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No other time of the year abounds with as much seasonal music as does the month of 

December, with its revered religious holidays, Hanukah and Christmas, the celebrations 

of Winter Solstice and Kwanzaa, all finalized by the boisterous western New Year. 

Variety abounds with the sounds of instruments and songs that express the quiet and cold 

of December, the warmth of the hearth, the joy of giving, the sharing of traditional foods, 

and the gaiety of New Year’s midnight send-off. Our program presents a beautiful sample 

of this repertoire, with pieces that convey in music the season’s peace, joy, and 

excitement. 

 

Hänsel and Gretel, Prelude _______________Engelbert Humperdinck (1854-1921) 

Humperdinck’s opera Hänsel und Gretel (1893) is based on the German folk tale of a 

brother and sister who, having gotten lost in the woods, find themselves captives of a 

witch who has baked other children into gingerbread. The “Vorspiel,” or “Prelude,” 

begins with the serene melody of the “Evening Prayer” from Act II, in which the children 

beseech fourteen angels to guard them in their lonely forest sleep. With the night over, 

the music wakes to the exuberant rhythms of children playing and dancing, signaling the 

end of the witch’s spell. The piece concludes with a reprise of the “Prayer” theme, now 

heard as a victorious choral, matching the opera’s happy ending, in which the witch is the 

one who ends up as gingerbread. The charm of the story, Humperdinck’s masterfully 

orchestrated score, and the prominent role of gingerbread has ensured that the work 

remains a Christmas favorite.  

 

“Festive Sounds of Hanukah”   Arranged by Bill Holcombe (1925-2010) 

Hanukah is a Jewish holiday commemorating the rededication of the Second Temple in 

Jerusalem at the time of the Jewish people’s revolt against the Seleucid Empire (ancient 

Greece, c. 166 BCE). As the lamps used to light the temple miraculously burned for eight 

days without being refilled, the holiday, also known as the Festival of Lights, is observed 

for eight days. The large trove of music of the holiday recalls the story of the miracle of 

the lights, pronounces blessings for the lighting of candles, offers thanks to God on behalf 

of the Jewish people, and celebrates the cheer enjoyed by children playing with the 

quintessential Hanukah toy, the dreidel. Songs in this arrangement are, “Rock of Ages,” 

“Who Can Retell,” “Hanukah Hanukah,” “My Dreidel,” “S’Vivon,” and “Hanukah oh 

Hanukah.” 

 

A Charlie Brown Christmas Vince Guaraldi (1928-1976), arranged by David Pugh 

Since its first airing in 1965, this animated television special, based on the comic strip, 

Peanuts, by Charles M. Schultz, continues to delight viewers each holiday season. The 

story tells how a group of children unite to rescue their friend, Charlie Brown, from his 

holiday blues. Nothing seems to work until his friend Linus tells Charlie the true meaning 

of Christmas, which results in Charlie being able to join in with the droll gang and 

joyfully celebrate the holiday. While the producers feared the show would be a failure, 

the broadcast received instant critical acclaim, being awarded an Emmy in 1966 for 

Outstanding Children’s Program, while the soundtrack, an unorthodox mix of Christmas 

music and jazz, has become both a children’s and adults’ classic. The arrangement 



includes, “Christmas is Coming,” “Christmas Time is here,” “Skating,” and “Linus and 

Lucy.” 

 

Babes in Toyland, selections     Victor Herbert (1859-1924) 

Victor Herbert, a successful performer, conductor, and composer, is most remembered 

for the more than 40 operettas he composed for the Broadway stage. Many of these works 

enjoyed great success when first performed, and even after more than a hundred years, a 

few continue to hold the stage. Chief among these is Babes in Toyland, which weaves 

together various characters from Mother Goose nursery rhymes into a Christmas-themed 

musical extravaganza. Since its 1903 Chicago premiere, the work continues to be revived 

on and off Broadway and can be enjoyed in two film versions. Selections included are, 

“March of the Toys,” “Toyland,” “Floretta,” “Moon’ll Help You,” “Eccentric Dance,” 

“Never Mind Bo Beep,” and “Before and After.” 

    

Holiday Carols________________________________________________________ 

Carols are an ancient and enduring musical form, developed during medieval times as a 

round for singers or dancers accompanied by instruments. Carols as Christmas songs 

were first developed in France, where they were intended to be sung by all present at 

holiday gatherings. Their style varies from reflective to narrative or dramatic, and they 

are often associated with good cheer as an element of Christmas joy. Performed for this 

program are, “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks,” “Joy to the World,” “Silent 

Night,” “Jingle Bells,” “What Child is This?” and “Deck the Halls.” 

 

Symphony No. 1 in G minor, Op. 13 (“Winter Daydreams”)___________________   

Pyotr Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) 

The music of Pyotr Ilitch Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) is heard always and everywhere in 

December—from the concert hall to the shopping mall—but it is invariably limited to 

selections from the Nutcracker ballet. But Tchaikovsky wrote another piece in which he 

set to music his inner feelings about winter: his First Symphony, composed in 1866, as he 

assumed the post of music professor at the newly formed Moscow Conservatory. His 

letters describe the strenuous process of composing the symphony, stating that it cost him 

more effort than any of his previous works. It was initially criticized by his former 

teacher at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, Anton Rubinstein, who suggested various 

corrections in an attempt to make it confirm to sonata form. Tchaikovsky deferred to his 

teacher and incorporated the changes, only to be dejected by the work’s poor reception at 

its premiere. However, Nikolai Rubinstein, Anton’s brother, also a prominent musician 

and founder of the Moscow Conservatory, liked the work, and, a few years later, directed 

its performance in Moscow to overall public acclaim. As is obvious in many of 

Tchaikovsky’s works, his extraordinary gift for melody was simply too big to be confined 

to a single strict musical formula. 

 

The symphony is not intended to be program music that mimics the sounds of winter—

sleigh bells, songs of winter, or the sound of wind—rather it expresses the composer’s 

inner impressions of a Russian winter’s essence. The first movement, subtitled “Dreams 

of a Winter Journey,” begins in tranquility, with shimmering strings evoking a calm 

awakening. As more and more instruments join in, an eventual full-orchestra crescendo 

heralds a grand day.  The second movement, subtitled “Land of Desolation, Land of 

Mists,” begins with strings playing utterly serene music, conveying the sense of time 



stopping on a snowy afternoon.  The oboe, joined by the flutes and violas, introduces a 

melody that could be the song of the mist. Cellos add sonority to the melody, and 

eventually horns summon a grand reinforcement of the mood, with the full orchestra soon 

sounding a clarion call to joy. But by the movement’s end, the mood again settles into a 

reverie as soft as falling snow. 

 

The following Scherzo (with no subtitle) is in a sprightly major key and 3/8 tempo, 

reminiscent of Mendelssohn’s style (much admired by Tchaikovsky). Its melody is the 

perfect accompaniment to winter skaters. The last movement, Andante lugubre (Mournful 

Andante) begins with a somber theme played by the bassoons, clarinets, and flutes. The 

strings join the theme and the music vaguely reminds us of dark, Volga-Boatmen songs. 

But the young Tchaikovsky could not restrain himself for long, and the music soon bursts 

into full orchestral exuberance. A fugue follows, sounding more like a dance with a 

pulsating Russian offbeat. The music becomes vigorous before it settles and slows again, 

reprising the movement’s initial dirge.  However, before it ends, Tchaikovsky can’t resist 

treating us to a final full head of triumphant musical steam and New Year’s fireworks.  

 

 

 

 

 


