
PROGRAM NOTES 
By Pam Davis, Assistant Concertmaster 

 

Pietro Mascagni (1863-1945)____________________________________________________ 
Intermezzo Sinfonico from Cavelleria Rusticana (1889) 

  Mascagni’s first and greatest success, this short opera’s serene intermezzo gained modern 
popularity from its inclusion in such movies as The Godfather III and Raging Bull. 
 
Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)_____________________________________________ 
Sleeping Beauty Suite, Op. 66a (1889) 

  Considered by Tchaikovsky as one of his best works, details of individual numbers in the ballet, 
such as tempos, meters, and durations were prescribed by the choreographer, Marius Petipa. The 
story is secondary, as Tchaikovsky commented: “going to the ballet for the plot is like going to 
the opera for the recitatives.”  
 
Richard Strauss (1864-1949) _____________________________________________________ 
Tod und Verklärung (Death and Transfiguration), Op.24 (1889) 

  Strauss rejected the notion that music be decidedly pure or programmatic. In consultation with 
the composer, his friend Alexander von Ritter wrote an explanatory poem, which actually 
appears in the score of the work. Although divided into four sections, the sections in the music 
are played without pause.  

  Largo. “In a small bare room, dimly lit by a candle stump, a sick man lies on his bed. 
Exhausted by a violent struggle with death, he lies asleep. In the stillness of the room, like a 
portent of impending death, only the quiet ticking of a clock is heard. A melancholy smile 
lights the invalid’s pale face: does he dream of golden childhood as he lingers on the border of 
life?” Irregular viola and timpani ostinatos depict the dying man’s heartbeat and halting breaths, 
while the strings emulate sighs of the sufferer. 
  Allegro molto agitato. “But death grants him little sleep or time for dreams. He shakes his prey 
brutally to begin the battle afresh. The drive to live, the might of death! What a terrifying 
contest! Neither wins the victory and once more silence reigns.” A faster tempo and strong brass 
represent the struggle with death, with a glimpse of the transfiguration theme in the harp, 
trombones, and cellos. 
  Meno mosso, ma sempre alla breve. “Exhausted from the battle, sleepless, as in a delirium, the 
sick man now sees his life pass before him, step by step, scene by scene. First the rosy dawn of 
childhood, radiant, innocent; then the boy’s aggressive games, testing, building his strength—
and so maturing for the battles of manhood, to strive with burning passion for the highest goals 
of life: to transfigure all that seems to him most noble, giving it still more exalted form—this 
alone has been the high aim of his whole existence. Coldly, scornfully, the world set obstacle 
upon obstacle in his way. When he believed himself near his goal, a thunderous voice cried: 
‘Halt!’ But a voice within him still urged him on, crying: ‘Make each hindrance a new rung in 



your upward climb.’ Undaunted he followed the exalted quest. Still in his death agony he seeks 
the unreached goal of his ceaseless striving, seeks it, but alas, still in vain. Though it grows 
closer, clearer, grander, it never can be grasped entire or perfected in his soul. The final iron 
hammer blow of death rings out, breaks his earthy frame, and covers his eyes with eternal 
night.” March-like music depicts the man’s maturation to adulthood. The end is near as we hear 
the transfiguration motive. The fury recedes with the sound of the gong, announcing the 
departure of his soul. 
  Moderato. “But from the endless realms of heavenly space a mighty resonance returns to him 
bearing what he longed for here below and sought in vain: redemption, transfiguration.” 
Quietly, the transfiguration theme is itself transformed. Instruments are added and the sounds 
symbolically rise higher and higher. 

