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From Holberg’s Time, op. 40 – Edvard Grieg

During the early 18th century, the Danish poet-dramatist Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754) 
put Scandinavia on the map in European theatrical circles. So deftly humorous were 
his comedies, he was dubbed “the Molière of the North,” after the celebrated French 
dramatist of the 17th century. Norway, too, claimed Holberg as her own because for a 
time the dramatist had lived in Bergen, Edvard Grieg’s hometown. 

Thus when the bicentenary of Holberg’s birth rolled around in 1884, the city of Bergen 
wanted to provide its own festive salute. That this would take place during December and 
the stormy darkness of a Norwegian winter made no difference to the city fathers. They 
engaged Grieg — by then one of Europe’s most admired composers — to write a cantata 
for male voices to be performed outdoors around the new Holberg monument in the 
central market place, as well as another work for the concert hall.

Grieg, who possessed an earthy sense of humor, had no illusions about the success of his 
cantata for the unveiling ceremony on December 3. “I can see it all before me,” he wrote 
a friend, “snow, hail, storm and every kind of foul weather, huge male choir with open 
mouths, the rain streaming into them, myself conducting with waterproof cape, winter 
coat, galoshes, and umbrella! And a cold afterwards, of course, or goodness knows what 
kind of illness! Oh well, it’s one way of dying for one’s country!”

The weather on that day turned out to be pretty much as he’d predicted, and his cantata 
was soon forgotten. But his other composition, From Holberg’s Time, a Baroque-inspired 
dance suite originally created for piano and then rescored for string orchestra, had a 
much happier fate. Though Grieg dismissed it as “a perruque piece” (after the 18th 
century’s powdered wigs), it became one of his most beloved works.

In five brief movements, all but one in G Major, the Holberg Suite begins — as do all 
Baroque suites — with a Praeludium or prelude. It is in Baroque toccata style, with a 
continuous flow of fast, energetic figures and rushing scales: a warm-up for the orchestra. 

Next comes a Sarabande, in Baroque times a slow, stately dance in 3/4 time. Grieg 
follows this character, creating music of gentle, melancholy beauty. Listen for the lovely 
passages for cello soloists in the second half of the dance.

In third place, we hear a Gavotte, a gracious, moderate-tempo dance. Grieg’s is 
charmingly pastoral in character and encloses a contrasting dance called a musette. 
French in origin, the musette was originally danced to bagpipe accompaniment, and we 
can hear the drone of the pipes in the lower strings.

The fourth-movement Air is not a dance, but an elegiac song, like Bach’s famous “Air 
for the G String.” The only movement in minor (G minor), it is the sorrowful heart of the 
Holberg Suite: a beautiful melding of Baroque style and Grieg’s own poignant lyricism.

The Suite closes with a Rigaudon, a French dance with a cheerful, vivacious character. 
This one features violin and viola soloists imitating the spirited folk style of the Norwegian 
Hardanger fiddle, but in a very polished manner. It is as though the Norwegian country 
folk, all scrubbed up and in their best traditional costumes, had been summoned for a 
court performance in Copenhagen. 



Concerto for Clarinet and String Orchestra – Aaron Copland

By the mid 1930’s, clarinetist Benny Goodman had become one of the most celebrated 
jazz artists in America — or indeed the world. He had already broken down the 
barriers to playing jazz in Carnegie Hall, one of the great bastions of classical music. 
Looking for new worlds to conquer, he began commissioning works from major classical 
composers, including Bartók, Milhaud, Hindemith, and Aaron Copland. 

Copland wrote his delicious Clarinet Concerto for Goodman between 1947 and 1948. 
But there was a long delay before it was revealed to the public in a radio broadcast on 
November 6, 1950  — with Goodman as soloist and the NBC Symphony Orchestra 
conducted by Fritz Reiner — because Goodman found the piece difficult to master and 
kept asking for postponements. While rehearsing with him, Copland’s friend, the pianist/ 
composer Harold Shapero, found that, oddly enough, the clarinetist was rather stiff and 
formal in his playing. “You’re supposed to swing it,” Shapero urged, to which Goodman 
responded: “Yeah? You think so?” But in time Goodman made the work his own, and his 
two recordings with Copland conducting cemented the Concerto’s popularity.

