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Fackeltanz No. 1 (Torch Dance No. 1)

Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864)

The traditional Fackeltanz (German: Torch Dance) is as much a procession as a stately dance, in which torches or large candles are carried by the procession’s leaders, who are slowly followed by the participants. The dance and its music appear to have origins similar to that of the Polonaise: as processional music originating at medieval tournaments. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, these courtly processions developed into dances used at festivities at the courts of the Northern European (particularly German) nobility. By the 18th and 19th centuries, the dance became de rigueur for the weddings of reigning families. A favorite of the Prussian court, the Fackeltanz music was often performed by a wind or brass band.
The reigning German opera composer, conductor, and impresario of the mid-19th century, Giacomo Meyerbeer (born Jakob Liebmann Beer), composed four Fackeltanzen. The first was written for the wedding of the King of Bavaria in 1846, the others for the weddings of princesses and dukes of Prussia. Meyerbeer is remembered for his lavish and melodramatic operas, which, at the time, were wildly popular with audiences who loved their projection of power, melody, and spectacle. (Many fellow-musicians, from the aging Rossini to the young Wagner, were less impressed.) It was Meyerbeer’s ability to compose music for grand occasions that sent many commissions for such music his way, and his works include choral cantatas, marches, and pieces for orchestra. The music was commissioned for such disparate occasions as the inauguration of statues—that of the printer Guttenberg in Mainz—for a celebration of the Archers of Bavaria, for the opening of the International Exhibition in London, and for weddings and coronations of the nobility. The Fackeltanz No. 1, which was initially written for wind band and later scored for full orchestra, is a stirring piece, consisting of vigorous, but rather foursquare, opening and closing sections that bracket a calm interlude. The piece is a showcase for the orchestra’s brass section, which is clearly in charge of projecting the work’s mood, tempo, and intent.
King Christian II Suite, Op. 27


          Jean Sibelius (1865-1957)

Jean Sibelius was born in Finland to an ethnically Swedish family. He received an excellent classical education in music, demonstrating a deep understanding of its many forms. While at high school he became an accomplished violinist and began to compose without a tutor. After a brief stint at law school, he turned to music full time, studying at the Helsinki Music Institute (now the Sibelius Academy), and later in Berlin and Vienna.  When he returned to Finland to marry, teach, and conduct, his country was experiencing increasing political oppression, as the despotism of Czar Nicholas II of Russia sought to suppress Finish self-identity and self-rule. This challenged Sibelius to express the history, struggle, aspirations, and identity of his people through music. Finns, whether or not they were music lovers, agreed that pieces such as Kullervo (1892), a five-part symphonic poem based on the Finnish epic poem Kalevala, spoke what the Finnish people dared not express in words.  Other nationalistic works composed to great acclaim were En Saga, Four Legends, and Finlandia, which aroused such patriotism in the composer’s countrymen that its performance was forbidden by the czarist government during times of political unrest.

But Sibelius did not limit himself to composing music solely in service of his homeland.  Diverse works, scored for chorus—unaccompanied, with organ, and with orchestra—instrumental ensembles, solo instruments, brass band, and orchestra, were inspired by the subject matter of greater Scandinavia, Europe, Shakespeare, the Bible, and even the United States—Songs for American Schools. The King Christian II Suite is such a work, taken from the incidental music to the play, King Christian II, written by Sibelius’ friend, the playwright Adolf Paul, whom Sibelius had first met while they were both students in Berlin. 
The Suite is a selection of five pieces taken from the play’s incidental music arranged as a concert work. The play deals with the love of Christian II, ruler of Denmark, Sweden, and Norway (1513-1523), for a common Dutch girl, Dyvecke Sigbritsdatter. Christian II suffered much anguish from the affair, as Dyvecke appears to have been poisoned by disapproving nobles. The Suite’s five sections describe the various moods associated with the King’s affair. The lush and joyous strains of the opening Nocturne accompany the couple’s love scene. The languid and reflective Elegy, scored only for strings, was the original introduction to the play. The Musette is Dyvecke’s dance, and the Serenade sets the tone for the court ball. The last selection, the tempestuous Ballade, ends the Suite with a flourish as it expresses the fury of the King at the death of his mistress.
Symphony No. 6 “Pastoral”


 Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827)

