, have you ever watched a sport without having any idea of what was going on? All around you other spectators are enthralled by the action while you stare blankly wondering what you missed; this is boring and not entertaining. Then someone starts to explain the basic rules: who is doing what and when; how play starts and stops; what constitutes an error or a foul; the role of each player on the field; the degree of difficulty in each act, and on and on. Suddenly, what had been boring and meaningless starts to make sense; you notice a fine play by one athlete, an exciting moment that thrills you. You have become a fan. Now in place of the sporting event we have classical music without all the foreign phrases and classroom terminology, and before you know it, what was once a boring listening experience is transformed into stirring entertainment. If you are one of those people who finds classical music difficult because you don’t understand it, then this book will be that considerate sports spectator who showed you the way and turned you into a fan, because once you have experienced the fantastic entertainment provided by over three centuries of composers you too will become a fan.


THE LANGUAGE FACTOR

First of all do not be put off by the foreign terminology used by classical musicians and critics; these terms are important for the accurate performance of a composer’s creation, but not for being able to listen to and enjoy the work. The only language you need to appreciate is the universal language of music without need of interpretation or translation; there is no known emotion that cannot be conveyed by music.

As you begin to enjoy classical music you will find yourself describing pieces using everyday adjectives: lively, sad, slow, loud, exuberant. This is the beginning of a vocabulary of words you may use repeatedly, and will enable you to group pieces and to identify those that please you most. However, sometimes the words will not be enough to accurately convey exactly what comes across in the music; in essence the “translation” from music to words may not always be exact. The task of describing classical music is daunting not because one needs to be educated in its fine points, but because the music describes itself better than any combination of words possibly can. But, with the forty masterpieces included in this volume I have tried to give the reader a sense of what each work is about so as you approach the music the barriers of language will have been removed. You will see words repeated in an attempt to be consistent, so as your ear develops you will recognize types of melodies and what the adjectives used “sound” like.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Each of the chapters in this book is devoted to a single piece of classical music culled from countless “Top Ten” lists. (If you put five classical music fans in a room and asked each for a list of ten favorite works you would receive at least ten such lists!) Each chapter is divided into five distinct sections:

 	A brief introduction to the composer and the work, including references designed to place the piece in historic context, and a description of the size of the forces required to perform the work.
 	Using a “reference recording,” the piece is described movement by movement pointing out some of the highlights by using the digital time readout provided by compact disc technology. Since each recording of the same work is different, these time references are accurate only for the reference recording. However, this section is still useful even if you are using another recording in order to give a sense of when things occur within the work.
 	Musicians and record producers familiar with the works give brief, personal insights into the piece with the hope that the reader will be able to benefit from the performer’s perspective.
 	Three recordings of the work are recommended and reviewed so you have some choice and guidance as you build your CD collection.
 	A list of other works either by the same composer or similar in nature to the featured piece, the logical next step to take to build knowledge and a collection.



The second of these sections in each chapter is where the earlier sports analogy is most apt; here we are able to point out signposts along the musical journey giving the first-time listener some landmarks to listen for. Of course selecting the most important moments to point out is a highly subjective undertaking, and for every moment highlighted here there are probably five others of equal import that could be mentioned. The key is, using these select moments as a guide, the novice listener will be able to listen for specific details that will clarify what is going on and will help develop the ability to recognize similar effects in other works. This is especially true in terms of the sounds of the instruments; once aware of the sound an oboe makes, you will eventually be able to pick out its sound in other pieces and will then be able to identify your own signposts, much the way that once you have seen a curveball pitched in a baseball game and had it pointed out you can recognize it again in another game.

It is critical to hear these instruments in the context of performance so the relationships among them is clear; hearing an oboe in isolation does not have the meaning of hearing it blending with the other woodwinds. Similarly, in isolation an apple may taste very sweet, but when compared to a chocolate it may not. Remember, music is aimed at our senses, our emotions—react, don’t analyze!

Another important factor is the role of interpretation. Very often the question of why there are so many recordings of a particular classical work arises, and fans of pop music are surprised to find out two recordings of the same piece can be so dramatically different. How can that be when the conductors are reading the same notes in the same score? The answer is interpretation: musicians choose the elements they wish to bring out in performing the work, much the way two actors may stress different words or aspects in the same Shakespearean monologue.

In selecting the “Reference Recording” for each piece I have tried to introduce the reader to a wide range of artists, styles, and sounds. Fortunately there is no shortage of fantastic recordings from which to choose. However, in each case I sought a recording that allowed the listener the best opportunity to hear the critical moments. Further, compact disc technology not only affords the opportunity to point out specific moments by using the digital time readout, but also gives an incredibly clear sound, making it easier to highlight the role of the inner voices in a work, the music supporting the melody that gives texture and richness to the sound. Often, as you will see, it is the interplay among these inner voices that will take a simple melody and transform it into a glorious sound sending shivers up your spine. But don’t be frustrated if at first you can’t identify all the details highlighted in these pages; always try to first get the overall sense of the work and then go back and track the specifics. Also, repeated listenings will make the journey through the work more familiar and gradually you will recognize musical landmarks, those indicated here and your own.


