Beethoven – Leonore No. 3, op. 72

Beethoven’s only opera Fidelio, originally titled Leonora, was the most difficult of all of his works to produce.  Of this challenge Beethoven wrote: “Of all my children, this is the one that caused me the worst birth pangs, the one that brought me the most sorrow, and for that reason, it is the one most dear to me.” Perhaps it was the ideals emphasized in the libretto that attracted Beethoven to it: rebelling against tyranny, heroism and valor, and undying love.  In the story, Florestan is imprisoned without cause.  Leonore, his devoted wife, rescues Florestan by disguising herself as a young boy.  

As a result of the long, rather tortured process of composing Fidelio, Beethoven ended up writing four different overtures to begin it.  The overture called Leonore No. 2 was the one performed at the unsuccessful premiere in 1805.  In the following year it was replaced by Leonore No. 3 as part of a full revision of the opera.  Leonore No. 1 was actually the third version, composed in 1807 for a staging that probably never happened.  Fidelio Overture was the final version, written for the final revision of the opera in 1814.  Since that time it has become the most commonly performed version to introduce the opera.  Interestingly, some conductors - including Gustav Mahler when he was the music director of the Vienna Court Opera - have performed all four overtures in the course of a single performance of Fidelio.

Of the four overtures, Leonore No. 3 is regarded by most as the most dramatic.  It has even been referred to as the “first symphonic tone-poem,” being based on the large scale Sonata form.  After the dramatic opening, Florestan’s aria from Act III and the quartet from Act III are referenced.  The important dramatic point of the overture comes with the trumpet call.  During the opera, this musical gesture suggests that Florestan’s fortunes are about to change for the better.

Arutunian – Trumpet Concerto in A-flat Major

Were it not for his Trumpet Concerto, Alexander Arutunian would be practically unknown in this country.  He wrote the concerto for the well-known Soviet trumpet virtuoso Timofei Dockschitzer, who wrote its elaborate cadenza. The Concerto has become one of the standard works for trumpet with orchestra.  Its tunes are tinted with Armenian folk-like melodies and harmonies, which remind many of the music of fellow Armenian Aram Khachaturian, a much better known composer.    Arutunian’s Concerto is in one movement with various contrasting sections.  It opens with a dramatic statement, first given to the trumpet soloist, which leads to a jolly allegro.  A slower section is introduced by the clarinet singing a folk-inspired melody, soon assumed by the trumpet.  The development section follows, presented once again by the clarinet, with a new statement of the opening theme; both alternate between the soloist and the orchestra.  The original theme leads to a gorgeous slow movement, with the trumpet playing in mute.  Another clarinet solo directs us back to the dramatic theme, followed by the allegro and a lengthy cadenza for the soloist, and finally a brisk ending.

Shostakovich – Symphony No. 5 in D minor, Op. 47

In 1933 everything changed for Soviet artists.  The doctrine of “Socialist Realism” was handed down from Stalin, attempting for force every artistic endeavor into a box that would glorify the State.  During the following years Stalin’s terror would rain down on the Soviet people with millions tortured, arrested, sent to concentration camps, or killed outright.  Even Shostakovich, the eminent composer, was endangered when his opera Lady Macbeth was savagely denounced by the state newspaper.  When the review entitled “Chaos Instead of Music” appeared in Pravda, Shostakovich was in rehearsals for the premiere of his Symphony No. 4.  After reading the review he immediately withdrew the symphony; it would not have its first hearing until 25 years later, well after Stalin’s death.  It seems that Shostakovich was indeed wise to go to such lengths to protect himself.  Many of his friends and colleagues were to disappear or be killed over the next few years for offenses much less serious than his controversial opera.

For well over a year following the Pravda review, Shostakovich wrote almost nothing.  When he finally summoned the courage to write his Fifth Symphony, its subtitle was ironic: “A Soviet Artist’s Reply to Just Criticism.”  In Leningrad on the night of the premiere in 1937, everyone present in the hall, including Shostakovich himself, knew the composer’s career, and quite likely his life, depended on this work.  In his Fifth Symphony Shostakovich returned to a more structured, classical style of writing.  Unlike the Fourth Symphony, it is in the standard four-movement form and is more easily accessible.  At the premiere Shostakovich offered a brief description in the program notes: “a lengthy spiritual battle, crowned by victory.”  The seeming triumphal ending drew a wildly positive response from the audience.  Shostakovich reportedly left the concert “white as a sheet, biting his lips….close to tears” having clearly dodged a bullet and with his reputation restored.  

Many years later, safe from the threat of Stalin after the dictator’s death, Shostakovich would reveal that he had never really succumbed to the demands of the State.  His music, while seemingly supporting the Soviets, was actually speaking the truth in veiled musical terms.  The truth was the brutal oppression of the people by the Soviet state.  And while Shostakovich compromised when necessary, by accepting mindless criticism, speaking propaganda, withdrawing compositions from performance, and even composing nationalistic fluff from time to time, he never compromised in his serious compositions.
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