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Piano Concerto No. 1in G minor, Op. 25
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Symphony No. 4 in A major, Op. 90, /talian
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Ill. Con moto moderato
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MENDELSSOHN AND LEIPZIG

Leipzig: Johann Sebastian Bach’s long-time and last employer; birthplace
of Richard Wagner; home to Germany’s first music conservatory founded
by Mendelssohn and to the world’s oldest municipal concert orchestra,
the “Gewandhaus” - it is a city of deep musical tradition.

Mendelssohn: a child prodigy with already a well-established European
reputation by age 20; a prolific composer who wrote in every genre;
conductor, performer, editor and educator - his name is profoundly
entwined with the musical life of Leipzig.

Felix Mendelssohn

born February 3, 1809 in Hamburg
died November 4, 1847 in Leipzig

As music director of the Gewandhaus Orchestra, Mendelssohn had a
keen interest in Baroque music and embedded it in historic context while
programming repertoire for his concerts. He spearheaded the revival of
Bach’s music and championed contemporary composers’ works such as
Berlioz, Liszt, and Schumann. Though he did not share the progressive
propensities of his contemporaries in composition, his versatility and
adherence to tradition established his status as a major exponent of the
Romantic Movement.

“Voyage” is a central theme in the programs of the Mendelssohn Series.
The concert overture Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage is inspired by
two poems of Goethe. Between 1829 and 1831 Mendelssohn travelled
extensively in Europe, during which time he began sketch of the Fourth
Symphony which evoked the atmosphere and landscape of Italy. The
symphony, nicknamed the /talian was actually completed and premiered
in 1833.

A renowned pianist himself, Mendelssohn was at home when writing for
the piano, and another natural output composed also during the Italian
tour was the Piano Concerto No. 1, which is deemed as one of the first
concertos of the Romantic era.
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Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage Overture, Op. 27
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A main characteristic of Romanticism is the love of nature, and using
nature metaphorically to depict or relate a message from the narrator’s
inner world. In this true Romantic vein, Goethe’s pair of poems is indeed
a personal journey, more than just a “nautical” one on the sea, at a time
before the age of the steamboat, in which a calm sea meant inability to
sail and strong wind meant a speedy journey. Mendelssohn chose to
capture the essence of journey in Goethe’s poems through an ‘overture’,
which actually does not serve as a ‘prelude’ to anything such as a play or
opera, but as a form of programmatic music, rather like an early precursor
of the tone poem.

Goethe's "dreadful, deathly stillness!" is depicted in the opening bars by
the quiet, widely-spaced sonorities of strings, darkly colored with clarinet
and bassoon as well. Mendelssohn also, rare for the time, incorporates
the contrabassoon to evoke the "deep silence" and "enormous breadth of
ocean." The winds finally pick up (signaled by the flute), the sky brightens,
and sailors rush about in preparation to sail again. Mendelssohn added to
Goethe's prosperous voyage the image of the ship gliding into port in a
dignified coda with trumpet fanfares, timpani flourishes and the grandest
sonorities from the full orchestra.
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Piano Concerto No. 1in G minor, Op. 25
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Mendelssohn was regarded as one of the foremost pianists of his day;
Clara Schumann described him as the “dearest pianist of all”. Although
his output for the piano was not numerous like his peers such as Chopin
or Liszt, his album for solo piano “Songs Without Words” and the two
piano concertos remain immensely popular throughout the ages. The
Piano Concerto No. 1 was inspired during his travel in Italy after meeting
a pianist there, and composed somewhere during his return to Germany
rather hastily in order to fill out a concert program he was conducting
in Munich. After its premiere in Munich in 1831, the concerto enjoyed
enormous success immediately and remained in Mendelssohn’s own
concert repertoire.

This concerto deviates from the traditional formal structure of the classic
concerto, with the solo piano entering almost immediately after the
opening of the first movement, with very little orchestral introduction
which would have expostulated the various thematic materials. In
the work’s relatively brief span of circa only 19 minutes, the three
movements of the concerto are linked together in the same manner as
his Violin Concerto to create a sense of overall formal unity - a relatively
new technique for his days. The concerto contains many sections
of improvisation, one of Mendelssohn’s specialties, and bears all of
Mendelssohn’s Romantic signatures such as a tempestuous fury in the
opening, a melodic lyricism in the middle, and a brilliant virtuosity to round
off the work.
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Symphony No. 4 in A major, Op. 90, Italian

In October 1830 Mendelssohn embarked on a big trip to Italy which lasted
ten months, taking him from Venice all the way to the South before returning
to Germany via Milan. In his own words, “the Italian symphony is making
rapid progress; it will be the happiest piece | have ever written, especially
the last movement. | have not yet decided on the Adagio, and think | shall
reserve it for Naples.” According to his own account, the new symphony was
meant to embody not only his impressions of the art and landscape he had
encountered, but also the vitality of the people. There is nothing particularly
Italian about the Symphony except for the final movement. Rather, the work
strives more to convey a series of impressions of the Peninsula known as
“Il bel paese (the beautiful country)” - Mediterranean sunshine, religious
solemnity, monumental art and architecture, and open countryside.