LEARNING TO LISTEN

Don’t! Listening to classical music should be a form of entertainment and it does not require careful study. It is far more important to experience a piece of music; allow it to speak to you in its language, always remembering there is no right and wrong. Great music requires purely subjective reactions; if something sounds joyful to you then that is what it is. Remember there is no human emotion that cannot be portrayed through great music. Don’t be afraid to react to what you hear; remove the shackles, laugh, cry, smile, admire, and even dislike what you hear, but react! It will make the listening experience much more fun.

Great music has the ability to conjure up very powerful images in the mind, much the way a good movie soundtrack enhances the visual images on the screen. Try to imagine a movie without the music; in all cases the movie would be less evocative and interesting. It is my belief that in some cases it is the music which can take a good movie and make it exceptional, as was the case with the Robert Redford movie The Natural; it was the music that accentuated the beauty of the American heartland or the supernatural quality of the hero’s final home run. If you are not convinced, watch the final scene with the sound off; the power of the visual images is greatly diminished without the music.

As you listen to these forty pieces, or any other great works, allow the music to create images in your mind, whether they be of elegant European courts, outer space, flowing natural wonders, or anything else you can come up with. Great music will transport and relax you, if you let it. It can also be haunting, passionate, disturbing, grim, and anger invoking. If it wasn’t you would be disappointed!


WHY THESE FORTY WORKS?

Among the hardest tasks in putting this book together was the selection of the pieces. While the first twenty, pieces like Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and Handel’s Messiah, are clear favorites, the other twenty were more difficult to select. The final mix is designed to give the reader a blend of different eras, national styles, instrumentation, size of forces required, and moods. In this way the new listener might develop the ability to identify styles such as the Baroque sound of Bach, Handel, and Vivaldi, or nationalistic sounds such as the Russian power of Tchaikovsky and Mussorgsky, traits and qualities apparent not only in these pieces but in all music. These works should serve as a starting point from which one can use bits of newly gained information and apply it to the thousands of pieces of the classical repertoire. For example, the brooding intensity of Mahler’s First Symphony is apparent in all of his later symphonies and once its distinctive sound is in your ears you will be able to identify his style more easily.

Some of the other works were selected because of popularity gained through pop-culture, making them more recognizable and therefore more accessible. But, it is safe to say there is no work among the forty that is not a great composition. In fact, as I listened to these pieces over and over again their greatness became more and more apparent. You will notice the span of three centuries of music covered by these pieces. Try, at some point, to listen to these works in chronological order; you will be struck by the steady progression and development leading seamlessly from era to era. While for convenience’ sake we refer to eras such as Baroque or Romantic, it is important to remember that each era sprang out of its predecessor, growing more complex, much as the world itself did. Listen to Handel’s Messiah followed by Mozart’s Requiem and then Orff’s Carmina Burana; try to grasp the development occurring over the more than two hundred years separating Handel from Orff. Then, listen to the rock opera Tommy and see if there are any points of comparison; I think you will be surprised by the debt good pop music owes to the classics.


SOME FINAL THOUGHTS BEFORE YOU GO

Listening to classical music should be a rewarding experience. For too long the trappings of this art have prevented potential listeners from “getting into it”; the barriers of language and culture have stood firm protecting the historical legacy and muffling the passionate message composers sought to deliver through their music. “Let us entertain you!” they call from their graves; “Let us educate you,” the guardians of the past have implored, “then you will be able to hear what the great masters intended.” Nothing could be further from the truth. Great music speaks to the willing listener, and for some the ability to appreciate classical music comes with little or no effort. But, for others there is a need for some guidance, for some signposts along the route making the journey a little more understandable and therefore enjoyable.

This book is intended for those listeners, like the couple in Cincinnati, who aren’t really too sure what is going on, but don’t need to know precisely because they are able to feel the passions within the music; they let the music speak to them. Each chapter is designed to open the ears to some of the details that combine to form the whole sonic tableau, to enable the listener to read the conductor’s score, not in notes or Italian directions, but in simple English using words inspired only by the sound of the music. As you experience these forty works you will develop likes and dislikes, discover styles and composers you love, instruments whose sound inspires you, melodies you need to hear over and over. Before you know it you will be that avid fan guiding some neophyte through the rousing “Ode to Joy” or the sublime beauty of Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet.

Music is powerful stuff; let it transport you to another era or another state of mind. But, by all means do not be afraid of it. These great composers would be appalled to find out there are people who find their melodies and passions inaccessible, in the same way a great writer would be saddened to learn his words did not speak to the vast majority of readers. Music is “emotions”; you have them, now simply feel the music.

Before you go any further keep in mind these words from the greatest composer in the English language, Shakespeare, who wrote in Act V, Scene 1, of The Merchant of Venice:

For do but note a wild and wanton herd, Or race of youthful and unhandled colts, Fetching mad bounds, bellowing and neighing loud, Which is the hot condition of their blood—If they but hear perchance a trumpet sound, Or any air of music touch their ears, You shall perceive them make a mutual stand, Their savage eyes turn’d to a modest gaze By the sweet power of music.

Enjoy the music!

—Anthony Jason Rudel Chappaqua, New York

Please note: At the time this book was written, all of the recordings cited were available and in print. However, record companies have been known to delete titles over time. It is our hope that most if not all of the recordings referenced will be available for many, many years.


