Concerts of March 30 and 31, 2012
Notes on the Program by Ken Meltzer
SELECTIONS FROM SWAN LAKE, OPUS 20
Composed in 1877
The premiere of Swan Lake took place at the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow, Russia, on
PETER ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY
Born in Kamsko-Votkinsk, Russia, on May 7, 1840
Died in St. Petersburg, Russia, on November 6, 1893.
The first performance of this work by the Charlotte Symphony took place on February 20,
1961 with Henry Janiec conducting at Ovens Auditorium. The third and most recent
performance took place on March, 4, 1981 with Leo Driehuys conducting at Ovens
Auditorium.
Tchaikovsky composed his ballet, Swan Lake, at the invitation of the manager of the Bolshoi
Ballet Theater. The premiere took place on March 4, 1877, in a benefit performance for
ballerina Pelageya Karpakova, who danced the role of Odette. Despite a problematic opening
night, Swan Lake enjoyed an initial run of forty-one performances, far more than the norm for a
new ballet at the Bolshoi.
Today, the status of Swan Lake as one of the masterpieces of ballet is unquestioned. The story of
the tragic fate of the young lovers, Odette and Prince Siegfried, has true dramatic impact. The
music displays Tchaikovsky’s familiar gifts of unforgettable melody, rhythmic vitality and
magical instrumental colors. The continued success in the concert hall of orchestral suites from
Swan Lake, Nutcracker and Sleeping Beauty is further testimony to the richness of
Tchaikovsky’s conception.
The Story and the Music
The Swan Lake excerpts begin with music (I. Scène), featuring the haunting melody associated
throughout the ballet with Odette and the swans.
The story of Swan Lake takes place in Germany. In the ballet’s first act, everyone celebrates the
coming of age of Prince Siegfried. The Prince’s mother enters and tells Siegfried that he must
choose a wife at a grand ball that will take place the following day. As night falls, the Prince
spies a flock of swans flying overhead. Siegfried grabs his crossbow and rushes after the swans.
Act II takes place that night in a mysterious forest where ruins are situated on the shore of a lake.
A group of swans, led by one with a crown on its head, swims in the lake. Siegfried arrives. Just
as the Prince draws his crossbow, the swans disappear into the ruins. A magical light glows.

Odette, wearing a white dress and a crown studded with precious stones, descends the staircase.
The beautiful young woman explains to the Prince that her stepmother, an evil sorceress, seeks to
kill her. However, Odette is protected by the crown given by her kind grandfather. The crown’s
magical powers allow Odette to transform herself and her companions into swans. Odette
further tells the Prince that she can be saved from the evil stepmother's curse if she weds. Odette
and the Prince fall in love. The excerpts performed at these concerts include two selections from
Act II, the sprightly Dance of the Swans (II. Danses des cygnes) and the beautiful Scene (III.
Scène: Andante) for Odette and the Prince, featuring gorgeous writing for the solo violin and
cello.
Act III takes place the following day at the palace ball. Several young women dance for
Siegfried, but the Prince is unable to choose a bride. Spanish and Neapolitan Dances (IV. Danse
espagnole; V. Danse napolitaine) entertain the guests. The Prince mistakes another woman for
Odette. When Odette hurries away, the Prince rushes out into the night to try to find his beloved.
Act IV returns to the setting of Act II, at nightfall. The Prince hurries to Odette and begs for
forgiveness. Odette replies that all is over between them. Overcome with anger, the Prince
seizes the crown from Odette’s head and hurls it into the overflowing lake. The waters rise and
envelop Odette and the Prince, who are finally united in death. The tempest subsides, and the
swans reappear on the now peaceful moonlit lake (VI. Scène finale).
The score calls for piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two
trumpets, two cornets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, triangle, cymbals, bass drum, tam-tam,
snare drum, harp and strings.
Duration: ca. 27 minutes
VARIATIONS ON A ROCOCO THEME, OPUS 33
Composed in 1876
The premiere of Variations on a Rococo Theme took place in Moscow, Russia, on November 30,
1877, with Wilhelm Fitzenhagen as soloist and Nikolay Rubinstein conducting.
The first performance of this work by the Charlotte Symphony took place on December 1,
1965 with Richard Cormier conducting at Ovens Auditorium. The fifth and most recent
performance set took place on November 27 & 28, 1998 with Peter McCoppin conducting
in the Belk Theater of the Blumenthal Performing Arts Center.