Right from the outset, the pulsating and airy woodwind notes underscore
the famously rigorous melody launched by the violins. Mendelssohn likened
the key of A major to the blue sky, and this bubbly opening is like a musical
rendering of the blue sky of the Mediterranean which impressed him, used
to the gray mist of Northern Europe. The second movement draws its source
probably from a processional song he heard in Rome while the third movement
is a minuet that harkens back to the classical days of Haydn and Mozart with
a nostalgia mingled with a puckish touch typical of Mendelssohn’s Midsummer
Night’s Dream. Mendelssohn calls his last movement a ‘Saltarello’, a traditional
dance from Southern Italy, dating at least to the fourteenth century, that
ﬁ'] ﬂE:_F 1833 ﬂi | c. 1833 featured rhythmic drive and involved a good deal of jumping. This is the most
unmistakably Italianate movement of the symphony, a breathless ‘perpetual
motion’ in which rhythmic energy combines with buoyant counterpoint al
leading to a masterful coda. The piece seems to have virtually danced itself
into exhaustion—the orchestra finally reduced to nothing more than first
violins whispering the rhythmic motif—when it suddenly rebounds with a
sudden, huge crescendo for a punchy and grandiose ending.
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XiaoOu Zhao is currently assistant to the Chair of Conducting Department
at the Shanghai Conservatory, Head of Chamber Music at the Shanghai
Conservatory Affiliate High School and Principal Conductor of the
Shanghai Conservatory Affiliate Youth Orchestra. The Shanghai native
graduated from the Shanghai Conservatory with a degree in Conducting
under the tutelage of Professor ZHANG Meihe and became a faculty
member in his alma mater after graduation in 2001.

He received a full scholarship to pursue his Master‘s Degree in Conducting
from the University of Memphis in the United States, studying with
Professor Jiang. Upon graduation in 2005, he won a scholarship from
the American National Conducting Academy to study at the Aspen Music
Festival, working with maestros David Zinman and Leonard Slatkin. He has
conducted the Shanghai Philharmonic, Shanghai Opera House Orchestra,
Shanghai Conservatory Youth Orchestra, Zhejiang Provincial Orchestra,
Sichuan Philharmonic Orchestra, Sichuan Conservatory Orchestra, and the
Shenyang Conservatory Orchestra. His concert activities have taken him
to Berlin, Salzburg, Granada in Spain, in the American cities of New York,
Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Memphis, and St. Louis, as well as in numerous
Chinese cities.

In 2009 he was invited to conduct a concert commemorating the 30th
Anniversary of the normalization of Sino-American relations at Lincoln
Center’s Avery Fisher Hall, winning the praise of then New York State
Governor Edward Cox.
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SiHeng Song is one of the most famous pianists in the 1980s generation,
having spearheaded the trend of multimedia solo concert in China. Song
has garnered awards numerous international competitions in Leeds,
Dublin, Paris, and Shanghai, having won the first prize seven times
amongst these competitions and achieving the best record amongst
Chinese pianists in these competitions. In the 615t Long-Thibaud- Crespin
International Competition, Song won the first prize and many other
special awards, making history as the only Chinese pianist to have won
such distinction of collecting multiple awards in the past 70 years. He was
heralded as “the undisputed champion, the leader of a new generation of
European classical music” by the French newspaper Le Figaro.

Song began giving his multimedia solo concert in 2009, which attracted
widespread attention from the media and the music industry. Song has
mixed his style of classical music with many different artistic styles,
genres and disciplines, ranging from literature, drama, painting to
electronic music and folk music. His work surpasses the traditional notion
of performance as only a pianist, but expresses his overall concept about
music and sets an artistic trend. His work with multimedia artist Jingfei Li
In Search of Haruki Murakami is a cross-disciplinary collaboration weaving
pieces of music into words in an innovative style.
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