1
BACH
BRANDENBURG CONCERTO NO. 2
IN F MAJOR

The six concertos written by Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) known as the Brandenburg Concertos, were composed between 1718 and 1721, then grouped together and presented by the composer to the margrave of Brandenburg on March 24, 1721. Interestingly, Bach did not call the concertos “the Brandenburgs” nor did he compose them specifically for the margrave. In essence he took six random concertos each using a different combination of solo instruments with a small orchestra accompaniment and grouped them together, in the process creating wonderfully varied works that have become an integral part of the standard repertoire both as a set and as individual pieces.

The Brandenburgs were created at the height of the baroque period, as composers such as Handel, Scarlatti, Corelli, Vivaldi, and Bach were at their peak. In 1721, Peter I was proclaimed emperor of all Russia, regular postal service between England and New England was begun, and Pope Innocent XIII was elected.

Each of the six Brandenburg concertos features a different grouping of solo instruments. For example, the Third Concerto is scored for three violins, three violas, three cellos, bass, and harpsichord, while the Fifth Concerto uses a solo flute, solo violin, harpsichord, and strings. While all six are mainstays of the concert repertoire, the second concerto is our focus because of its highly unusual solo instrumentation, the familiarity of the last movement, and the almost jazz-like nature of sections of the work.

The first element of importance in the Brandenburg Concerto No. 2 is the way all four solo instruments—trumpet, recorder, oboe, and violin—have rather high ranges. While listening, it is fun to try to follow how the solo instruments play off of each other and exchange themes and parts, and how they go from being in the foreground as soloist to returning to the background as a part of the accompanying ensemble. To further the jazz analogy, think of the soloists as members of a band, each of whom steps out for a quick solo, then immediately steps back into the “band” to serve as backup.

One further point: the final movement of the Brandenburg Concerto No. 2 may sound familiar because it has been used as the theme for the public-television series Firing Line.


REFERENCE RECORDING: PHILIPS 412 790 I MUSICI CHAMBER ENSEMBLE
                      TOTAL TIME: 11:06

FIRST MOVEMENT                   (4:55)

The opening phrase is brisk and soaring with the solo instruments and the accompanying string orchestra and harpsichord all playing the theme together. Bach establishes the melody in the very opening and maintains it throughout the movement. Although everyone is playing together, the trumpet seems to soar above the rest. The first solo is taken by the violin (0:22), followed in sequence by the oboe, the trumpet, and then the recorder. There is a continuous interchange of voices with different solos coming out, and sometimes two of the solo instruments stepping forward together. Every so often the distinct solo lines blur (2:00), but it always clears up as the trumpet regains the lead (2:17).

The tone changes to a slightly mysterious version of the opening theme (2:45) accentuated by the accompanying harpsichord. This section definitely seems less settled and somewhat busier. But then there is a sudden, split-second stop (4:10) when all the activity ceases, then quickly resumes (4:11) and reestablishes the order of the opening. One final section of interplay (4:20) leads toward the final drive for the ending as all the instruments, solo and accompanying, come together with one last repeat of the theme.

SECOND MOVEMENT: Andante             (3:28)

In this movement Bach eliminates the solo trumpet and the accompanying strings, leaving only the three other solo instruments, the harpsichord, and the cello continuo playing together. The movement is like a piece of intimate chamber music for five players. The phrases are long melodic lines, but the style of stepping out and withdrawing seen in the opening movement is still evident here.

After the briefest of introductions by the harpsichord and cello, the solo violin establishes the theme, quickly picked up by the oboe and then the recorder. Listen for how the three solo lines exchange the melody while overlapping so that there is an unbroken line. This continues until they all end a phrase together (1:10), the continuo harpsichord and cello filling the gap until the solo instruments again take over. In essence, the exchanges are like bits of a three-way conversation, each statement answered and then altered by the subsequent response (1:44). In a series of three-note phrases (2:20) it is especially interesting to listen for the way the three instruments always appear two teamed together against one alone. The final, almost dissonant moment (3:14) leads to a totally resolved, unison conclusion.

THIRD MOVEMENT: Allegro assai            (2:43)

In this final movement the trumpet and the strings return. Be sure to watch how the four solo instruments are split into teams, with the trumpet and the oboe playing against the recorder and the violin.

In the opening the trumpet is back immediately in a solo of the rousing new theme, soon joined by the oboe, and together they make an exhilarating sound. The violin joins in (0:25), followed by its teammate the recorder (0:31). When played properly, this opening solo section with its harpsichord and cello accompaniment should really rock; the beat should be irresistible, moving propulsively. When the orchestra finally comes in (0:55), it further accentuates the relentless beat.

The key to this movement is the fabulous passagework Bach makes the soloists perform; it is like intricate filigree. However, as free-flowing as it is, it must remain within the parameters established by the work’s structure and enforced by the solid, repetitive beat. Be sure to enjoy and appreciate each soloist’s technique in the intricate sections. During this interplay the trumpet must repeatedly take control to reestablish the movement’s theme (2:20). The final seconds (2:31) highlight the importance of the repeated notes as the trumpet soars above everyone else for one last jazzy solo.

