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Notes on the Program

Program Notes by Dr. Niccolo Athens

MAURICE RAVEL
Chansons madécasses

Exotic themes were a recurring motif in Ravel's music (Shéhérazade and Tzigane spring
immediately to mind). In the case of his “Chansons madécasses” (Songs of Madagascar) of
1924 this exoticism is filtered through the neo-primitivist resonances of Stravinsky's “Rite of
Spring,” then only a decade old. These influences are, however, softened by the composer’s
usual refined sensibility. The text of the “Chansons madécasses” is considerably older,
coming from an 18th century collection of poetry (ostensibly translations) of the same name
by the French poet Evariste de Parny. De Parny grew up on Réunion Island, a French colonial
possession several hundred kilometers East of Madagascar.

The text of the first song is situated at the usual confluence of exotic and erotic, permeated
by sensuous nocturnal forest imagery. Ravel’s setting of the opening stanza for voice
and cello alone is an example of his miraculous ability to achieve an exquisitely personal
expression using only the simplest of materials. While Madagascar was a French colony at
the time of this work's composition, the second song's text at least somewhat complicates
the obvious post-colonial reading. This poem called forth from the usually gentle Ravel some
of the most violently dissonant music he ever composed, particularly the grating polytonality
between the piano and cello ostinato figures. The final song’s text is somewhat like that of
the first in its exotic-erotic content, but more impersonal in tone. Ravel’s setting combines
the sinuous melodiousness of the first song with the pungent polytonality of the second,
creating an aura of sustained dissonance resolved only over the work’s rapt final bars.
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Notes on the Program

Program Notes by composer Sam Wu

SAM WU
Songs across the Aeons

Songs across the Aeons sets four poems by the Taiwanese literary giant Yu Kwang-Chung.
Each text responds to a specific classical poem from the Tang dynasty: in some, Yu injects
his wry sense of humor; in others, he reflects upon the sweep of time and history that
separates the Tang from us; in yet others, he provides the Tang writers with narrative
methods derived from contemporary cinema and photography, allowing us to feel more “at
home” in Tang poetry, and inviting the poets of antiquity to speak with renewed vigor and
urgency.
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Notes on the Program

Program Notes by Dr. Niccolo Athens

FRANZ SCHUBERT
Der Hirt auf dem Felsen, Op.129

Der Hirt auf dem Felsen (“The Shepherd on the Rock”), one of Schubert's last compositions,
is a sui generis work, unigue in his output. At first glance it appears to be an oversized lied
with an obligato part for clarinet, but in fact it more closely resembles a miniature operatic
scene. The piece was written for the soprano Anna Milder-Hauptmann, and its vocal writing
is relatively virtuosic by Schubertian standards, featuring a broad range and copious use
of coloratura and melisma. Apart from its larger scale and the addition of the clarinet, this
operatic approach to the voice distinguishes this work from the main body of Schubert's
lieder and reminds us that, even though none of these works survive in the repertoire,
Schubert made many attempts to compose for the lyric stage.

The work's text divides neatly into three parts. The outer sections set the words of Wilhem
Miller (on whose poems many of Schubert's songs are based), while the central section
sets a text of uncertain authorship. The drama of the work is all internal: a shepherd sits on
a hilltop, contemplating love, solitude, and the coming of spring.

After a lengthy introduction for clarinet and piano sets the scene, the spacious first section
in B-flat Major unfolds at a leisurely pace, the clarinet responding to the voice, evoking the
echoes of the shepherd’s song as it redounds among the mountain valleys. The central
section is centered in G-Minor but contains many deft Schubertian modulations that respond
to the psychological nuances of the text, a portrait of nocturnal loneliness that ends with a
longing, heavenward glance. The final section is an exuberant portrait of joy at the coming of
spring featuring brilliant ascending scales in the voice and clarinet.
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Notes on the Program

Program Notes by Dr. Niccolo Athens

OTTORINO RESPIGHI
Il tramonto

The expressionistic, late-Romantic style of “Il Tramonto,” Ottorino Respighi’'s 1912
setting for voice and string quartet of Shelley’s “The Sunset” in an ltalian translation,
will likely come as a surprise to listeners accustomed to the colorful Franco-Russian
opulence of his more familiar “Roman” orchestral suites. Although there is an element
of Italian operatic lyricism throughout, particularly in recitativo passages, and one
“triste e lento” passage in E-Minor unmistakably recalls Puccini, the musical language
is nevertheless recognizably Germanic. Despite the continuous alternation of recitativo
and arioso sections, the music is through-composed in the Wagnerian manner, free
to respond to the psychological nuances of Shelley’s impactful portrait of doomed
love and its withering aftermath. Musical coherence is provided by the recurrence and
development of short motives, while frequent modulations track the poetry’s changes
in mood. Nevertheless, the tonal plan is deliberate: the weakly articulated E-Major that
begins the setting but is abandoned shortly thereafter is regained over the work'’s rapt
final section where Respighi has attempted to invent a musical corollary to the sublime
resignation expressed by Shelley’s poem.
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Meet the Ensemble

Tianjin Juilliard Ensemble

The Tianjin Juilliard Ensemble is a world-class, mixed-instrument ensemble
showcasing the distinguished faculty from The Tianjin Juilliard School.

As the resident ensemble of The Tianjin Juilliard School, The Tianjin Juilliard Ensemble
features some of the world’'s finest classical musicians. They are solo artists and
former members of award winning chamber groups and top orchestras from North
America, Europe, and Asia.

These accomplished performers blend their talents to present concerts that draw on
the musicians’ international backgrounds, creating programs that are both dazzling
and thought-provoking. The Ensemble encompasses strings, winds, brass, harp,
percussion and piano allowing for versatile programming including both small and
large ensemble repertoire.

As one of the most exciting new ensembles in China, The Tianjin Juilliard Ensemble
kicked off its inaugural season in 2019 with performance tours in China and South
Korea in addition to regular concert series in Tianjin and Beijing.
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