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Don Giovanni Overture, K. 527                                          Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) 
The genius of Mozart needs little introduction to any music lover, especially those who love opera.  
Mozart himself loved to write for the musical stage and started, as he did all other musical pursuits, at 
the young age of eleven with La Finta semplice.  His first mature opera, La Finta giardiniera, was 
produced in Milan in 1774.  His first universally acclaimed success – even acknowledged by the 
begrudging Salieri – was The Abduction from the Seraglio, produced for the Viennese Court in 1782.  
In 1785, Mozart met Abbé da Ponte, who had recently been appointed poet to the imperial theater, and 
together they collaborated to produce three of the greatest operas of all generations:  Cosi fan Tutte, The 
Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni, the latter having never been absent from the world’s opera 
houses since its triumphant premier in Prague in 1787. 
 
The opera broke with convention, as it combines comedy and tragedy.  The music sparkles with the 
vivacious charm of the Don, the consummate seducer, while it is underpinned throughout with the 
palpable drama of both ladies and men betrayed.  The Overture is a synopsis of these competing 
realities, starting with obvious foreboding – giving warning of the murder shortly to follow—as well as 
preparing the listener’s mood for the doomed Don’s last-act unwelcome descent into hell.  But, this 
being Mozart, the music of dread changes after not too many measures, and we are introduced to the 
gaiety and capriciousness of the Don, someone who would clearly liven up any party. 
 
Concerto for Violin and Orchestra in G minor, Op. 26                               Max Bruch (1838-1920) 
Of all the concertos written for violin and orchestra, this is one of the very finest and most popular.  It 
has musically sound architecture, while at the same time remaining highly original and fluid in its 
conception.  It is intensely dramatic and passionate without becoming overwrought or maudlin.  The 
piece so well showcases what the violin can deliver in the hands of a sensitive artist with virtuoso 
technique, that Bruch, age 28 at the time, correctly decided that cadanzas were neither necessary nor 
desirable.  The premiere of the concerto in its revised and final form took place in Bremen on January 
5, 1868 with the celebrated Joseph Joachim as soloist and Karl Rheinthaler on the podium.  A sad bit of 
irony regarding the concerto is that this was Bruch's one and only bid for immortality.  He went on to 
be long-lived and produced a considerable number of excellent works but none to such a standard as 
this.  His Scottish Fantasy is performed from time to time, but the rest of his output, including two 
other concertos for the violin, are permanent fixtures on the shelf. 
 
… The opening theme of the Adagio (the second movement selected for this video concert) is soulful, 
tender and song-like in character.  The soloist must maintain a sense of proportion in order to deliver 
the musical message even in the face of considerable technical challenges. 
 
Symphony No. 4 in D minor, Op. 120                                               Robert Schumann (1810-1856) 
Ten years elapsed between Schumann’s beginning work on his Fourth Symphony and its premiere in 
1851.  His first symphony, subtitled “Spring,” which premiered in 1841 under the baton of Felix 
Mendelssohn, had been an unqualified success and Schumann immediately started on a second large 
orchestral work.  But he was dissatisfied with it and put it aside.  When he again began work on an 
orchestral work, he started from scratch and composed what was then titled Symphony No. 2.  It was 
not until he had moved to Dusseldorf in 1850, as the music director of the city and its orchestra, and 
having enjoyed the success of his Symphony No. 3, the “Rhenish,” that he returned to almost 
completely rewrite his earlier work.  Having written primarily for the piano, voice and small 
ensembles, Schumann’s mastery of the large symphonic form developed later in life, and his reworking 
of the Fourth, his last symphonic work, is the beneficiary of that maturity.  As opposed to the free-



flowing nature of most of his piano and vocal music, the Fourth is a more structured and unified work 
than any of the earlier symphonies.  Thematic ideas reoccur throughout the work in its four separate 
movements.  Because the movements are practically played without breaks, the listener is hardly aware 
of any separation in the line of the various themes that make up the whole. 
 
Schumann was greatly moved and influenced by the symphonies of Beethoven, with their rhythmic 
drive and meticulous and glorious, but abstract, thematic development.  Not wanting to copy his 
predecessor, and being influenced by the romantic spirit of his day – that of freely expressing one's 
emotions – Schumann combined the structure of the classic orchestral form with his own lyrical 
melancholy, grace, joy and ultimate exuberance.   While much of the symphony is in the stated key of 
D minor, the smile of various major keys makes appearance throughout the work.  In the last 
movement, the gravitas of the minor setting is finally released to an unabashedly  uplifting D Major. 
 
The first movement, “Ziemlich langsam” [Rather Slow] (Schumann used both German and Italian 
descriptions for themes and movements) begins with a ponderous announcement – reflection reigns. 
 Yet, even in the first movement's slow and melancholy opening, glimpses of light are heard in the 
violins and flutes, their high legato lines floating like wispy sunbeams above the deep tension.  The 
violins introduce both the first and second themes of the movement, as the movement turns decidedly 
“Lebhaft” [Lively].  Throughout all, Schumann's lyric gift is heard superseding the rhythmic 
underpinning of Beethoven's influence.  The  second movement, “Romanze,” begins with an elegiac 
cello and oboe theme.  The full strings join in recalling the melancholic theme from the first movement. 
 As the theme is repeated, a solo violin embroiders the ensemble with musical lace.  Here Schumann's 
romantic freedom is fully realized: the strings resonate with lyric warmth, while smoothly grounded by 
the brass.  The work again moves on without pause to the “Scherzo.”  Strong rhythm returns, but the 
movement is interspersed with a contrasting trio, whose falling and rising passages float, rather than 
march, the music into our senses.  Dying away, the music seems to stop completely before it comes 
back to life most slowly, rebuilding its life measure by measure, with increasing string tremolos which 
are slowly supported by the timpani and brass, until it announces the grand transition to D Major.  As it 
leaves the shadows of the first movement behind, the music advances to the final “Presto,” where it 
achieves unbridled momentum and excitement.  The short conclusion is a free fantasia pulsing at 
double speed, the orchestra having achieved full-throated frenzy before quickly striking the work's 
swift closing chords. 
 
 


