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program notes
Suite for Variety Orchestra post 1956
Dmitri Shostakovich  |  1906 -1975 

Dmitri Shostakovich occupied a paradoxical 
and unenviable place in Soviet musical life, 
simultaneously held up as the leading cultural 
figure of the USSR while having to tolerate 
embarrassing, stifling, and potentially  
life-threatening attacks from the Party leadership. 
The most famous of these came in 1936, when 
Pravda, the official state newspaper, condemned 
his popular opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. 
(Stalin had seen it for the first time two days 
before.) The years following would see the height 
of the Soviet purges, and Shostakovich pivoted 
to more intimate, less public, less potentially 
scandalous genres, particularly string quartet. 
More humiliating may have been the congress  
of the Composer’s Union in 1948, at which he 
was one of several composers forced to  
repent his anti-socialist musical style.

Musical meaning is notoriously difficult to pin 
down under the best of circumstances; in 
situations where its interpretation may be a 
matter of life and death, it’s understandable that 
composers might not trust the opinions of the 
authorities. The safest musical ground in the 
USSR was found in film composition, where  
as long as the movie’s plot was approved, the 
score was likely to be as well. Shostakovich 
wrote music for close to 40 films in all, and music 
from many of these scores was excerpted in 
various combinations for concert performance.

The Suite for Variety Orchestra features some 
of the lighter music from these scores, compiled 
(or at least approved) by Shostakovich in the late 
1950s. Coming from a variety of sources, the 
movements may be played in any order; this 
performance features five of the eight movements. 

 

The March and Finale come from 1940’s 
Korzinkina’s Adventures, Dance 1 from  
The Gadfly of 1955, and Waltz 2–the most 
famous of the set–from 1956’s The First Echelon.  
Only Waltz 1 seems to have non-film origins, 
possibly as part of a piano suite.

This is the GFSA’s first performance of the work.

Cello Concerto No. 1 1949
Dmitri Kabalevsky  |  1904 -1987 

Dmitri Kabalevsky’s experience as a Soviet 
composer seems to have been substantially 
different from that of Shostakovich (see notes 
for Legends, page 15). At best, Kabalevsky 
felt comfortable, at least outwardly, within the 
restrictions required of a Soviet composer; at 
worst, he was responsible for enforcing those 
restrictions, sitting on the other side of the table 
when Shostakovich, Prokofiev, and others  
were forced to defend their compositions.

Cello Concerto No. 1 has become one of 
his most played works, showing Kabalevsky’s 
undeniable ability to create engaging music 
within the tenets of socialist realism. But as 
self-consciously Soviet as it may be, the 
concerto remains undeniably Russian; tuneful 
and immediately pleasing, yes, but also infused 
with irony and melancholy. The work’s appeal 
comes not from blistering virtuosity (again, 
accessibility, both to audience and performer, 
was considered a virtue in Soviet philosophy) 
but from the ingenuous beauty of its melodies.

This is the GFSA’s first performance of the work.
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Le boeuf sur le toit 1949
Darius Milhaud |  1892 -1974 

It seems that every French composer of note 
ends up at the Paris Conservatory at some point 
(see notes on Farrenc, Fauré, and Poulenc),  
and Darius Milhaud, despite his upbringing in  
the southern town of Aix-en-Provence, was no 
exception, entering the school at age 17 and 
staying six years. His post-student career, 
however, took a very atypical turn: Unable to  
fight in World War I for medical reasons, Milhaud 
joined the propaganda department of the foreign 
ministry. When his close friend, the poet and 
playwright Paul Claudel, was named minister to 
Brazil, Claudel offered Milhaud a staff position  
in charge of propaganda. Milhaud jumped at  
the chance.

Brazil was only the first of many of Milhaud’s 
travel destinations, which included significant 
time in the United States. His Jewish origin 
forced him to the U.S. during World War II, and 
he would spend the rest of his life splitting his 
professional activity between the U.S. and 
France. Wherever he went, the local landscape 
and culture influenced his compositions.

 
That early trip to Brazil, however, would inspire 
some of his most famous works, including  
Le boeuf sur le toit (The ox on the roof ). 
Written in 1919 upon his return to Paris after  
his Brazil sojourn, Le boeuf is chock-full of 
Milhaud’s impressions of Brazilian musical life: 

“I assembled a few popular melodies, tangos, 
maxixes, sambas and even a Portuguese fado 
and transcribed them with a rondo-like theme 
recurring between each successive pair.”  
(“Le boeuf sur le toit” was the name of a  
popular Brazilian song.) Milhaud envisioned  
the piece as a score to a Chaplin film, but 
author and artist Jean Cocteau appropriated  
it for a surrealist ballet. The ballet proved such  
a success that it inspired the name of the  
most influential cabaret in Paris in the 1920s.

The GFSA has performed the work once  
before, in 1988.
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Jubilee
“Let their celestial concerts all unite”  
from Samson .............................................  George Frideric Handel

Petite messe solennelle  .................................. Gioachino Rossini

Kyrie
Preludio religioso

Ritornello - Sanctus
Gloria in excelsis - Et in terra pax - Cum sancto spiritu

I N T E R M I S S I O N

Cantique de Jean Racine Opus 11 ......................... Gabriel Fauré

Three German Folk Songs WoO 34  ..............  Johannes Brahms
Von edler Art

Bei nächtlicher Weil
In stiller Nacht

“Dirait-on” from Les chansons des roses  .......Morten Lauridsen

You are the new day  ...................................................  John David


