Notes on tonight’s program

Wolfgang Amadé Mozart (he used “Amadeus” himself only in jest, in a letter) spent the year 1788 searching without success throughout German-speaking lands for a regular court musical position. Amid these setbacks, he was still able to complete the last three of his symphonies within a period of six weeks that summer; while it was often held that Mozart composed these out of inspiration, without particular performance prospects, it would be completely out of character for him to do so, and it must be assumed that they were performed publicly at one of the series of financially unsuccessful subscription concerts he organized during this period.
According to the composer’s widow, Constanze, it was the London violinist and impresario Salomon who applied the sobriquet “Jupiter” to the last of these three symphonies (Mozart had hoped to mount a London tour, and had even begun English lessons, seeking the financial rewards that Joseph Haydn would eventually realize on his journeys there in the 1790s.) Salomon doubtless was referring to the pompous opening of the first movement, replete with dotted-rhythm fanfares and “coup d’archet” string flourishes. What arrests the listener today, though, apart from the sheer wealth of melodic invention, is the brilliant counterpoint throughout the work: imitative dialogues between upper and lower string sections, interplay between the strings and winds, and the spectacular fugal writing for which the Finale is famous. (Ceremonial grandeur and learned polyphony aside, Mozart the populist is also able nonetheless to work in a quote from an opera-buffa aria as a closing theme in the first movement.) The slow movement, too, is a remarkable achievement, rhythmically intricate, harmonically adventurous, and with captivating bel canto-like violin figuration. 
Now, to the Finale. Mozart might have drawn upon a Credo from a Mass by Michael Haydn for his opening long-note theme (we receive a foretaste of it in the Trio of the preceding Minuet). In the course of the movement’s exposition he presents three additional thematic ideas. In the development, he subjects one of these ideas to rapid-fire staggered entries (part of the bewildering effect here is due to Mozart’s reliance on a long chain of 3 ½ -bar phrases, rather than the more conventional four-bar phrase.) Amid the reprises of the themes in the recapitulation Mozart bring back the first movement’s introductory flourishes. For the coda, he overlays all four of the themes (and a derivative fifth one as well) in a type of over-and-under canon, or round, with each instrument or section moving through all five themes in turn—a brilliant summation to a work merging beauty and artifice more successfully than any other before or since.

Gustav Holst studied composition with Charles Villiers Stanford at the Royal College of Music. In 1905 he took a position at a girls’ school in Hammersmith, near London, remaining in it for the rest of his life; the onerous demands of the job left him little time to compose, but still he wrote prolifically, particularly in choral genres. Apart from The Planets, his best-known instrumental pieces are two suites for military band, a concerto for two violins and orchestra, and the late tone poem Egdon Heath (after Thomas Hardy), which Holst considered his most significant work. 

A developing interest in astrology around 1913 spurred Holst toward composition of tonight’s suite. He originally termed it Seven Pieces for Large Orchestra, and the subtitles of the various movements contained only the descriptive moniker (“Bringer of War,” etc.) rather than the planet names themselves. It is in these, then, that the character of each movement might most clearly be sought (in early performances Holst included short programmatic descriptions, but later discarded them as too confining for the listener). It is also worth emphasizing that the planets are imbued with their astrological rather than mythical attributes, hence Venus is represented as the “Bringer of Peace” rather than the goddess of love (though the movement has an undeniably sensual allure). The work was first heard in a private performance on a single rehearsal in 1918, while the public premiere of the entire suite took place in 1920.

Tonight we present five of the seven movements (many of Holst’s own performances of the suite were similarly incomplete, and he invariably positioned “Jupiter” as the finale.) “Mars,” the opening movement, turns on the fulcrum of a relentless 5/4; it begins col legno in the strings, with an ominous first theme rising from the lowest register of brass and winds and gradually swelling to fortissimo in the full orchestra. A chromatic, swirling theme introduced in the horns returns in the slower central section, and as a third theme Holst gives to the euphonium, or tenor tuba, its most significant role in the symphonic literature. Warlike (or “martial”, hence the term?) trumpet calls are prominent throughout, and a series of dashing wind and string figures at both central and final climaxes are also rich in association (whistling projectiles? Valkyries gathering up the battlefield dead?) Early audiences assumed a connection between the movement and the ghastly carnage of the Great War, but Holst sketched it in 1913, before the onset of hostilities.


“Venus,” the serene second movement, is the only one in fact demonstrably to have had its genesis during the war. Winds, horns, harp, and celesta are the prevailing colors, lending the movement its distinctive sheen. The driving ostinato of “Mars” is replaced by gentle scale movement in even quarter notes. A central section (suggestive in harmonic palette and tone quality of contemporary French music) couples a soaring violin theme with gentle syncopated wind accompaniment. “Mercury” is a scherzo, sparse in scoring and elusive harmonically due to a “semitone slip” in the scale content (the first four notes of the Bb-major scale are joined to the last four of the A-major scale, and the two violin parts consequently are written with different key signatures.) Two rhythmic and harmonic elements in “Mercury” are worth noting because of their recurrence in other movements: the prominent triple/duple meter cross-rhythm at the heart of the trio returns in Uranus, while the opening pivot between chords a tritone apart recalls similar moments in the first theme of “Mars” and “Uranus.”

Many of Holst’s contemporaries drew comparisons between “Uranus” and Dukas’ Sorcerer’s Apprentice—both are in compound meter and have prominent roles for the bassoons. The movement begins with a portentous four-note brass call, an important melodic cell that returns repeatedly. While the overall mood of the movement is jocular, Holst’s themes have neither clear tonal center nor well-defined endings, leaving an unsettling impression of the “Magician” on the brink of losing control (a parable for the industrial age?) The hushed conclusion provides an extra element of mystery, even tragedy. The “Jollity” conveyed in “Jupiter” is similarly many-hued, ranging from the full-throated revelry of the Brahmsian main theme to the more lyrical, even perhaps wistful mood of the famous central melody. This latter theme was given a patriotic text and adopted in England as a national hymn, emblematic of Holst’s investing within this great movement “jollity in the ordinary sense, and also a more ceremonial type of rejoicing associated with national or religious festivities.”
Special Thanks

We are happy to welcome to tonight’s concert many special guests of the University who are on campus this weekend to be honored for their generosity in establishing endowed professorships, library collections, and Endowments for Excellence, as well as funding Undergraduate Research Opportunities Programs and other academic programs. The orchestra and its members, who themselves come from every program of study across the University, would like to extend their gratitude to these individuals for their efforts promoting excellence in teaching and learning at Notre Dame.
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