PRINCIPAL TRUMPET OF THE ORCHESTRA OF ST. LUKE’S, CHRIS GEKKER:

“I had a teacher who told me that every trumpet player has only a limited number of Brandenburg 2s in them. His advice was to not rush into playing the piece too soon because of the difficulty of the very high solo part. In fact, the trumpet player for whom Bach wrote the work died while playing a similar passage in the Christmas Oratorio.!”


COMPARATIVE RECORDINGS

I MUSICI
PHILIPS 412 790                       TOTAL TIME: 11:06

An extremely solid performance with every soloist exceptional. A perfect introduction to the Brandenburgs. This conductorless ensemble spent decades specializing in performance of baroque masterpieces, and their years of experience shine through in this recording.

HOGWOOD/ACADEMY OF ANCIENT MUSIC
L’OISEAU-LYRE 414 187                 TOTAL TIME: 11:28

Played on period instruments, this historically correct recording has some excellent moments, but is only for those interested in hearing the sound of the period instruments. A good second recording.

SMEDVIG/LING/SCOTTISH CHAMBER ORCHESTRA
TELARC CD 80227                       TOTAL TIME: 12:03

Featuring the trumpet artistry of Rolf Smedvig, this is an excellent, exciting recording that places the focus squarely on the trumpet. The accompanying ensemble is fine, and the sound is exceptional.


IF YOU ENJOYED THIS PIECE…

The first thing to do is to listen to the five other concertos that make up the complete Brandenburgs. The variety of the solo instrumentation will keep you interested throughout the set. Then to expand your appreciation of Bach’s tremendous output, listen to some of the keyboard works, especially the Goldberg Variations. Finally, for something grander, the large-scale choral works are truly great listening experiences. Start with the Christmas Oratorio and then go on to The Saint Matthew Passion.


2
BACH
ORCHESTRA SUITE NO. 2
IN B MINOR, BWV. 1067

Johann Sebastian Bach’s (1685-1750) Orchestra Suite No. 2 is one of four such suites that he composed. When Bach wrote them is a matter of some disagreement, since he did not keep accurate records of the composition dates of his works. The most likely periods for their composition are between 1717 and 1723 or 1729 and 1731, and it is possible that they were written during the earlier period and recopied or reedited during the latter. Regardless of which of the periods is correct, it is safe to say the suites or Overtures were composed as the baroque era was at its apex; Bach and Handel were the leading composers among dozens of masters whose works have come down to us; Voltaire, Defoe, and Fielding were writing; Watteau, Wren, and later Canaletto were creating the art and architecture that defined the era. Simply put, it was a period of tremendous creative ferment.

The term orchestra suite can be interchanged with overture, or more accurately Ouverture since the works are written in the French baroque style. The key is each of the four suites is written as a series of movements all in the form of dances. The use of the word “orchestra” is also somewhat deceiving since that conjures up images of a large group of musicians. While these works can be (and have been) played by large orchestras, Bach intended for them to be played with one or two players to a part, thus limiting the size of the orchestra to the forces available in Bach’s day.

While there are movements in each of the suites that are recognizable, such as the famous air that is part of the Third Suite, the Second Suite is probably the most frequently performed of the four. Its exact title is Overture in B Minor for flute, two violins, viola, and cello. In addition a continue harpsichord plays throughout the work. What makes this work particularly appealing and interesting is Bach’s use of the solo “traverse” flute. This work has become an important part of the solo flute repertoire, much like a flute concerto, and is a mainstay of the repertoire of flutists everywhere.

The Second Suite is written in seven distinct dance movements with the flute playing a critical role in each movement. An important element to be aware of is the frequent repeats, which are part of the baroque style. In each movement of the suite certain sections will be heard two and sometimes three times. What makes listening to the piece particularly fascinating is to note how the performers find ways to alter the repeated sections, thus keeping them interesting.


REFERENCE RECORDING:
RCA VICTOR RED SEAL 60900
GALWAY/FAERBER/WÜRTTEMBERG CHAMBER
ORCHESTRA             TOTAL TIME: 20:46

FIRST MOVEMENT: Ouverture               (7:22)

At the outset, Bach divides the orchestra into two distinct teams: the flute and the first violins are one team, and the second violins, violas, cellos, and bass make up the other team. The harpsichord continue is a constant, independent force, and occasionally the cellos and bass will join the first team. There is an elegance to this introduction; the opening stately, slow, and pompous, with sustained passages made more interesting by the liberal use of trills. The importance of the flute becomes evident right at the outset as its sweet tone soars above the strings and harpsichord. The mood is strangely ambiguous, neither happy nor sad, but rather a contemplative mix of mild strain and gradually surging pomp.

This continues until the first team sets a faster tempo (3:06), and the feel of the work suddenly becomes lighter. The new melody quickly turns into a “round” with the second violins (3:10), the violas (3:16), and the cellos and bass (3:20) all entering quickly one after the other. This fugue keeps the pace moving, and the flute gets its first true solo (3:42) while the strings play a choppy, rhythmically precise accompaniment. This initial solo is just the first of a series in which the flute alternates with the orchestral accompaniment, a pattern repeated throughout most of the movement. At one point (6:00), albeit ever so briefly, the flute and first violin have a sustained note while the other instruments play the tricky passagework. Then, as quickly as it arrived, the bouncy melody stops and turns into a recapitulation of the sustained, trill-filled, slow opening (6:15). The opening movement is, in essence, an introduction to the entire suite, and it closes as it opened with the same stately, pomp-filled theme decorated by graceful trills.

