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(REZ®) Verkldrte Nacht (Transfigured Night)
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G K&/ Serenade in G
(EHMER Asia Premiere)
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CEEZEMMETRIEINE) Souvenir de Florence
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From left: Alice Rosen (viola), Ethan Heath (viola), Gui Li (violin), Richard Bamping (cello),

Timothy Frank (cello) and Wang Liang (violin) pHoto: Cheung Wai-lok
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INTRODUCTION

Chamber music comes in all sorts of shapes
and sizes and involves any manner of
instruments. It is difficult to give a clear and
concise definition of what chamber music
is, but basically it is music which can be
performed in a room (the word “chamber”
derives from the French chambre which literally
means a room in a building) rather than
needing the larger space of a concert hall
or theatre. As a result, we usually associate
chamber music with a body of players not
numbering any more than 10, and usually
performing without a conductor.

For much of the 18" century, the most
popular type of chamber music was the string
quartet - two violins, viola and cello - which
was seen as the minimum number of players
to produce the perfect balance of instruments
for creating a unified sound. In the early

years of the 19*" century, composers began

to use music to express emotions and paint
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Transfigured Night: String Sextet

pictures in sound, but they found that the
string quartet lacked the range of colour and
expressive qualities they needed. At that point,
the string quartet rather fell out of fashion,
and various other instrumental combinations -
especially using the piano - were preferred.

However, several composers continued to
look on an all-string ensemble as the ideal in
chamber music because of its unique ability
to conjure up a coordinated sound across
the wider spectrum of notes, and several
experimented with expanding the string
quartet. In 1848, composer Louis Spohr hit
on the combination of six string instruments
(two violins, two violas and two cellos) as
the ideal for combining the clarity found in
the string quartet with the greater range of
expressiveness demanded by contemporary
musical tastes, and around 10 years later
another composer, Brahms, popularised the
string sextet with two new works of his own.
The string sextet as a recognised chamber
music medium had been born.

Today's concert features three works for string
sextet by three very different composers.

Yet all of them are linked by a common
thread: a desire to celebrate the Romantic
element of music. Romantic music can be
said to be music which tells a story. In today’s
programme we have two stories - one about a
husband forgiving his wife for having had an
affair, and the other recounting the sights and
sounds of Italy -we also have one work which
just sets out to be a “sweet” piece of musical

“escapism”, as the composer himself put it.
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Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) has gone

down in history as one of the founders of a
movement in music which deliberately set out
to get rid of all hints of Romanticism from
music. His music earned a reputation for

being difficult, if not downright unpleasant,

to listen to. A common complaint was that
Schoenberg’s music had no melody, no
harmony and no clear rhythm -the three things
most of us latch onto straight away when

we hear a new piece of music. Schoenberg’s
anti-Romantic music came about with the
dawn of the 20 century, but before that he
had produced several works which were almost
overflowing with Romanticism. Perhaps the
most famous of these is Verkldrte Nacht which
he wrote for string sextet in 1899 but was

not performed until 18 March 1902. But the
performance was a failure, largely because
early 20" century ears were not accustomed to
such lavish, opulent and downright sensuous
music coming from such a small and intimate
ensemble. In 1917 Schoenberg rewrote it for

a larger orchestra, but today we hear it in its
original guise.

Verkldrte Nacht sets out to retell in purely
instrumental colours a story written by Richard
Dehmel, a German poet whose declared aim
was to write poetry which was accessible to
the general reader through encompassing
themes with which everyone was familiar;
notably human love in all its various forms.
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Schoenberg: Verkldrte Nacht

In 1896 he published an extensive volume of
poems called Weib und Welt ("Woman and
World"”) which gained considerable notoriety
for its “blasphemy and immorality” (charges
which Dehmel was forced to answer in a Berlin
courtroom in June 1897). The poem on which
Schoenberg based his piece tells of a couple
taking a night-time walk through a “barren,
chilly grove”. The woman confesses she has
been unfaithful and is pregnant with another
man’s child. The man consoles her with the
words, “You will bear it to me, as mine; You
brought the radiance into me, You made
myself into a child”, and the two have a
rapturous embrace before continuing with
their walk in what has become, because of
the husband'’s forgiveness, a “bright, vaulted
night”. The title of Schonberg’s piece translates
as "transfigured night”.
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Robin Holloway (b.1943) was born in the
English town of Leamington Spa during the
final years of the Second World War and has
spent nearly all of his creative life in the English
midlands. He was Professor of Composition at
the University of Cambridge until 2011 and a
reasonably active composer until 2014.

Holloway’s composing path seemed to

go in completely the opposite direction of
Schoenberg’s, since he began by writing
difficult and non-expressive “modernist” music,
and later turned to writing in a distinctly
Romantic style. In fact, it was criticism about
his difficult, “modernist” music which prompted
him to write his Serenade in G in 1986. He
wrote three different versions of it, and again
seems to have taken the reverse process to
Schoenberg, beginning with a version for a
larger ensemble and cutting it down in the
third version (which we hear today) to a string
sextet. Holloway describes the piece as “the
sweetest, most escapist and self-indulgent
strains | could muster.” In its original version it
was first performed at the University of Keele
in the UK on 14 May 1987, and the string sextet
version was first heard in public when a studio
recording made by the BBC in London was
broadcast on 1 December 1988.
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Italy was something of a place of refuge for
our third composer, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky
(1840-1893). He travelled to Italy first in 1874
to escape what he expected (wrongly) to be
adverse criticism of his opera The Oprichnik,
and fled there again three years later following
his disastrous marriage and subsequent nervous
breakdown. The following year he was there

