Mozart Symphony No. 41, “Jupiter”– November 18, 2017
Overture to 







Gioachino Rossini  
 The Barber of Seville






     1792-1868

It is hard to understand today why the premiere of The Barber of Seville in Rome in February 1816 was such an unmitigated disaster. True, the overture we know today was originally not part of the opera, and another opera also called The Barber of Seville, by the aging Giovanni Paisiello, although dated, was considered a classic in Italy. But the simple ebullience and mischievousness of Rossini’s opera buffa did not deserve the vituperation and hostility it encountered.

Following the disastrous premiere, Rossini made a number of modifications, including the substitution of the original overture. Later in his life, he claimed that the first overture was lost, but there is considerable doubt whether he ever wrote one specifically for this opera. 

Although the Overture sounds appropriate for the spirit of the libretto, its melodies do not recall a single theme from the opera proper. And no wonder! This was its third reincarnation. Rossini, like his overworked predecessors, including Bach and Handel, made good use of musical recycling. The two previous operas it served were Aureliano in Palmyra and Elisabetta, regina d’Inghilterra, both very serious works.

Many Rossini overtures have been perennial favorites of audiences and musicians even after the operas themselves have been cast into oblivion. For over 100 years, the only one of his operas in the standard repertoire has been The Barber of Seville. But Rossini’s snappy rhythms, catchy tunes, and the famous “Rossini Rocket,” which revs up tension by gradually adding instruments to the ensemble, have turned many of the overtures into household tunes – and even cartoon soundtracks (for Bugs Bunny and Woody Woodpecker). 

An interesting sidelight: The Barber of Seville was premiered in New York in May 1819 in English. On November 29, 1825, it was performed again: this time as the first performance in America of opera in Italian.

Piano Concerto No. 2 in G minor, Op. 22

  

   Camille Saint-Saëns









           1835-1921

It is said that at his first public concert in May 1846, after playing Mozart and Beethoven piano concertos as well as some solo works by Bach and Handel, ten-year-old Camille Saint-Saëns offered to play any one of Beethoven’s 32 piano sonatas as an encore – from memory. A child prodigy who grew to become a phenomenal polymath, Saint-Saëns wrote articles and books on many scientific topics, including astronomy, biology and archaeology in addition to his composing and musicological studies. 

In his youth Saint-Saëns was considered an innovator, but by the time he reached maturity he had become a pillar of the establishment, trying to maintain the classical musical tradition, conventional forms and harmony in France. As an accomplished organist and pianist – he premiered his five piano concertos – he sported elegant, effortless technique. But neither his compositions nor his pianism were ever pinnacles of passion or emotion. Berlioz noted that Saint-Saëns “...knows everything but lacks inexperience.” Saint-Saëns was supportive of some younger composers, but his visceral dislike of Debussy actually engendered endless headlines in the tabloid press.

Saint-Saëns composed the Second Piano Concerto in 1868 at the request of the famed Russian pianist, composer and conductor Anton Rubinstein, who wanted to use it to advance his conducting career. The composer gave the first performance with Rubinstein conducting, to general acclaim. A showy piece, recalling Liszt at his most bombastic and Chopin at his most lyrical, the Concerto is particularly popular among pianists with outstanding technique. 

The first movement opens with a lengthy Andante sostenuto introduction, a massive and splashy solo fantasia in and of itself. There follows a thunderous introduction by the whole orchestra. The piano introduces the leisurely first theme, which develops as interplay between the soloist and the woodwinds, especially the flute. The second theme belongs to the piano with occasional upper woodwind accompaniment. The movement becomes a display of brilliant pianistic virtuosity, concluding with a reprise of the introductory material of both piano and orchestra.

The second movement, Allegro scherzando, opens with a rhythmic ostinato on the timpani that provides the pulse for the entire movement. The piano theme sparkles whimsically and is paired with a catchy melody in the orchestra. The movement concludes with a whisper.

The Presto, alla breve finale is a tarantella, too fast for human feet by far. It is a pure bravura piece, full of crashing chords and glittering runs, which received – not unexpectedly – the warmest praise from Franz Liszt.
Symphony No. 41 in C major, K. 551          

     Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart “Jupiter”







      1756-1791  

Mozart composed his three last symphonies – or at least finished them – in the short span of six weeks in June-August 1788. In spite of the ceaseless flow of his musical output, he had composed no symphonies during the preceding two years, nor was he to write any in the following three, the last years of his life.

These three symphonies were not composed on commission but were probably written for a series of subscription concerts that Mozart planned for 1788-89 in Vienna but which apparently never materialized for lack of support. At this point, in Vienna at least, his star was already in decline despite the success of his two great operas in collaboration with Lorenzo da Ponte, Don Giovanni (premiered in Prague) and The Marriage of Figaro. He was desperately in need of money – in large part because he was constitutionally unable to curb his extravagant spending habit. However, the notion that Mozart never heard these symphonies performed is the creation of nineteenth-century romanticism; in fact, Mozart probably scheduled the C major symphony for a concert in Frankfurt in October 1790. 

The three symphonies reflect very different moods, the darkest being No. 40. It is almost as if the tragedy of this symphony saw its resolution only the in triumph of No. 41. The nickname "Jupiter" is a late addition in an unknown hand, inspired probably by the majestic-sounding first movement. Olympian it may sound to us, but according to Eric Blom, Mozart borrowed the little auxiliary G major theme in the first movement from his comic bass arietta “Un bacio di mano” (K.541); the text that accompanies this theme runs, “Voi siete un po' tondo, Mio caro Pompeo,” (You are a little chubby, my dear Pompeo).

Unlike No. 40, this symphony breaks no new ground either in form or content; its greatness lies not with its novelty but with its classic elegance. Despite the fact that Mozart composed 41 symphonies, this was not the vehicle he chose as an outlet for his greatest creative inspirations; many of the symphonies were among his earliest compositions. Haydn, on the other hand, was constantly tweaking the form throughout his long life to make each symphony different or innovative – often even quirky. 

Of particular interest in Symphony No. 41 is Mozart’s use of the four-note opening motive of the final movement, which he then develops into a complex fugue. Mozart was partial to this motive and had previously used it in two masses and his B-flat Symphony K. 319 (No. 33). Other composers, mostly notably Felix Mendelssohn, used the motive as well, either in imitation of or tribute to the composer who was valued more after his death than during his lifetime.
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