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Hector Berlioz 

Overture: Le carnaval romain (Roman Carnival), Op. 9 

 
Berlioz was a force of nature in French music who happened to appear at a time when French 
cultural interests were more strongly focused on literature. This may explain why Berlioz 

himself was highly influenced by literature (especially Shakespeare), though he was generally 
very sensitive to and strongly affected emotionally by everything around him. When one 
thinks of the Romantic artist-type, the model may well be Berlioz. In addition to his 
composing, he was also influential as a powerful critic and as a conductor. 

 
 He had a broad liberal arts education almost entirely at the hands of his physician 
father and was himself headed for a career in medicine when he was sent to Paris at age 17. 
While he did pursue medical studies for two years, he also entered the Conservatoire in 1826 

where his total absorption of his musical experiences, his literary background, and his force 
of personality all brought him problems (his professors described him as a person with 
"dangerous tendencies"). By compromising his style, he was able to win the Prix de Rome on 
his fourth try (1830); tellingly, his academic persecutors are today remembered for their 

association with him rather than his with them. 
 
 Le carnaval romain (Paris, 1844; NYC, 1856), with a subtitle of "ouverture 

caractéristique," is derived from his earlier opera Benvenuto Cellini (1838) and was originally 

intended to open the opera's second act but has had a separate existence from the opera (which 
has its own overture). The opera concerns imaginary events in the life of the eponymous 

sculptor in Rome during carnival season, so the title of the orchestral work would suggest that 
it retains at least the geographical setting of the opera and the opera's time frame. "Ouverture" 
would suggest a work in sonata form, but form for the French generally and for Berlioz 

specifically was a very fluid concept—the critical element for Berlioz was that every idea 

(musical, literary, or otherwise) needed to be treated idiosyncratically. This approach gives 
his works a fresh, improvisational quality, certainly present here, and may have contributed 
to his great skills as an orchestrator. 
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Chen Yi 

Ballad, Dance and Fantasy for Violoncello and Orchestra 

 

Chen Yi is a Chinese violinist and composer from Guangzhou, now based in the United 
States. Her parents were both physicians and musicians, and her sister and brother became 
professional musicians in China. Chen began piano studies at age three, but the Cultural 
Revolution imposed anti-Western and anti-art attitudes in China, and for about a decade 

starting in the mid-1960s, Western attitudes were severely shunned and arts were opposed. 
Her father and sister were taken away for "re-education," but before being herself relocated to 
the countryside, Chen was able to stay in Guangzhou for a time during which she pushed a 

blanket inside her piano in order to quiet the sound, and she played her violin with a mute. 
 
 Chen did gain from the experience by absorbing Chinese folk culture. Upon her return 
to Guangzhou at age 17, she became concertmaster of the Beijing Opera Troupe orchestra in 

Guangzhou. She was the first Chinese woman to receive a Master of Arts in music 
composition from the Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing. 
 
 Alongside a great number of works for larger ensembles, Chen has also made many 

contributions to the choral and chamber music repertoires. She has used her knowledge of 
folk music to create works for traditional Chinese instruments alone and in combination with 
Western classical instruments. The present work utilizes spoken words and syllables, some 
aleatory elements (leaving the musicians free to play independently within some defined 

boundaries), and small motives that are re-combined in various ways. 
 
 Chen has offered these words about the concerto: "Commissioned by Orange County's 
Pacific Symphony, this concerto was premiered in March 2004, with cellist Yo-Yo Ma [the 

co-dedicatee along with the Pacific Symphony] in Costa Mesa, CA.…Tracing back to the 
ancient culture on the Silk Road, I treasure the spirit of the eastern earth while walking into 
the rest of the world, and I look forward to peace in the future.…In Ballad of the Earth, the 
solo cello plays a deep monologue, an ode to the earth. The musical style is drawn from the 

folk music in Shaanxi province, the birthplace of the Silk Road. In Dance on the Silk Road, I 
got my inspiration from the ancient Chinese Qiu Zi music (from today's Xinjiang province) 
and the Hu Xuan Dance (brought from Mongolia).…The cello solo plays a virtuoso part 

representing the major dancing role. The music continues in the solo cello part without a 

pause into the third movement, Fantasy for the Global Village, [where] the music is expressive 
and impassioned, and the spirit is high and encouraging." 
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Igor Stravinsky 

Suite from L’oiseau de feu (The Firebird) 

 

Perhaps the most significant composer of the first half of the 20th century, Stravinsky touched 
every style and genre that came to him from the previous century or that made its appearance 
in his lifetime. He was a student of Rimsky-Korsakov and produced a delightfully pseudo-
Tchaikovsky symphony as one of his student works. He moved to Paris and became 

associated with the Ballet Russe and its impresario Diaghilev, their greatest collaboration 
being Le Sacre du printemps in 1913. The economic impact of World War I forced an attention 

to chamber music upon him (Histoire du soldat being from this period). In the 1920s and 1930s 

he was drawn to Italian and French styles and sources. World War II led him to the United 
States, where a strong jazz influence entered his writing, and in the 1950s he took up a form 
of serialism (though waiting until his compositional rival and founder of the serial style, 

Arnold Schoenberg, had died). 
 
 The music for the ballet Firebird (1910) is in a 19th-century style, with few 

"modernisms" to distract contemporary audiences. It is also highly nationalistic as it is based 
upon a Russian story and has musical material suggestive of Russian folk song. Stravinsky 
extracted three suites from Firebird for concert use (1911, 1919, 1945), and heard on this 

concert is the second suite. The musical material is organized in these suites variously, 
reflecting the revisions for individual productions over the years, but except for the 
Introduction and Finale, the items in this suite come from what was originally termed the 

"first tableau." The second suite is scored for a large orchestra, particularly in terms of 
percussion: timpani, bass drum, tambourine, cymbals, triangle, xylophone, and pianoforte 
with optional celesta. 

 

 The Introduction places us in ancient Russia in a magical and foreboding setting 
through the interplay of various melodic ideas. Though not separately entitled, there is also 
music here depicting the Firebird and its dance. The Princesses' Khorovod (Rondo, Round 
Dance), in George Balanchine's words, supports "young princesses [who] wear long peasant 

dresses with little caps, and their innocent, carefree gambols make it impossible for us to 
believe that they are, in reality, captives of the monster Kastcheï who rules over the forest." 
The Infernal Dance of King Kashchei, an orchestral showpiece, has our hero "suddenly 

afraid, but before he can leave the threatening darkness that seems to close in on him…dozens 

of weird monsters leap with a single bound into the stage and surround him. The 
monsters…divide into four groups…each group trying to outdo the others in grotesque 
gestures of threat." The Berceuse (Lullaby) accompanies a dance by the magical Firebird by 
which she lulls the evil monsters to sleep and thus allows the hero to escape. The Finale 

accompanies the closing dance in which general rejoicing celebrates the defeat of evil and the 
triumph of love; Berceuse and Finale are conflated to form the closing movement. 
 


