? NOTES ON THE MUSIC?

Overture to the opera Der Freischiitz (“The Free-Shooter”)
by Karl Maria von Weber
(born in Eutin, Germany, on November 18, 1786; died in London on June 5, 1826)

Weber often complained of his ill luck, though it seems to the rest of us that he had
very little to complain about. Supremely talented musically, success dogged his
footsteps, except of course for dying when barely 40, while at the height of his success.
Always a composer of noteworthy operas, his later efforts in that form were his best, and of
them all the finest is Der Freischtitz.

For once he is in a good mood. His long engagement to the singer Caroline Brandt
results in marriage on November 4, 1817, though Weber’s crushing schedule of conducting
and composing means that the couple must re-invent their honeymoon as a concert tour.
But wordsmith Friedrich Kind is hard at work on the libretto for Freischiitz.

Though Weber is offered a commission to write an altogether different opera to
celebrate the wedding of Prince Frederick of Saxony to the Archduchess Caroline of
Austria, some irascible Italian singers of the opera company where Weber is in charge
make things difficult and succeed in having the commission withdrawn.

[t was all for the best, as events proved. The assigned libretto was to have been a bit
of fluff drawn from the Arabian Nights, which would hardly have benefited his prestige,
and instead he could and did devote all his efforts for the next two years? whatever time
was left from opera productions and orchestral conducting? to Freischiitz. He finished this
major undertaking on May 13, 1820, and the premiere took place at the Berlin Court
Theater on June 18 of the following year. It was a huge, huge success. Audiences screamed
for encores of nearly every aria. Other composers like Felix Mendelssohn and Albrecht
Dietrich were in the audience, shouting their praises. Poets like Heinrich Heine likewise
lauded the opera, as did the fantasist E. T. A. Hoffmann, on some of whose tales
Tchaikovsky was to base his Nutcracker Ballet and Offenbach the opera Tales of Hoffmann.

Musicologists all agree that with Der Freischtitz Weber laid the foundation of
German romantic opera; not only that, but his achievement was so strong that he over-
whelmed with his support the Teutonic musical stage until well into the 20t century,
including the works of Wagner, Busoni and Hindemith. A master of orchestration, a
composer with an unerring ear for the perfect musical phrase, a stage dramatist without
equal ... seldom has Europe produced such a talent.

The story of Der Freischiitz is founded on a German tradition that any forester who
seeks the aid of Samiel, “the Wild Huntsman,” may, in return for his soul, receive seven
silver bullets that always hit the mark they are aimed at. Two young foresters, Caspar and
Mazx, both desire the hand of the beautiful Agathe in marriage. Caspar, however, has
greedily sold his soul to Samiel, so when he entices the unwary Max into the ominous
woods of the Wolf’s Glen at midnight, only a miracle can save Max. Just such a miracle
happens. Caspar takes aim at a wood-dove, confident of his success, but the bird flies
suddenly out of sight just as Agathe and her friend Annchen, apparently unfearful of
midnight strolls, walk into the open. However, a hermit who has been watching over the
two young women, testifies that it was Caspar and not Max who shot at Agathe, and in the



end the remorseful Caspar dies without sacrificing his soul to the evil Samiel, while the two
young lovers, very much alive, fall into each other’s arms in true operatic tradition.

Almost all the best music in the opera appears in the Overture, including the sinister
musical knavery that surrounds Samiel, the mysterious atmosphere of the forested Wolfs’
Glen and Agathe’s tender aria, whose theme appears frequently in the opera as a kind of
lietmotiv.