yet again to escape the anticipated criticism
of his fourth symphony, and in 1890 he rented
an apartment in Florence in order to work
uninterruptedly on his opera The Queen of
Spades. He completed the entire opera in six
weeks and returned to his native Russia in order
to oversee the work’s premiere in St Petersburg.
On arrival he declared “Now | am terribly,
indescribably tired, and what do | need now to
get me back to normal? To enjoy myself, to go
on the binge? Not at alll | am going to start
straight away on a large new work, but of a
completely different kind; a string sextet.” It
took him just two weeks to complete the new
sextet, which he called Souvenir de Florence

in homage to the Italian city in which he had
been so happy and where he had been able to
complete one of his finest operas.

While Tchaikovsky wrote to his patroness
Nadezhda von Meck - a wealthy widow whose
husband had made his fortunes building
railways across Russia - “I wrote it with the
greatest enthusiasm and pleasure, without
the smallest effort,” but he told his brother
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Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 20540 USA)

that “I'm composing my new sextet with
unbelievable effort. I'm hampered not by lack
of ideas but by the novelty of the form. There
must be six independent and at the same time
homogenous parts.” We can only guess what
the truth was; Tchaikovsky was a man who
clearly liked telling stories in music and in words!
The first performance of Souvenir de Florence
took place in St Petersburg in December 1890
but neither Tchaikovsky nor the performers
were happy with the finished result. Tchaikovsky
set it aside for a year later revising the third
and fourth movements before submitting

the finished score for publication. Souvenir

de Florence, in the form in which we hear it
today, was premiered in December 1892 at the
St Petersburg Imperial Russian Musical Society.

The work’s bold and self-confident first
movement was actually conceived in 1887 while
Tchaikovsky was working on another opera, The
Enchantress. The glorious duet for violin and
cello in the second movement comes from one
of the sketches he made in Florence for The
Queen of Spades while the third and fourth
movements are dominated by purely Russian
folk melodies.

All programme notes by Marc Rochester
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WANG LIANG Violin

Currently Second Associate Concertmaster of the

HK Phil, Wang Liang has performed with the HK Phil,
Shenyang Symphony Orchestra, Symphony Orchestra
of the Central Conservatory of Music and Shaanxi
Symphony Orchestra as soloist or concertmaster. He
plays a 1788 Joseph Gagliano violin, donated by the
Ladies Committee of the Hong Kong Philharmonic Society.
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GUI LI Violin

Gui Li plays in the first violin section of the

HK Phil. In 2001, she won the Second Prize and the
best performance of Chinese composition for solo
violin in Wuhan, China. She was awarded a full
scholarship to study at the Hong Kong Academy
for Performing Arts.
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ETHAN HEATH viola

HK Phil Violist Ethan Heath's performing career
began at the age of 13 as concerto soloist. He has
appeared as chamber musician in various venues
across the US including Alice Tully Hall, and at the
Aspen, Sarasota and Breckenridge festivals. At
Breckenridge he was also soloist with the National
Repertory Orchestra.
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ALICE ROSEN Viola

Alice Rosen has been a member of the HK Phil since
1997. Educated at The Juilliard School, Eastman
School of Music and Rice University, Alice Rosen
has participated in festivals including Pacific Music
Festival, National Orchestral Institute, American
Russian Youth Orchestra and the Aspen Music
Festival.

e xRE

N ER1993FEEEBLERN
RIBZEFE - B ESIHRHA
ERRFERE CEENEE
T FESH - BRTRES
RFEEREBR - HBHTE
R -AEHEL -WEES
=

RICHARD BAMPING cCello

Richard Bamping has been the Principal Cellist of
the HK Phil since 1993. He has performed with many
of the finest musicians of recent history—Lord Yehudi
Menuhin, Leonidas Kavakos, Mstislav Rostropovich,
Carlo Maria Giulini, Valery Gergiev, Leonard
Bernstein, Lorin Maazel, Sir Colin Davis and

Claudio Abbado.
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TIMOTHY FRANK Cello

Timothy Frank joined the HK Phil in 1995. He has
performed at Carnegie Hall and the Kennedy
Center with the New York String Orchestra under
the late Alexander Schneider. He has participated
in numerous chamber music festivals including the
Juilliard Quartet Seminar, Taos School of Music and
Mendelssohn Quartet Seminar.

MAETHREMUTHEK  AHEMPINEF o Please click onto the name of each artist for a full-version biography.
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The Infernal Machine (Southeast Asia Premiere)
Adagio for Strings

Chichester Psalms

Symphony no. 5

Eton College Chapel Choir
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Leonard Sliltkill, conductor
Eton College Chapel Choir
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Igudesman & Joo, comedy act
Thomas Carroll, conductor
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JC Cube, Tai Kwun
$200
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BEXRARTE
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Clash of the Soloists (Asia premiere)
and more
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Igudesman & Joo, comedy act
Thomas Carroll, conductor
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Harmonious Clarinet with Strings
(Clarinet Quintet)
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Clarinet Quintet in A

Five Bagatelles

Clarinet Quintet in B-flat
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Andrew Simon, clarinet
Jing Wang, violin

Anders Hui, violin
Andrew Ling, viola
Richard Bamping, cello
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Horn Concerto no. 4
Symphony no. 40
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Jaap van Zweden, conductor
Lin Jiang, horn
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