On December 27, 1876, Tchaikovsky informed his brother, Anatoly: “I’m writing some
variations for solo cello and orchestra.” Tchaikovsky was referring to his Variations on a
Rococo Theme, a work he composed for his colleague at the Moscow Conservatory, German
cellist, Wilhelm Fitzenhagen. Tchaikovsky dedicated the score to Fitzenhagen, who appeared as
soloist in the November 30, 1877 Moscow premiere, conducted by Nikolay Rubinstein.

Tchaikovsky was unstinting in his praise for Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791), whom he
called, “the greatest of all composers.” Tchaikovsky fervently believed that Mozart achieved “the
highest, most perfect culmination ever attained by beauty in the realm of music.” In the Rococo
Variations, Tchaikovsky employs a theme (of his own composition) that harks back to Mozart’s
era. The instrumentation, too, recalls an ensemble of Mozart’s time. Still, the work is hardly a
parroting of an 18th-century composition. Rather, it offers a charming fusion of eras and styles,
with Tchaikovsky’s sublime lyrical gifts and mastery of orchestration gracing every bar.
The Rococo Variations open with an orchestral prelude (Moderato quasi Andante). The soloist
then presents the central “Rococo” theme (Moderato semplice). A series of seven variations on
that theme ensues:
Var. I. Tempo del Tema
Var. II. Tempo del Tema
Var. III. Andante sostenuto
Var. IV. Andante grazioso
Var. V. Allegro moderato
Var. VI. Andante
Var. VII. Allegro vivo
In addition to the solo cello, the score calls for two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two
bassoons, two horns and strings.
Duration: ca. 18 minutes
Symphony No. 4 in F minor, Opus 36
Composed in 1878
The premiere of the Symphony No. 4 took place in Moscow on February 22, 1878, with Nikolai
Rubinstein conducting.
The first performance of this work by the Charlotte Symphony took place on March 12,
1957 with James Christian Pfohl conducting at Ovens Auditorium. The eleventh and most
recent performance set took place on April 27 & 28, 2007 with Andrew Grams conducting
in the Belk Theater of the Blumenthal Performing Arts Center.

Approximate performance time is forty-four minutes.
“This is Fate, that inexorable force that prevents our aspirations to happiness from reaching their
goal…” That is how Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky described the fearsome opening bars of his Fourth