In 1792, at the age of 22, Beethoven moved from his hometown of Bonn, Germany, to Europe’s musical capital, Vienna.  It was his riveting piano playing that first made him both famous and prosperous. But, within a few years, his audiences, and particularly his musical colleagues and patrons, became well aware of his revolutionary qualities and capabilities as a composer. His first two symphonies, which premiered in 1800 and 1801, still adhered to the classical model of symphonic structure, bequeathed to the world by Haydn (from whom Beethoven had taken some instruction), but both demonstrated that there was more to Beethoven’s skill and music than one would ordinarily expect from a worthy student and hopeful successor of the revered master. With the premiere of his third symphony, subtitled “Eroica,” (1805) it was obvious to everyone in Vienna and beyond that the brusque and somewhat eccentric bachelor was bursting with music that could no longer be contained by what had by then become the predictable pattern of the symphonic sonata form.
But Beethoven never outright rejected the composure of his classical education or environment. While Symphony No. 5 and Symphony No. 6 presented music that was wildly new (both premiered at the Theater-an-der-Wien on December 22, 1808), they were both wrapped in familiar formats. The Fifth, a monumental stentorian blast bursting with more energy than had ever been heard in a symphony, nevertheless was built on the foundation of the sonata form with its standard four movements: Allegro, Andante, Scherzo, and Allegro. And the Sixth, a calm blessing of natural rejuvenation and repose, subtitled “Pastoral,” also spoke in a musical language that would have been well known to the audience—the musical language of the pastoral with its aim of representing rustic, natural, and bucolic scenes and feelings.
The two symphonies premiered that evening were not only polar opposites in energy and mood, they also differed in their intention. The Fifth is considered to be “absolute” music, while the Sixth is full-fledged “program music.” “Absolute” music does not attempt to describe specific non-musical thoughts or actions, whereas “program” music is intended to illustrate a non-musical idea, action, or scene. Most of Beethoven’s music, the works for piano, string quartet, and the symphonies (except for the Sixth), are considered to be absolute music. But Beethoven did not entirely shy away from composing music based on dramatic events or emotions. Examples are the Egmont Overture, “Wellington’s Victory,” and the ballet, The Creatures of Prometheus. Even the last movement of the Symphony No. 9—with its explicit ode to joy, brotherhood, and salvation—can be interpreted as expressing a noble, but non-musical, sentiment.
Of Beethoven’s few programmatic works, the “Pastoral” Symphony is the outstanding example and, much as his other symphonies motivated generations of artists to compose in a more direct style, the “Pastoral” marked the beginning of 19th-century program music. Composers had always attempted to imitate some elements of nature and life in their music. Italian music going back as far as the 14th century incorporates sounds intended to depict street cries or the general commotion of a hunting, fishing, or fire scene. The representation of the sound of birds in music is likely older than what can be traced in the earliest scores, and all of musical history contains works that describe the sounds and emotions of armies in battle. Before it blended its sound with other instruments in an ensemble, the solo trumpet was the literal sound of the call to arms. 
And, of course, the music of opera, by its nature, has always served at the behest of action and passion. Thus, Beethoven’s programmatic work stands on the shoulders of his musical predecessors. It is telling that scholarship has found that that the “Pastoral” did not originate out of thin air, as the outline of the “Pastoral” was taken quite literally from the work of a composer active in the Rhineland of Beethoven’s youth, Justin Heinrich Knecht, whose symphony for fifteen instruments, Le Portrait musical de la nature (French: The Musical Portrait of Nature), was advertised on the same page of Cramer’s Music Magazine as were the then twelve-year-old Beethoven’s three piano sonatas. While the music of Knecht’s work does not surface in Beethoven’s Pastoral, its schema is copied almost verbatim, as Knecht’s piece, in five movements like Beethoven’s, describes a natural scene that is filled with the sounds of brooks, animals, and shepherds, and which is interrupted by a storm that soon fades, giving way to a final song of joy and thanksgiving. 
Just as Knecht had done, Beethoven attached descriptive titles to each of the Symphony’s five movements:  (1) “Awakening of Cheerful Feelings upon Arriving in the Country,” (2) “Scene by the Brook,” (3) “Merry Gathering of Country Folk,” (4) “Thunderstorm,” (5) “Shepherd’s Song—Joyful and Thankful Feelings after the Storm.” The first movement—which appears to begin out of nowhere, as if the listener, walking about in the country, had unknowingly wandered within earshot of far-off music—is a languid presentation using familiar and spacious chords in the service of a repeated simple theme. The musicologist Robert Simpson describes the repetition as, “sublime monotony,” suggesting that these figures repeat themselves “as leaves on a tree.” The mood of the bucolic second movement, “Scene by the Brook,” is sustained by the second violins and violas, which use rippling eighth notes to portray the gentle flow of water. The movement ends with a direct quote from nature, as Beethoven calls on the flute, oboe, and clarinet to present the songs of the nightingale, quail, and cuckoo. (The names of the birds are written into the score.) The following village dance scene is upbeat and also slips humor into the score, as the village band attempts to keep pace with the goings-on. Then, as it would in any good drama, a storm crashes the party, and Beethoven, always the master orchestrator, utilizes the power of the trombone, the shriek of the piccolo, and the thunder of the timpani to whip up the instant action. The storm is unannounced and short—there is no break after the movement of the village scene—with scoring that is intense but economical. The final shepherd’s song is a return to contentment and joy, incorporating the droll tunes of an alpine cow-herd with that of a hymn of thanksgiving to God. There is no text to the last movement, but in his sketchbook  Beethoven wrote the words from the Mass, “gratias agimus tibi” (we give you thanks).
Because the “Pastoral” is a symphony, and not incidental music or an opera, Beethoven was careful to instruct his listeners in the concert program that the piece is, “... more expressive of feeling rather than painting a picture . . . and it is left for the listener to discover the situations for himself.” In his sketchbook he noted that, “Even without description one will recognize the whole . . . Anyone who has ever had an idea of country life can imagine for himself the intentions of the author, without a lot of titles.” These intentions were the feelings Beethoven sought and experienced during his long walks through the Vienna woods and during his summer sojourns in the surrounding countryside, where he often took month-long lodgings, spending most of his time outdoors, always with sketchbook in hand. In the countryside, Beethoven found the seclusion he needed to compose, and the subject matter he needed as inspiration. In letters to friends he wrote: “How delighted I shall be to ramble for a while through bushes, woods, under trees, through grass and around rocks. No one can love the country as much as I do. For surely woods, trees, and rocks produce the echo which man desires to hear.” And, “It seems as if in the country every tree said to me ‘Holy! Holy!’—Who can give complete expression to the ecstasy of the woods?” Thus the “Pastoral” is more than program music inspired by nature: it is a “program” of what drew Beethoven to nature. Because the music is first-rate in its own right, independent of its non-musical setting, and because it reveals Beethoven’s admiration of the great out-of-doors, his Pastoral Symphony remains as verdant and fresh as the countryside his work so lovingly evokes.