Richard Stoltzman, a famous clarinetist of today who never had to be told to “swing 
it,” writes perceptively about this music: “The Copland Concerto seems to me to stand 
poised on the balance point between the jazz world and the classic world, and in 
the cadenza that links the slow first movement to the fast second movement Copland 
succeeds in elegantly transforming the language of the clarinet from classic chalumeau 
[referring to the instrument’s distinctive low register] to licorice stick.”

Copland himself provided a succinct commentary, given here with a few additions: 
“The first movement … is a languid song form composed in 3/4 time, rather unusual for 
me, but the music seemed to call for it. [Against a slowly rocking accompaniment, the 
clarinet introduces a lovely melody that is a little reminiscent of Eric Satie’s celebrated 
first Gymnopédie, but the mood of lonely lyricism is distinctly Copland’s.] The second 
[movement], a free rondo form, is a contrast in style — stark, severe, and jazzy. [The 
rondo is a form with recurring sections or “episodes” linked by a refrain — here a spiky, 
rhythmic tune played staccato by the clarinet at the start of the movement.] 

“The movements are connected by a cadenza, which gives the soloist considerable 
opportunity to demonstrate his prowess, while at the same time [it] introduces fragments 
of the melodic material to be heard in the second movement. The cadenza … and the 
movement that follows are in the jazz idiom. … 

“Some of the second movement material represents an unconscious fusion of elements 
obviously related to North and South American popular music: Charleston rhythms, 
boogie woogie, and Brazilian folk tunes. The instrumentation being clarinet with strings, 
harp, and piano, I did not have a large battery of percussion to achieve jazzy effects, 
so I used slapping basses and whacking harp sounds to simulate them. The Clarinet 
Concerto ends with a fairly elaborate coda in C Major that finishes off with a clarinet 
glissando — or ‘smear’ in jazz lingo.”

 
Adagio for Strings– Samuel Barber

Like most American music lovers in the 1930s, Samuel Barber was mesmerized by 
Arturo Toscanini and his fiery interpretations of the great symphonic and operatic 
literature. In 1933, the 23-year-old composer used his status as nephew of the 
celebrated operatic contralto Louise Homer, one of Toscanini’s favorite singers, 
to pay a visit to the maestro at his summer retreat on Lake Maggiore in northern 
Italy. To his delight, they struck up an immediate friendship, and the old conductor 
expressed interest in performing a work by Barber despite the fact that he generally 
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avoided contemporary music like the plague. But Barber was by no means a typical 
contemporary composer. Although only recently graduated from Philadelphia’s Curtis 
Institute, he was a precocious artist who had already found his own creative voice: 
lyrical, deeply expressive, and rooted in the harmonic language of the late 19th century 
— a voice even the conservative Toscanini could love.

It took Barber several years to produce two works he thought worthy of Toscanini’s 
attention. His uncle, the composer Sidney Homer, gave him excellent advice: “The thing 
now is to write something for Toscanini that expresses the depth and sincerity of your 
nature. … You know as well as I do that the Maestro loves sincere straight-forward 
stuff, with genuine feeling in it and no artificial pretense and padding.” Finally, early 
in 1938, Barber sent the maestro his newly completed First Essay for Orchestra and 
the Adagio for string orchestra he had fashioned from the slow movement of his String 
Quartet of 1936.

Toscanini’s selection of both pieces for his evening radio broadcast with the NBC 
Symphony on November 5, 1938 was the ultimate promotional coup for Barber’s 
career. The Toscanini radio concerts had a passionate nationwide following that 
PBS’s “Live from Lincoln Center” broadcasts cannot begin to match today. By the next 
morning, Samuel Barber was a household name for American music lovers.

Barber had truly embodied his uncle’s advice, especially in the Adagio, which remains 
his most beloved and frequently performed composition. Using the simplest of musical 
means, it is a work whose sincerity and depth of feeling shoot directly to the heart. 
Called our “national funeral music,” it has eloquently expressed Americans’ grief at the 
ceremonies for Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1945 and John F. Kennedy in 1963. In 1986, 
it moved a new generation in the Academy Award-winning film Platoon, mourning the 
young lives snuffed out by the Vietnam War. 

Where Eagles Fly – Rocky J. Reuter

Tonight we hear the world premiere of Where Eagles Fly, composed by Dubuque-born 
composer Rocky J. Reuter and commissioned by William Intrilligator and the Dubuque 
Symphony Orchestra. This piece salutes a very special natural attraction of Dubuque 
life, as Dr. Reuter explains:

“Although I lived in Platteville, Wisconsin, for most of my formative years, I was born in 
Dubuque, where we lived in an upstairs apartment on Rhomberg Avenue. One ever-
present feature of Dubuque is the Mississippi River, which flanks the city on its eastern 
edge and once created historic floods throughout much of the business district.