SECOND MOVEMENT: Rondeau             (1:30)

This dance is filled with grace. It is slightly more cheerful than the opening of the first movement. Structurally, the teams established earlier remain together. In this short movement, the melody is established immediately and keeps returning throughout with only slight changes in volume or intensity. It is especially interesting to listen for sustained notes played by the flute and violins, while the violas briefly take the melody (0:33). This movement calls for excellent ensemble playing because, even though the flute does stand out, its solos are much less significant than in the first movement. Here, each instrument must be able to lead and then quickly return to be part of the overall sound.

THIRD MOVEMENT: Sarabande                (3:59)

The mood of this movement can be best described as sullen, a sad lullaby. It is somewhat plaintive and should be performed at the pace of a leisurely stroll. It is filled with instruments’ melodic lines overlapping each other. It is important to listen throughout for the flute and first violins playing their phrases against the lower voices. Notice how the flute initially all alone (0:54) takes the main theme and restarts it quieter and more pensively. This movement in particular is filled with repeats, and since the pace is fairly slow, it presents the perfect opportunity to examine how the performers vary the music, through changes in ornamentation, phrasing, and volume. An excellent example of this occurs when the flute recapitulates the main theme (2:03) softer and more pensively than any of the earlier renditions. Joined by the strings and the harpsichord they all play in unison toward the movement’s quiet, almost depressed end.

FOURTH MOVEMENT: Bourrée I-II          (1:41)

This dance is the first truly cheerful movement. It is brisk and bouncy, yet is not overly fast. Again here, the flute and first violins have the primary role, with the lower strings playing the accompaniment. In the second phrase (0:16), the second violins add some interesting solo passages. It is important to listen for the alternating of phrases with Team I again playing against Team II, especially evident in the first bourrée.

The second bourrée (0:47) continues right out of the first and features an elongated flute solo superimposed over the strings’ quiet background. This is extremely demanding passagework requiring the ensemble to be very precise so they can stay together. The end of the second bourrée (1:11) goes directly into a reprise of the first bourrée.

FIFTH MOVEMENT: Polonaise                  (3:39)

The mood is stately; one can imagine courtiers in a baroque palace gracefully moving to this elegant dance. The feeling is set up primarily by the precise beat provided by the second violins, violas, cellos, and bass. Of particular interest are the three-note phrases played by the cellos and bass and harpsichord ending each of the movement’s many sections (0:12, 0:27, 0:42, 0:54, 1:23).

The double (1:25) is truly a fantasy for flute. During this entire section, the violins and violas do not play, while the flute plays a fanciful series of passages accompanied only by the cello, bass, and harpsichord. Be sure to notice the contrast between the flute’s high range and the heavier, lower range of the accompaniment. Following this fanciful flute solo (2:51), the movement returns to the beginning of the Polonaise for a final reprise.

SIXTH MOVEMENT: Menuet                    (1:19)

This typical minuet is graceful and elegant, conjuring images of fancy-clad courtiers with powdered wigs moving in unison following the strict structure of the baroque minuet. Each section is played through twice, as all the repeats are taken. Throughout this brief movement Bach exploits the two-team structure, clearly dividing them, although occasionally the cellos do defect and join the flute and first violins. Once again the qualities of grace and elegance so integral in a formal dance are provided by the flute seeming to dance right along with the courtiers.

SEVENTH MOVEMENT: Badinerie             (1:16)

This is by far the most famous movement in the entire suite. Extremely fast, it is a true tour de force for the solo flute. In fact, the Badinerie is often played by itself as an encore at concerts. The key to the flute’s solo is great passagework; in essence, for every note the strings have to play, the flute has to play two. Since the movement is virtually nonstop, it is interesting to try to notice when the flutist has time to take breaths. The initial phrase sets the pace as the flute has to attack this difficult passage work. The pace is constant and relentless even when the mood shifts slightly (0:28). Be sure to focus on the flute and note the exciting cross-play that occurs between the flute and the first violins (0:39). One final rush through the melody (1:01) races us toward the suite’s thrilling conclusion.

JAMES GALWAY:

“The greatest challenge is to make the flute the solo instrument and a member of the ensemble in the course of the same piece.”


COMPARATIVE RECORDINGS

GALWAY/FAERBER/WÜRTTEMBERG CHAMBER ORCHESTRA

RCA VICTOR RED SEAL 60900        TOTAL TIME: 20:46

A stunning recording that puts the flute front and center where it should be. Galway’s agility in the fast passages combined with his warm tone in the slower ones makes this a first-rate recording. He receives excellent support from the fine chamber orchestra.

MÜNCHINGER/STUTTGART CHAMBER ORCHESTRA
LONDON 430 266                TOTAL TIME: 19:59

A precise recording that blends the best elements of modern instrument performances with much of the baroque style needed to make the piece sound good.