Intermezzo, from the opera Cavalleria Rusticana (“Rustic Chivalry”)
by Pietro Mascagni
(born in Livorno, Italy, on December 7, 1863: died in Rome on August 2, 1945)

Not interested in his family’s baking business, Mascagni entered the Milan
Conservatorio to study music. Early in his career his wife Lina, unbeknownst to him, sent
his recently completed one-act opera Cavalleria Rusticana (“Rustic Chivalry”) to a contest,
and it emerged as one of three winners. Mascagni had chosen a story by the Sicilian writer
Giovanni Verga about the amorous affairs of a young soldier, Turiddu, set in a small Sicilian
town whose cathedral is seen, adjoining the square. It is Easter morning, and in the
peaceful moments while the villagers are at worship, we hear, as if from the church’s
interior, the music of an Intermezzo, its serene melody a complete contrast to the stormy
intrigues of the licentious peasants. Mascagni never again matched this immediately
popular prize-winner, first performed in 1890; when he visited England and met Queen
Victoria? herself an amateur singer? her opening gambit was: “Signor Mascagni, [ hope
you will soon write another Cavalleria.”

Piano Concerto No. 2 in F minor
by Frédéric Chopin
g %ngn] in Zelazowa, near Warsaw, Poland, on February 22, 1810; died in Paris on October 17,

Maestoso
Larghetto
Allegro vivace

In his last year at the Warsaw Conservatory, Chopin became painfully aware of
another student there, a pretty young pianist named Konstancia Gladkowska, whom he
seemed to encounter everywhere in the hallways. At the same time he was seized with an
even more demanding hunger to put down on paper the musical themes that would not
allow him any peace, and so he found himself alternately pining for Konstancia and
smudging his fingers with ink at his composing desk.

He had found a place where he could be alone. He and his mother and sisters were
living together in Warsaw, and Frédéric managed to get a piano up the stairs and into a
room with a hidden stairway at the top of the house, “a room with closets, my refuge,” as he
called it, with enough space left over for an old desk. Here he began to turn out in rapid
succession dances, rondos, variations, études and some sketches for what would become
his first concerto for piano and orchestra (though as matters turned out it was published
after his next concerto and thus became No. 2, in F minor). His two older sisters meanwhile
were collaborating on the writing of a romantic novel in the room just below, but they paid



scant heed to the sounds of his passionate piano-playing.

On October 3, 1829, he wrote his childhood friend and confidant, Tytus
Wojciechowski, a letter touching on both the concerto and Konstancia: “I dream about her
all the time. Her perfect little face inspires me continually. Thanks to her, the Adagio of my
new work has been born.”

Chopin was not yet nineteen when all three movements of the concerto were
finished and ready to play. Chopin promptly bade farewell to his family and his teacher,
Josef Elsner, and started out for Vienna. It was his second visit to the Austrian capital,
which was already abuzz with musical talk about his prior appearance there, when he had
astonished the knowledgeable with his technique and the musicality of his improvisations.
Now he hoped to have a chance to display himself to even greater advantage in his own F
minor Concerto.

He had already played it twice with great success in Warsaw, but in Vienna the
times were not auspicious. Russians and Austrians were at each other’s throats, and
because Poland was ruled by the hated Russians, there was not much music by anybody
going on, despite a letter of introduction from Duke Konstantine, who in any event was
despised for his arrogance as much by the Poles as by the Viennese and so of no use to
anyone.

Chopin had to plan his return home by a circuitous route, thanks to Russian
officials who did not want him traveling about the Continent, getting into non-Slavic
mischief. Eventually, though, he got a visa to go to London via Paris, and simply stayed
there in France. Never again would he return to his homeland.

In the French capital, Ferdinando Paér, the Italian opera composer, took a liking to
the lad and busily introduced him to everyone worth knowing, particularly Camille Pleyel,
head of the esteemed piano firm, and chin-bearded, 46-year-old Friedrich Wilhelm
Kalkbrenner, regarded as the finest pianist in all Europe. Kalkbrenner asked Chopin to play
for him, and the nervous young Pole obliged with a mazurka or two and parts of the F
minor Concerto. The older man was enchanted: he told Frédéric that he reminded him of
the great Irish virtuoso John Field, or the magnificent Johann Baptist Cramer. Chopin was
highly gratified, though he could not resist tattling to Tytus that “Kalkbrenner, wishing to
impress me, sat down at the piano but made so many mistakes that he had to stop.”