“In recent years, the great comeback of the American Bald Eagle has provided an 
amazing experience for Dubuque residents and visitors alike. The adults fly gracefully 
from the bluffs and the tree-lined waterway — including those at Eagle Point Park — 
taking up residence even in the winter in areas with open waters that allow them to 
catch the fish that nourish both them and their offspring.

“Capturing the majesty of the eagle, this piece follows the birth and growth of the noble 
eaglets as they take their first flight. At first shaky and unsure, they ultimately catch a 
draft and soar and float high above in the cloud-dappled, crisp- blue sky.

“Inspiration for my compositions comes from many sources, but the ideas behind this 
work can only be credited to one person: the love of my life, Judy Heiar Reuter.”

The recipient of the Ohio Arts Council Award for Excellence in Composition, Dr. Reuter 
retired last year after 30 years on the music faculty of Capital University in Columbus, 
Ohio. He composes in a wide variety of musical styles for many different ensembles, 
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both acoustic and electronic. He holds degrees from the University of Wisconsin-
Platteville, James Madison University, and Ohio State University. Dr. Reuter has also 
served as a resident composer and guest lecturer at the Hochschule für Musik in 
Dresden, Germany and at the Shen Yang Conservatory of Music in China, as well as in 
Budapest.

Pulcinella: Suite – Igor Stravinsky

After shocking the pre-World War I musical world with The Rite of Spring, Igor 
Stravinsky, now a Russian emigré living in Switzerland and France, began to look back 
to the music of the 18th century to find inspiration for the future. Through a union of 
earlier artistic models and modern techniques would come the neo-classical style that 
dominated his music for three decades, from the 1920s to the early 1950s.

But when in 1919 Serge Diaghilev, impresario of the Ballets Russes and Stravinsky’s 
discoverer, pointed the composer toward the music of Giovanni Pergolesi (1710–1736) 
for a new ballet based on the Italian commedia dell’arte, the idea seemed only a bit 
of fashionable time-traveling, not the harbinger of a new style. At the turn of the 20th 
century, a vogue for creating pastiches of 18th-century music had sprung up, possibly 
as a reaction to the over-heated mood of late Romanticism. Diaghilev had just had a 
great success with the ballet La Boutique fantasque, set to Respighi’s arrangements of 
Rossini piano music. In using a Stravinsky reworking of Pergolesi for a ballet featuring 
the irrepressible commedia-dell-arte clown Pulcinella, he sniffed another hit.

And a hit it was at its premiere at the Paris Opéra on May 15, 1920. Diaghilev had 
again assembled a creative dream team: score by Stravinsky, choreography by the 
brilliant young Leonid Massine, and sets and costumes by Pablo Picasso. In 1922, 
Stravinsky arranged his 40-minute ballet score into a concert suite for chamber 
orchestra lasting half as long. 

In Pulcinella, Stravinsky retained the graceful melodies and basic harmonies of Pergolesi 
and other composers of his period. Yet within the first minute of listening, we are 
aware that we are not really in the 18th century. In the Overture, as the oboe and 
bassoon complete their charming duet, the composer telescopes the regular phrasing 
into a passage of pulsing syncopations that is pure Stravinsky in its rhythmic drive. 
Throughout, he plays with rhythm and altered phrasing, especially in the Finale which 
evokes the excitement of Petrouchka’s carnival. He also spices the traditional harmonies 
with dissonant added notes.

Above all, the orchestration casts a new light on the baroque originals. Stravinsky 
elegantly scores the suite for a small ensemble of strings, including string quintet, and 
winds, with trumpet and trombone. In the concertante manner, solos by the quintet and 
various wind instruments contrast with the ensemble. It is some of these solo excursions 
that most strikingly replace 18th-century sound with Stravinsky’s biting modern voice: 
notice the sassy trumpet solo in the Toccata and the grotesque duet between the 
trombone and double bass in the Vivo. Other special moments are the lovely woodwind 
scoring of the Gavotte and the plucked accompaniment of the Serenata, sounding like 
a huge hollow guitar beneath the solo oboe and violin’s singing of Pergolesi’s aria.

Notes by Janet E. Bedell copyright 2017
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