PARROTT/BOSTON EARLY MUSIC FESTIVAL ORCHESTRA

EMI CLASSICS 54653               TOTAL TIME: 23:10

This recording using instruments of the period is absolutely thrilling. It avoids the pitfalls of thin sound and bad intonation, so often a part of period instrument recordings. The sound is excellent and the interpretation keeps every movement interesting and exciting.


IF YOU ENJOYED THIS PIECE …

The three other orchestra suites by Bach are equally great pieces and are good companions to this one. Additionally, the Magnificat is a perfect introduction to the wealth of choral music Bach composed. Finally, for more intimate fare, try the delicate Sonatas for Flute and Harpsichord.


3
BARBER
ADAGIO FOR STRING ORCHESTRA

While the American composer Samuel Barber (1910-81) may have written greater or more significant works, no single composition of his has gained the fame or popularity of the Adagio for String Orchestra. Originally the Adagio was part of Barber’s String Quartet in B Minor, which was written in 1936, the same year that Margaret Mitchell completed her epic novel Gone with the Wind and Life magazine began publishing. In 1937, Barber expanded the Adagio by arranging it for string orchestra, creating a short concert work that could stand alone without the other movements of the quartet. The string orchestra version was premiered by Arturo Toscanini and his NBC Symphony Orchestra on November 5, 1938.

Possibly due to its American source and its solemn, sorrowful serenity, the Adagio was broadcast on national radio after the announcement of President Roosevelt’s death. It has been played at many memorial concerts for other world-renowned figures, including at the concert in observance of Barber’s own death. It was also used extremely effectively at the very end of the Anthony Hopkins movie Elephant Man and became the repeated theme in the Vietnam War movie Platoon.


REFERENCE RECORDING:
DEUTSCHE GRAMMOPHON 431 048
BERNSTEIN/LOS ANGELES PHILHARMONIC
                       TOTAL TIME: 10:02

With its quiet, sustained opening notes the mood of the Adagio is set within the first ten seconds. Initially the sad melody is played by the violins while the cellos and basses supply a heavy bottom of sustained notes. The phrases are long and drawn out, and there is no doubt that this is a melancholy, yet peaceful work.

This exposition continues for almost two minutes. Then the different sections of the orchestra start to change roles, and with this shift the intensity of the piece grows. It is as if one is striving against all odds to climb a mountain, and with every two steps up you slip back one. This slow climb continues as the music grows in intensity until it reaches a searing climax (7:10). The climax is followed by a brief silence; the struggle to reach the pinnacle is now replaced by the calm and quiet of an exhausted trip down the mountain. The music returns to its solemn, peaceful beginning theme. The Adagio ends with sustained chords that are held until they fade away into silence.

PRINCIPAL CELLO OF THE NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC, LORNE MUNROE:

“Even if you are not familiar with Barber’s Adagio, you will know that you have heard a good performance when the music moves you. A good performance of this piece is like a religious experience for the musicians as well as the audience.

“It is music like the Adagio that makes Barber one of my favorite composers. As a student of his I admired his intensity and intellect. He was a terrific inspiration.”

COMPARATIVE RECORDINGS

BERNSTEIN/LOS ANGELES PHILHARMONIC
DEUTSCHE GRAMMOPHON 431 048   TOTAL TIME: 10:02

This is possibly the slowest performance on disc. Bernstein milks the work for everything it’s got and it works. The playing is sensitive and the sustained phrases come through well.

LEVI/ATLANTA SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA
TELARC CD-80250               TOTAL TIME: 8:12

Not nearly as passionate, yet more pastoral with wonderful recorded sound.

SLATKIN/ST. LOUIS SYMPHONY
EMI CLASSICS 49463                TOTAL TIME: 8:56

Leonard Slatkin is one of the finest interpreters of American music, and he has trained the musicians of the St. Louis Symphony to play this music with a style that is constantly appropriate. An absolutely first-rate reading, filled with pathos but not sappy.


IF YOU ENJOYED THIS PIECE…

The Adagio certainly does stand on its own as an orchestral piece. However, it is equally beautiful and moving when listened to as one of the movements of the String Quartet. Another work by Barber that will move you is the ballet suite for voice and orchestra known as Knoxville: Summer of 1915. Further, there is another Adagio composed by Albinoni more than two centuries before Barber’s that captures much of the same mood.


4
BARTÓK
CONCERTO FOR ORCHESTRA

When Bêla Bartók (1881-1945) received the commission to compose a Concerto for Orchestra during the summer of 1943, he worried his greatest compositions were already behind him. It is ironic that this work, composed so late in his life, would be the one that would secure Bartók’s place among music’s greats. The Hungarian-born Bartók wrote this while living in the United States, a self-exiled refugee from Nazi-occupied Hungary.

It is impossible to listen to the Concerto for Orchestra and not think of the world in which it was composed. On the European continent, 1943 was the year of Hitler’s “scorched-earth policy” and of the Warsaw-ghetto uprising. In the United States, where rationing was begun, the year saw Casablanca win the Academy Award, Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! open on Broadway, Aaron Copland compose the Lincoln Portrait, and William Saroyan write The Human Comedy, all while the jitterbug became a national craze.

