Ives – Variations on “America”

Charles Ives was the son of a Civil War bandmaster, born in Danbury, Connecticut on October 20, 1874.  His father encouraged him to experiment with all kinds of musical and acoustical sounds.  Charles "stretched his ears" by listening to polytonal performances of common tunes of the day and to gadgets that played quarter-tones.  Ives was also taught to sing a tune in one key while his father accompanied him in another.  At the young age of thirteen, Ives became the organist at his church and later studied composition at Yale University with Horatio Parker until 1898.  At the conclusion of his studies, Ives chose to work for an insurance company rather become a professional composer.        In his music, Ives employs techniques such as polytonality, atonality, polymetric patterns, tone clusters, and microtones, applied to such traditional musical works as hymn tunes, patriotic melodies, and rags.  His music incorporates and memorializes America’s music and life, both sacred and secular.  Some of his masterworks include Three Places in New England, Symphony No. 4, Concord Sonata, and The Unanswered Question. 

Ives composed his Variations on "America" in 1891. Originally written for organ, this work is the earliest existing example of a work using polytonality, with the ensemble playing in two keys simultaneously at one point.  After a brief introduction, Ives subjects the melody to five variations, including a sentimental/sarcastic "barber shop" cadence on the second variation, and the minor key paso doble of the fourth variation.  The trumpet solo in the fifth variation was originally scored by Ives for the organ pedals two octaves below, and bore the marking "as fast as the pedals can go."  Ives noted in an old manuscript of the work "This passage was often played by the pedals while the left hand hung on to the bench." 

William Schuman wrote the orchestral transcription of this work, premiered by the New York Philharmonic on May 20, 1964.  

Franz Liszt – Totentanz

Known as one of the greatest piano virtuosos ever to grace the stage, Franz Liszt was active as a performer, composer and conductor. He was widely recognized for his advanced piano techniques, intricate harmonic language, and challenging forms including the development of the symphonic tone poem.

Born in Hungary, Liszt moved to Paris while still a teenager after the death of his father. This early experience with death left an indelible impression on him and stirred a fascination with the macabre that would continue throughout his life. He was even known to visit hospitals, asylums and prisons to visit to visit with those near death. After 30 years of conducting and solo recital tours, Liszt moved to Weimar to become Kapellmeister-in-Extraordinary for the Grand Duke where he could focus on composing.

In 1859, Liszt composed his famous Totentanz or “Dance of Death.” Set as a theme and variations, the work is based on the requiem mass plainchant Dias Irae and is believed to have been inspired by a woodcut of artist Hans Holbein’s series Der Todtentanz as well as Francesco Traini’s fresco painting “Triumph of Death.” Interestingly, Liszt was known to have been present at the 1830 premiere of Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique, which employs an equally deliberate setting of the Dies Irae chant. Totentanz was revised several times before the 1865 premiere in its present form, conducted by Liszt’s student Hans von Bulow

While the work is structured as a concerto with orchestra, it demands many virtuosic techniques from the player. Liszt’s earlier biographer Richard Pohl notes that, “every variation discloses some new character: the earnest man, the flighty youth, the scornful doubter, the prayerful monk, the daring soldier, the tender maiden, and the playful child.” As Liszt marries the orchestral score to the piano, he uses a wide range of orchestration techniques ranging from Medieval counterpoint in canon to highly percussive sections akin to Bartok with diabolic repeated notes in the piano paired and col legno effects in the strings depicting clanking bones.

Dvořák – Symphony No. 9 in E minor, Op. 95, “From the New World”

In 1891 Dvořák was already a very well known composer in Europe, teaching at Prague Conservatory. That year, a telegram arrived from America that would change his life. Mrs. Jeanette Thurber, the wife of a wealthy wholesale grocer, had a vision.  She wanted to encourage an American style of music composition.  Her first step was to establish the National Conservatory of Music.  After the school failed to attract quality students, she decided to make a big splash: to attract a world-class composer to the faculty.  She made an offer to Dvořák that he couldn’t refuse. For a little teaching and conducting, with four months' vacation, he would receive the unimaginable salary of $15,000 - 25 times what he was paid in Prague.  So, with his wife and two of their four children, he left for New York in September of 1892.

Dvořák resolved to help American musicians learn to appreciate and use the wealth of indigenous music on this continent:

	My own duty as a teacher, I conceive, is not so much to interpret 	Beethoven, Wagner, or other masters of the past, but to give what 	encouragement I can to the young musicians of America.  I must give full 	expression to my firm conviction, and to the hope that just as this nation 	has already surpassed so many others in marvelous inventions and feats 	of engineering and commerce, and has made an honorable place for itself 	in literature in one short century, so it must assert itself in the other arts, 	and especially in the art of music. 

The composer felt that the key to the future of American art music lay in the study and collection of native music.  Dvořák learned Negro spirituals and plantation songs.  He also studied American Indian music, actually hearing it in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show.  However, the commercialized versions in the production could hardly have helped much.  While he strongly denied the use of actual folk music in the New World Symphony, the character of the music made it hard for audiences to accept this as fact.  Dvořák said he was trying only to reflect the character of native music: “It is this spirit which I have tried to reproduce in my new symphony.  I have not actually used any of the melodies.  I have simply written original themes embodying the peculiarities of the Indian music and, using these themes as subjects, have developed them with all the resources of modern rhythms, harmony, counterpoint, and orchestral color.”

One of Dvořák’s conservatory students later made an arrangement for chorus of the theme from the slow movement, setting it to words expressing a nostalgia seemingly implied in the music.  This arrangement, call “Goin’ Home,” became so widely know that it was (and still is) mistakenly assumed to be a Negro spiritual that Dvořák had quoted.  There are many other Americanisms in the New World.  Many feel the third theme of the first movement sounds something like the spiritual “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Another element involves a programmatic connection to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “Song of Hiawatha” which was, according to Dvořák, the direct inspiration for the second and third movements.  The largo was suggested by the scene “Funeral in the Forest,” and the scherzo was intended to depict “a feast in the wood where the Indians dance.”  While one may find many American associations, the composer’s nostalgia for his homeland is very evident.  Many of the tunes found in the scherzo and the finale suggest Bohemia more than America.



e S T

e et Bt o e e, s e
1:;‘1:“::‘\:?:\-:{\"“”\ J};L:J.u].}?:‘,}iyw&‘m‘.";;hi “J:u.‘(‘.fa‘.wm
e e s ey e P e

e et ittt o

i Lt oredta sl et e Gt ot
o Lotk et e s e 1 1 i i
e ol i Sy o s e e .

R v e o e Pl i




