Capriccio Italien
Pyotr llyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

By 1880 Tchaikovsky,
at the age of 40, was a
mature, successful
composer who was
achieving wide
recognition for his
talents. By then he had
completed his first four
symphonies, his violin
concerto, and his
opera, Eugene Onegin,
to just mention a few
of his significant
works. At the same
time, his life, personal
and professional, during recent years had
undergone considerable stress and anguish. He
had long chaffed under the load of teaching, and
felt that it had strong ill effects upon his need for
free time to compose. Moreover, he had gone
through the disaster of an ill-fated marriage that
was recklessly and precipitously entered into—he
and his wife separated permanently after he fled in
panic after only a bit more than two months of the
union. On the other hand, in 1877, he had entered
into a long and fruitful—albeit eccentric—
relationship with his famous patroness, whom he
insisted that he should never meet in person, but
who provided fabulous longtime financial support.
A kind of wanderlust ensued, resulting in trips to
Italy, first to Florence in 1878, where the fourth
symphony was completed, and then to Rome
during the winter of 1879-80. It was there that the
Capriccio Italien was composed.

The change in scenery was evidently therapeutic;
winter in sunny Rome during Carnival time lifts the
weary spirit fleeing the ice and snow of Moscow
every time. Living with his brother, Modest, in a
hotel near the barracks of the Royal Italian
Cuirassiers, every morning he heard a bugle call
from the cavalry post. This, the traditional Italian
dances, and the general gaiety and hubbub all
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inspired him to begin the composition of the
Capriccio Italien in January of 1880. In a letter to
his patroness, von Meck, he referred to it as an
“ltalian fantasy on folk tunes.” He finished the
composition later, after his return to Russia, and
the premiére took place in December of the same
year.

The afore-mentioned bugle call dramatically
opens the work at a stately pace, played in
unison by the trumpets, joined by the rest of the
brass, and then the whole ensemble. A dolorous
tune in the strings ensues, and it must be
admitted, that it smacks more of tenebrous
Russia than sunny Italy. The bugle call returns,
alternating with our melancholy tune. A lilting
duet by the oboes brings in a more salubrious
mood, somewhat reminiscent of an easy cavalry
lope. After developing the idea a bit, a rousing
dance brightens our mood even more, and here
the mood seems to be less ltalian, and more
Spanish, but it’s of little matter. The lugubrious
Russian tune returns, and then we're off on a mad
(cavalry?) gallop, careening along as only
Tchaikovsky can. It's really a spirited Italian
tarantella, reputed to have originated as an
attempt to dance away the spider’s bite. With
the tambourine whacking and rattling away, this
scintillating mélange of Italian musical delights
drives to a Tchaikovskian fury to the end. It
obviously lifted the composer’s spirits to create it,
and it never fails to delight audiences likewise
ever since.



Violin Concerto #5 in A Minor, Op. 37
Henri Vieuxtemps (1820-1881)

Henri Francois Joseph
Vieuxtemps was a Belgian
composer and violinist. He
occupies an important
place in the history of the
violin as a prominent
exponent of the Franco-
Belgian violin school
during the mid-19th
century.

Vieuxtemp's Violin

Concerto No 5 was
written in 1858-1859 as a
test-piece for a competition at the Brussels
Conservatory. The work ws, therefore, expressly
designed to test the capabilities of very advanced
student players, but it has maintained itself in the
repertoire on its own merits. Today's performance
showcases the first movement, but the entire
concerto is played without a break as if in a single
movement (an idea that Vieuxtemps may have
derived from the piano concertos of List).