Though clearly a composition of the twentieth century and therefore often thought of as difficult to listen to, the Concerto for Orchestra is actually a dynamic work that shows off the virtuosity of the modern symphony orchestra. It is a demanding piece to perform, filled with exposed solos all taken by members of the orchestra. However, it also requires the orchestra to play some very fast passages as a unit, staying together through the tricky rhythmic patterns Bartók used.

The Concerto for Orchestra received its premiere on December 1, 1944, at Carnegie Hall, with Serge Koussevitzky, who commissioned the work, conducting the Boston Symphony Orchestra. The piece is scored for three flutes, piccolo, three oboes, English horn, three bassoons, bass bassoon, four horns, three trumpets, two tenor trombones, a bass trombone, a tuba, timpani, a snare drum, a bass drum, tam-tam, cymbals, a triangle, two harps, and strings.


REFERENCE RECORDING:
RCA LIVING STEREO 61504
REINER/CHICAGO SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA
                     TOTAL TIME: 37:15

FIRST MOVEMENT: Introduzione: Andante non troppo; Allegro vivace                 (9:55)

At the outset only the cellos and double basses play, quietly rumbling through a slow, lugubrious sequence of sustained notes. The violins enter tremulously (0:20), contrasting with the lower strings, creating a mystery-filled sound. The flutes sneak in and all alone finish the phrase, leaving it hanging, incomplete. The lower strings start again and this pattern is repeated.

The first extended solo in this concerto belongs to the flute (1:42), hesitantly unveiling a melody, supported by the sustained lower strings and the tremulous violins. The lower strings and the timpani (2:00) take over, now faster, but still lugubrious. The addition of the trumpets (2:14), emerging from the murky sound, awakens everything. Strain dominates when the violins, oboes, and flutes pierce through (2:54), louder and definitely dissonant, filled with struggle and pain. As the intensity decreases, the speed steadily increases (3:31). There is a sudden stop (3:48), and then the violins launch into the faster Allegro vivace section.

The violins carry the melody supported by a series of one-note pulses played by the other instruments, the strain, though lessened, still evident. There is a shift in melody (4:04); it is now less angular and more flowing, yet still sounds uncomfortable and unresolved. The trombone has a brief solo (4:36), popping out of the busy-ness of the violins, then handing the melody to the flute, which continues the phrase until the music slows to a stop.

The next section is tranquil: the violins and cellos set a rhythmic pulse as a base for a haunting oboe solo; occasional notes from the harp add an exotic tinge. When the clarinets assume the oboe’s line (5:12), the exotic becomes distinctly bohemian; the melody then becomes cheerful as the flutes play their variation of it (5:28). The lower strings end this section by rumbling calmly. It is a false calm, because the moment they stop, there is an eruption (6:05) led by the violins and trumpets, fast and wicked, filled with nasty sneers and snarls. Then, just as the strain seems about to burst out, there is another sudden halt.

The clarinet fills the void (6:36), its meandering solo accompanied by the strings. The English horn, sounding somewhat ducklike (6:52), takes the solo line and creates a calm, pastoral image. It is short-lived, as the lower strings launch another furious attack (7:16) leading to the trumpets and trombones blasting angrily at each other. The pace is relentless; eventually the strings join and there is an explosive cymbal crash (8:04) preceding a quieting down as the strings reestablish an unsteady pulse, and the clarinet returns for another bohemian-sounding solo (8:12). The melody is taken over by the flutes and oboe, remaining sinewy and calm.

The lower voices start to rumble (9:09), shattering the peace and slowly rebuilding the strain and anger that filled the earlier sections. As it builds, it seems to become uncontrolled, leading to a blasting climax (9:43) played by the horns, trumpets, and trombones. One final snipe from the whole orchestra abruptly ends the movement.

SECOND MOVEMENT: Giuoco delle coppie:
Allegretto scherzando                  (5:58)

The most interesting element of this movement is the way Bartók pairs the solo instruments: each solo is played by two of the instruments at a time. In other words, two bassoons are together and so on; a sort of “Noah’s ark” of the orchestra.

The snare drum begins alone, establishing an uneven rhythm as the two bassoons, accompanied by pizzicatos, play a jaunty, yet quirky melody. While the overall tone is calm, an unmistakable uneasiness permeates, as if waiting for a struggle to erupt. Next, two oboes (0:33) are the soloists while the strings provide occasional sniping comments; the pace quickens, growing slightly more animated and anxious.

The clarinets are next (0:58), more strident and seeming to be laughing nastily. As they complete their solo, the lower strings respond with steadily paced, angry retorts, until the flutes interrupt (1:19) with a more carefree, airy pass at the solo melody. The trumpets’ turn is next (1:59), their solo eerie and macabre, verging on the bizarre, played quietly and somewhat off in the distance. At the end of this section, the strings join the trumpets for a jazzy, more harmonious few moments concluding with a series of repeated beats from the snare drum.