Pleyel immediately sent a piano around to Chopin’s apartment for his use, and he
and Kalkbrenner set up a concert to introduce the young Pole to musical society. So on
February 26, 1832, Chopin, “slender as a rapier in his tailored black evening coat,” made a
splendid debut at the Salle Pleyel, playing the F minor Concerto as a solo without
accompaniment, as well as participating in a duet of Kalkbrenner’s own Grande Polonaise
with four other pianists? yes, a total of six performers. Many Poles were there, to support
their countrymen, though the tickets cost ten francs (five times a Paris worker’s daily
wage) but many other very distinguished listeners had been invited, among them pianist
Ferdinand Hiller (who had helped play the Kalkbrenner extravaganza and who reported
that composer Felix Mendelssohn “applauded Chopin triumphantly”). Also Luigi
Cherubini, head of the Paris Conservatoire, who eagerly talked to Chopin “but babbled only
of cholera and revolutions,” and Franz Liszt, a year younger than Frédéric but already well



established as both composer and pianist. He wrote: “The most vigorous applause seemed
not to suffice to our enthusiasm for this talented musician [meaning Chopin, of course] who
revealed a new phase of poetic sentiment combined with such happy innovations in the
form of his art.”

The Polish violinist Antoni Orlovsky, also present, put it more bluntly: “He utterly
destroyed every local pianist. All Paris was stupefied!”

Another of Chopin’s glossy new friends in Paris eventuated as among the most loyal and
long-lasting in his too-brief life: Countess Delphine Potocka. Now estranged from her
husband Mieczyslaw, the irremediably licentious heir of an ancient Polish title, the
inordinately beautiful Countess lived an expansive life in Paris, settled comfortably on a

handsome annuity from her wealthy but willfully non-attentive spouse. Her own
lively sexual reputation was the subject of mythic song and story; poet Adam Mieciewicz
based on her a character he called “The Great Sinner,” and her current lover, Zygmunt
Krasinski, good naturededly called her “Don Juan in a skirt.” To Chopin, though, she was
ever a platonic friend of utmost affection and understanding, as well as a sensitive pianist
and a singer of all-encompassing charm. In their correspondence she always addressed
him as “Monsieur Chopin,” commiserating with him in times of his despondency, as he
with her when her circumstances were less than bubbly. Indeed, when early death came to
Chopin in those fateful days of October, 1849, Delphine was a frequent visitor to his modest
suite of rooms near the Vendoéme, bathing his hands with eau de Cologne, singing little
Polish songs of their childhood and weeping with him in his fears.

To this Countess? at the time one of his piano students? Chopin dedicated the
Concerto No. 2 in F minor, finally published as Opus 22 in 1836, a full seven years after its
composition, because the orchestral parts had been mislaid in Vienna years before.
(Hence the E minor Concerto, though composed later, was published in 1833 as No. 1, Opus
11.)

? Intermission ?

from The Grand Canyon Suite
by Ferde Grofé
(born in New York City on March 27, 1899; died in Santa Monica, California, on April 3, 1972)

Sunrise

On the Trail

Ferdé Grofé was born Ferdinand Rudolph von Grofé into a family of French

Huguenots who had been successful classical musicians for four generations. His father
was a fine operatic baritone, his mother a professional cellist, his maternal grandfather was
principal cellist of the Metropolitan Opera, with an uncle who was concertmaster of the Los
Angeles Symphony, as it was called then.

His mother took little Ferdie to Europe for lessons, having already taught him the
piano and the violin, but he also studied composition in Leipzig, and before he returned to
the United States he had become a capable performer on the baritone horn, the trumpet,
and the viola. Actually be became a violist in the Los Angeles Symphony alongside his
uncle, but before that he had had stints with such occupations as milkman, theater usher,