A finely sculpted orchestral introduction exploits
the ‘tragic’ possibilities of the A minor tonality to
set out three powerful and memorable themes,
then subsides into relative stasis as if becalmed.
The violin first enters with reflective rising
arpeggios, but is soon giving vent to full-blooded
virtuoso writing before it bends to the matter in
hand, developing the substance of the orchestra’s
exposition as an anxious first subject. A transition
of brilliant passage-work leads to a yearningly
lyrical second subject in C major. A passionate
development ensues with the violin taking the
lead insoloistic pyrotechnics, followed by a fairly
orthodox recapitulation and coda save that th
violin continues to appear against this background
in its most flamboyant vein, wrapping up with a
cadenza, which begins with the opening theme of
the work but develops into a magnificent
polyphonic meditiation, by no means simply a

display piece, upon the first movement's materials.

Violin Concerto in E Minor, Op. 67
Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847 )

Mendelssohn wrote
several concertos for
both piano and for
violin. The last
concerto, for violin, is
one of the most
important solo works of
the nineteenth century.
Finished in the fall of
1844, after many years
of work, the concerto is
the product of a man at
the height of his artistic
powers. At the time he
was literally the toast of Europe, composing
fervidly, visiting everywhere as guest conductor
and composer, serving as music administrator of a
new conservatory in Leipzig, and all the while
trying to cope with the bedeviling trials of an
official appointment at the Prussian court at Berlin
and Potsdam. He was literally working himself to
death, and his life, indeed only lasted a few more
years.
The concerto was premiered in 1845 in Leipzig by
Mendelssohn’s friend, the great violinist, Ferdinand
David, but the performance of it by the very young
virtuoso of violin, Joachim, one month before
Mendelssohn’s death in 1847 must have been a
particularly poignant one. At the time he was
driven to incapacitation by the death of his
beloved sister; that and his onerous professional
schedule led to a series of strokes that killed him.

The concerto’s enduring popularity is ensured by
its intrinsic beauty and musicality, but there are
some interesting points about it that led to its
place as a model for later composers of violin
concertos, including Tchaikovsky and Sibelius.
Foremost is the entry of the solo violin right at the
beginning; traditionally, the orchestra begins with a
section that announces the themes, and then is
joined somewhat later by the entrance of the
soloist. In addition, Mendelssohn moved the place
of the solo cadenza to a point earlier in the first
movement, just before the recapitulation, rather
than nearer the end, before the coda. Finally, the
composer wrote out exactly what he wanted the
soloist play in the cadenza, rather than leaving it to
the compositional skills (and taste!) of the soloist,
in the traditional manner. Although cast in the
familiar three movements of a concerto, it was
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written in such a way as to move seamlessly from
one to the other without a break. Audiences in
those days were used to applauding between
movements and this feature probably came as a
bit of surprise to them. The bridge between the
first two movements is a low sustained B in the
bassoon that moves up to the C of the key of the
winsome melody of the second movement. The
third movement is segued into by a transition
passage for solo violin and strings, out of which
bursts the main theme of the rondo in the major
key, announced by a kind of trumpet fanfare.

Symphony #4 in A Major, Op. 90 (“Italian”)
Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847 )

Mendelssohn was a prodigy, born into a
distinguished family of Jewish bankers and
philosophers. He and his sister Fanny--also a
talented composer, conductor, and pianist—were
raised in a warm, intellectual, highly supportive
artistic family. They matured early, and a stream of
musical compositions flowed from them both.
Mendelssohn was clearly one of the most
important German composers of his time, and
infused the expressiveness of early romantic music
with the clarity and intellectuality of Mozart and
Haydn’s classicism. This exquisite balance found
expression in a wide variety of musical genres;
Mendelssohn was as at home writing Protestant
oratorios such as Elijah and St. Paul as he was
composing chamber music and symphonies. He
created a significant body of work in his relatively
short life, including major works for orchestra that
constitute an important part of today’s

repertoire. These works (from his maturity)
include six concert overtures, six concertos, and
five major symphonies.