Rich harmony is the hallmark of the next solos (2:44), as the trombones, trumpets, and tuba team up joined by the snare drum, whose occasional beats lend a militaristic sound. The four horns take over (3:20) joined by the tuba. As their sustained notes fade away, the oboe and flute toss in a series of three-note comments, quietly leading to a brief pause and a return to the bassoons’ solo from the movement’s beginning (3:46). Now, however, the third bassoon adds a contrasting line making everything less stable. A little more agitation appears when the clarinets and oboes all play together (4:06), with sporadic comments from the strings. When the flutes replace the oboes and join the clarinets (4:29), the pace slows slightly, the music reminiscent of clowns’ laughing in the circus, with an audible sneer.

Gossamerlike trills in the violins accompany the trumpets’ solo (5:09), distant and haunted. But as the trumpets move to the foreground, the tone becomes more resolved and harmonious. The flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and horns join for one final sustained chord, and the movement ends with the lone snare drum tapping out its rhythm as it did at the outset.

THIRD MOVEMENT: Elegia: Andante non
troppo                              (7:54)

Again there is a creepy, slow beginning, this time played by the timpani and basses, introducing the harp and the other strings. After this heavy opening, the clarinet’s serious yet flighty solo (0:35), copied by the flute, stands out. The thick layers of sound provided by the strings contrast with the little phrases in the winds to yield an exotic, sexy sound. It conjures up images of smoke-filled rooms, alluring dancers, and mystery.

The clarinet and oboe pierce the haze (1:10) with sharp, sustained notes, before the piccolo emerges with the solo (1:46) standing out above the strings. The quiet is shattered (2:07) as the strings busily strain, while the brass blasts through. The struggle in the strings intensifies (2:52), now filled with pleading and anguish.

A dissonant, distant chord played by the four horns (3:27) returns the mystery, and the violas and harps (3:57) unsettle everything still more, brewing greater difficulty and discomfort. But the flutes, oboes, clarinets, and bassoon valiantly try to establish some harmony (4:35), an uplifting series of harp glisses and chords from the brass helping. This cannot be sustained, and the English horn, clarinets, and bassoons (5:05) lead to another strained outburst from the upper strings.

Trumpet and horn blasts, fierce timpani beats, and biting violins (5:34) push the strain to its greatest point yet, violent, bordering on the ugly, before subsiding and stopping. Now (6:01), the violas, cellos, and double basses return and reprise the movement’s opening. However, after hearing all the preceding dissonance, this section sounds downright melodic, especially when the clarinet and flute whisper their flighty phrases. The tremors are still there, just temporarily dormant. But surprisingly the violins, oboes, and clarinets play a calm section (6:42), the strain and struggle seemingly resolved, until the lower strings and timpani angrily rumble again (7:12). A distant, lonely horn adds its voice, as the piccolo, now accompanied only by the quiet timpani, meekly ends the movement.

FOURTH MOVEMENT: Intermezzo interroto: Allegretto                    (4:13)

Angry strings cut through the silence, their sound ugly and nasty, but brief, as they pause to let a single oboe play its comparatively cheerful, dancelike melody. The flute, clarinet, and bassoon (0:16) take over this intoxicating melodic line, supported primarily by sustained notes in the strings. The flute and harp (0:26) vary the melody, making it sound even more perky, and when the horn takes over (0:36), the mood turns romantic. The oboe reestablishes itself (0:46), this time countered by the flute playing a more sustained line as a contrast to the original melody’s somewhat jerky nature.

The next melody is rich, harmonious, and romantic. The violas lead (1:01), but it is the harp that makes this a truly lush-sounding section, becoming even fuller when the violins take the melody (1:18). The mood is broken by the English horn (1:35), playing a short solo that seems almost out of place, like a duck wandering into a romantic setting! This leads to the oboe and flute taking over again, but now their solos sound strange and disjointed.

The strings emerge to reestablish some direction (2:04) as they launch into a happy, bouncy pattern introducing a jaunty clarinet solo, interrupted by angry snipes from the brass. Humorous blats from the tuba and trombone (2:21) start the orchestra again on a cheerful, laughing path, still with an uncomfortable undercurrent. Total calm replaces the jollity (2:55) as the violins quietly reprise the romantic melody. But this, too, disintegrates into a series of scattered oboe, flute, and clarinet notes as the English horn bravely tries to establish the melody (3:25), eventually turning it over to the flute. Ultimately the energy disappears, as the oboe, followed by the bassoon and then by the piccolo, each play one last phrase. Exhausted, the movement ends with three notes played by the oboes and bassoons.

FIFTH MOVEMENT: Finale: Pesante; Presto
                              (8:58)

Four horns announce the final movement sustaining their final note. Then the violas and cellos begin a rapid rumble (0:08), and the second violins begin to scurry, kept in check only by sustained notes in the horns and steadying timpani beats. During this brisk section, as the first violins join the second violins, the wind instruments occasionally stir, adding punctuation to this flight. The volume increases steadily and leads to a respite where the scurrying stops (0:38) just long enough to catch one’s breath. Then the oboes and bassoons establish a new, equally fast pulse (0:43), and the strings again scurry about. There is a joyful freedom to this frantic activity, and it all explodes exuberantly (1:01). But trouble is not far off as the trombones and tuba interrupt the strings’ flight with ugly burps of sound (1:11), and an angry series of exchanges begins.
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