♪ WORLD EVENTS: Agatha Christie born, D.A.R. founded, van Gogh dies 
♪ FIRST PERFORMANCE: Mascagni: 1890, Rome; Tchaikovsky: 1890, St. Petersburg; 

Strauss: 1890, Eisenach  
♪ MOST RECENT SSO PERFORMANCE: Mascagni: 1998 with Crafton Beck; 

Tchaikovsky: 1999 with Apo Hsu; Strauss: 1988 with Charles Bontrager  
 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)____________________________________________________ 
Nänie, Op. 82 for chorus and orchestra (1881) 

Even the beautiful must perish! That which overcomes gods and men 
Moves not the armored heart of the Stygian Zeus. 
Only once did love come to soften the Lord of the Shadows, 
And just at the threshold he sternly took back his gift. 
Neither can Aphrodite heal the wounds of the beautiful youth 
That the boar had savagely torn in his delicate body. 
Nor can the deathless mother rescue the divine hero 
When, at the Scaean gate now falling, he fulfills his fate. 
But she ascends from the sea with all the daughters of Nereus, 
And she raises a plaint here for her glorious son. 
Behold! The gods weep, all the goddesses weep, 
That the beautiful perishes, that the most perfect passes away. 
But a lament on the lips of loved ones is glorious, 
For the ignoble goes down to Orcus in silence. 

  Nänie is the Greek goddess of lamentation and an ancient Greek ode to one departed. Written in 
memory of Brahms’s friend, painter Anselm Feuerbach, this work muses on the transience of 
life, with a setting of this poem by Friedrich Schiller of Beethoven’s Ode to Joy. 
 
♪ WORLD EVENTS:  Dostoyevsky dies, Red Cross founded, Shootout at the OK Corral 
♪ FIRST PERFORMANCE: 1881, Zurich 
♪ MOST RECENT SSO PERFORMANCE: tonight is the SSO’s premiere 

 



Giacomo Puccini (1858-1924) ____________________________________________________ 
Coro a bocca chiusa from Madama Butterfly  (1904) 

  The enchanting “Humming Chorus” is a rare episode of calm in Butterfly’s tragic tale, as Cio-
Cio-San desperately awaits the return of Pinkerton. Flutes and pizzicato strings accompany the 
chorus as they hum a long, arching melody in a rare operatic vocalise. 

♪ WORLD EVENTS:  Dali born, Cy Young pitches perfect game, Peter Pan’s London 
premiere 

♪ FIRST PERFORMANCE: 1904, Milan 
♪ MOST RECENT SSO PERFORMANCE: 1987 with Charles Bontrager 

Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) _____________________________________________________ 
Va, Pensiero from Nabucco (1841) 

  Verdi’s first unqualified success, Nabucco tells the story of Nebuchadnezzar and the Hebrew 
slaves sent into exile, with the obligatory love triangle. Its most memorable chorus, Va, Pensiero 
became so popular that at a memorial service shortly after Verdi’s death, Toscanini conducted a 
crowd of thousands of mourners in its singing. 

Go, thoughts, on golden wings; 
Go, settle upon the slopes and hills, 
where warm and soft and fragrant are 
the breezes of our sweet native land! 

Greet the banks of the Jordan, 
the towers of Zion ... 
Oh my country so beautiful and lost! 
Or so dear yet unhappy! 
Or harp of the prophetic seers, 
why do you hang silent from the willows? 
Rekindle the memories within our hearts, 
tell us about the time that have gone by 
Or similar to the fate of Solomon, 
give a sound of lament; 
or let the Lord inspire a concert 
That may give to endure our suffering. 

♪ WORLD EVENTS:  Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln marry, Doppler Effect 
discovered, New York Philharmonic’s first concert 

♪ FIRST PERFORMANCE: 1842, La Scala  
♪ MOST RECENT SSO PERFORMANCE: tonight is the SSO’s premiere 

Aaron Copland (1900-1990) _____________________________________________________ 
The Promise of Living from The Tender Land (1954) 



  In 1958, Copland extracted an orchestral suite from his only full-length opera, and later 
recalled, “the reviews were far better than they had been for the opera.” The final movement of 
the suite, The Promise of Living, is based on the folk song “Zion’s Walls, which was heard in 
February’s concert. 

 
♪ WORLD EVENTS:  Brown v. Board of Education, Lord of the Rings published,  

DiMaggio and Monroe married 
♪ FIRST PERFORMANCE: 1954, New York City 
♪ MOST RECENT SSO PERFORMANCE: tonight is the SSO’s premiere 

 
 