His musical style reflects, to a large degree, his
upbringing and his personality—it speaks of
discipline, balance, and an overall cheerful, largely
untroubled mien. While his compositions reflect
solicitude for clear, balanced musical structures,
and an obvious avoidance of excess of romantic
emotion and empty virtuosity, there is nevertheless
a sentimental and emotive quality to them. And
this is certainly true of his symphonies. Symphony
No. 4, like No. 3, “Scottish,” was composed in
direct response of the sights and sounds of his
well-known travels. As a superbly talented, and
highly intellectual scion of a distinguished and
wealthy family, Mendelssohn was encouraged by
Goethe (and funded by his doting father) to take

an extended tour of various European countries in
the years 1829-31. Early in the tour he visited
Scotland, the experience of which resulted in the
afore-mentioned “Scottish” symphony, and the
overture, The Hebrides (Fingal’s Cave).

Moving on to Italy in May of 1830, he toured the
major cities, including Rome, Naples, Venice, and
Florence, by the time of his return to Germany in
late 1831, was effusive about his experience and
stimulation in Italy. In a letter to his sister, Fanny,
he spoke enthusiastically of his “ltalian” symphony,
and characterized it as the “happiest piece | have
ever written.” Few would argue with that
description, but it took a little while for its full
realization. Upon his return to his native Germany,
other affairs took precedence, but a commission
from the Philharmonic Society in London for
several works—the princely sum of 100 guineas
surely played a part, as well—ensured the
symphony’s rapid completion by early 1833. The
premiére was a great success, and a major
contributor to the composer’s popularity in Great
Britain thenceforth. Apparently, Mendelssohn felt
that what almost everyone subsequently deemed
as a practically perfect piece, nevertheless needed
some substantial revision and tweaking. He
apparently wrestled with the project for some
years, and complained about the trouble and
“bitter moments” that it had caused him. It came
to nothing. Notwithstanding the creator’s artistic
opinions, the original version has stood as the only
one, and ironically is seen as perfect in every way.
It was not until 1851, four years after his death, that
it is was published.

The first movement instantaneously sets the
mood: if any music may be said to be joyous, this
is it! The vigorous repeated notes of the
woodwinds propel the leaping theme in the strings
—and Mendelssohn’s reaction to the excitement
and warmth of the Italian experience is palpable.
Rhythmic drive pervades the whole movement,
not lessened in the development section, where
the composer’s familiarity with J.S. Bach’s
contrapuntal wizardry comes to the fore. A few
long held notes in the oboe heralds the
recapitulation of a marvelously spirited and happy
movement—no wonder it has almost become a
cliché for those in the media who have
appropriated it.

The second movement—traditionally a slow one—
here takes the guise of an ltalian procession of
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some kind, walking along leisurely. A Neapolitan
religious procession comes to mind—a common
sight there, then. It may be helpful to the
imagination to think of the one in New York’s Little
ltaly in the film, “The Godfather.” It trudges along,
borne above the pizzicato strings, with a middle
section in a contrasting, somewhat lighter, mood,
before returning to the tranquil, melancholy main
tune, ending quietly. The third movement in the
“old days” of late musical classicism would have
been a minuet and trio, and Mendelssohn, ever the
traditionalist, cheerfully supplies one. Beethoven’s
vigorous, energetic models for this movement still
ringing in everyone’s ears are nowhere to be
heard—Mendelssohn is himself, here. This tender
movement comes from an untroubled land of
gentility; the important part for the horns in the
middle section stem from the newly-developing
sound of German romanticism, so clearly heard in
the works of the composer’s countryman, Carl
Maria von Weber.

The last movement takes us back to the vivacity
and élan of Italy in its driving evocation of the
scintillating native dance, the saltarello. Others
have posited the presence of the tarantella, as
well. Driving breathlessly along, never relenting,
Mendelssohn’s interpretation of these old,
mediaeval frenetic dances is an exhilarating ride.
Catapulting along to the climactic end, we sense
dancers gradually reaching exhaustion, despite
the constant rhythmic drive, only to reach down
and pull out just enough energy to sizzle at the
dynamic ending.
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