Symphony. Tchaikovsky composed this great work during one of the most turbulent periods in
his life, a time when the power of Fate must have been paramount in his mind.
Tchaikovsky completed the Symphony on January 7, 1878. On July 18 of the previous year,
Tchaikovsky wed Antonina Milyukova. Tchaikovsky realized from the outset that the marriage
was a mistake. He lapsed into a profound depression, and later attempted suicide. Finally, on
October 6—less than three months after the wedding—Tchaikovsky left his wife forever, rushing
to St. Petersburg to meet his brother, Anatoly. Tchaikovsky suffered a nervous breakdown, and
doctors stated that a resumption of the marital relationship was out of the question.
Tchaikovsky, under doctor’s orders, journeyed to Switzerland for recuperation.
It was during the course of this extraordinarily turbulent period that Tchaikovsky composed his
Fourth Symphony. He finally completed the work on January 7, 1878. Tchaikovsky dedicated
the Symphony to his patroness, Nadezhda von Meck, whom the composer described as “my best
friend.” And, in a letter to von Meck, Tchaikovsky divulged the meaning of his Fourth
Symphony (all of Tchaikovsky’s comments are indented, below):
I. Andante sostenuto—Moderato con anima—Moderato assai, quasi Andante—Allegro vivo—
The introduction is the germ of the whole symphony, unarguably the main idea.
This is Fate, that inexorable force that prevents our aspirations to happiness from
reaching their goal, that jealously ensures our well-being and peace are not
unclouded, that hangs over our heads like the sword of Damocles, that with
steadfast persistence poisons our souls. It is invincible, you will never master it.
One can only resign oneself to fruitless sorrow.
Tchaikovsky depicts the inexorable power of Fate with stunning brass and wind fanfares. It is
one of the most arresting and dramatic openings in all of symphonic literature.
The joyless, hopeless feeling becomes more powerful and fierce. Would it not be
better to turn away from reality and submerge oneself in dreams?
Oh joy! There is at least a sweet and tender dream appearing! A bright and
gracious human form flits by and lures us on somewhere.
How lovely! And how remote the obsessive first allegro theme now sounds! The
dreams have gradually taken full possession of the soul. All that was gloomy and
joyless is forgotten. Here it is, here is happiness! No! They were dreams and
Fate rouses us from them.
So life is a constant alternation between grim reality and evanescent visions and
dreams of happiness...There is no haven. Sail upon that ocean until it seizes you
and engulfs you in its depths. That is roughly the program of the first movement.
II. Andantino in modo di canzona—
The second movement of the symphony expresses another phase of depression:
that melancholy feeling that comes on in the evening, when you are sitting on

your own, tired with work, and you take up a book but it falls out of your hands.
Memories come flooding in. It is sad that so much has been and gone; it is
pleasant to recollect one’s youth. One regrets the passing of time yet there is no
wish to begin life anew. Life wears one out. It is pleasant to rest and reflect.
There are so many memories! There have been happy moments when young
blood coursed through the veins and life was good. There have also been difficult
times, irreplaceable losses. But now that is all somewhere in the past. There is a
sweet sadness in burying oneself in the past.
III. Scherzo: Pizzicato ostinato—Allegro—
The third movement does not express any precise feelings. These are whimsical
arabesques, the elusive images that flash across one’s imagination when one has
had a little wine to drink and is in the first stage of intoxication. One’s spirits are
not happy, but neither are they sad. One does not think about anything: one gives
free reign to one’s imagination that, for some reason, sets about painting strange
pictures. Amongst them one recalls a picture of some roistering peasants and a
street song. Then somewhere in the distance a military parade goes by. There is
no connection between these images that are like those which flash through your
mind as you are going to sleep. They have nothing to do with reality: they are
strange, wild, and incoherent.
IV. Finale: Allegro con fuoco—
The fourth movement. If you find no cause for joy in yourself, look to others. Go
amongst the common people and see now they know how to enjoy themselves,
abandoning themselves completely to feelings of joy. Picture of a peasant
celebration on a holiday. But scarcely have you managed to forget yourself and
be distracted by the sight of other people’s pleasures than inexorable Fate appears
once more and reminds you of its existence.
Tchaikovsky portrays the “peasant celebration” by quoting a popular Russian folk song, “The
Little Birch Tree,” sung by the winds after the Finale’s brief, raucous introduction. Later, the
celebration is interrupted by the return of the “Fate” motif that launched the Symphony’s first
movement.
Tchaikovsky continues:
But you are no concern of anyone else. They do not even turn round, they do not
glance at you, and they have not noticed that you are lonely and sad. Oh! What
fun it is for them! They are so lucky that all their feelings are simple and direct.
Blame yourself and do not say that all the world is sad. There are simple but
potent pleasures. Enjoy other people’s happiness. One can live despite
everything.

The score calls for piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two
trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, bass drum, cymbals, triangle and strings.
Duration: ca. 44 minutes

