
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAN DIEGO SYMPHONY 
 

February 27 and 28 and March 1, 2009 
 

 
 
MENDELSSOHN The Hebrides (Fingal’s Cave), Opus 26 
 
 
DVOŘÁK  Serenade for Strings in E Major, Opus 22 
      Moderato 
      Menuetto 
      Scherzo: Vivace 
      Larghetto 
      Finale: Allegro vivace 
 
 

INTERMISSION 
 
 
BRAHMS  Piano Concerto No. 2 in B-flat Major, Opus 83 
      Allegro non troppo 
      Allegro appassionato 
      Andante 
      Allegretto grazioso 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Hebrides (Fingal’s Cave), Opus 26 
FELIX MENDELSSOHN 
Born February 3, 1809, Hamburg 
Died November 4, 1847, Leipzig 
 
 In 1829, twenty-year-old Felix Mendelssohn made the first of many visits to England, and 

after giving a series of concerts in London he set off on a walking tour of Scotland, where he was 

able to visit the novelist Sir Walter Scott.  On August 8, Mendelssohn made a voyage out to the 

Hebrides Islands to see the island of Staffa, with its famous Fingal’s Cave, a name that is said to 

come from the Gaelic Fionn na Ghal, which means “Chief of Valor.”  The crossing was 

extremely difficult.  The day was dark and violently stormy, and not until they were almost on 

top of the island did the famous black basaltic cliffs emerge from the mists as the ocean crashed 

against the mouth of the dark cave.  Legend has it that the young composer jotted down on the 

spot the opening 21 bars of what would eventually become his Fingal’s Cave overture, but in fact 

Mendelssohn had actually sketched that theme the day before, after a rough crossing to the Island 

of Mull. Mendelssohn may have been inspired by the rough seas off Scotland, but he was in no 

hurry to complete the overture.  He did not finish the score until December 11, 1830, while 

visiting Rome, and he revised it several more times after that. 

 This music goes under several names–it is sometimes called The Hebrides, and 

Mendelssohn briefly considered calling it The Lonely Island.  It is built on two main ideas: the 

strings’ quiet but ominous opening and the cellos’ soaring second subject. Mendelssohn 

supplements these with a wealth of rhythmic secondary figures, and from this material he builds 

a concert overture in sonata form.  Despite its disciplined classical structure, though, this music 

might best be understood as an evocative mood-piece that paints a picture of the gloomy vistas 

the young composer encountered on his various voyages to the islands of Scotland.  Throughout, 

one feels the rocking sea, sees swirling mists, and hears waves crashing against forbidding cliffs.  

The music drives to a climax, then vanishes into the mists on fragments of its opening idea. 

 From the moment of its premiere in London on May 14, 1832, Fingal’s Cave has been an 

audience favorite and has been praised by other composers.  Wagner, no particular admirer of 

Mendelssohn or his music, called it “an aquarelle by a great scene painter,” and Brahms is 

reported to have said that he would give all his works just to be able to say that he had composed 

Fingal’s Cave.. 



Serenade for Strings in E Major, Opus 22 
ANTONIN DVOŘÁK 
Born September 8, 1841, Muhlhausen, Bohemia 
Died May 1, 1904, Prague 
 
 The Serenade for Strings in E Major is a product of Dvořák’s thirty-fourth year, a time 

when he had just begun to devote himself to full-time composing and was achieving a wider 

reputation.  The publication of the wildly popular Slavonic Dances several years later and his 

increasingly close friendship with Brahms would lead Dvořák to international renown, but when 

he wrote this Serenade in the brief span of twelve days–May 3 through 14 of 1875–he had not yet 

attained the distinctive voice that would characterize his fully mature works.  Dvořák was of 

course anxious to have this music performed, and the score was shown to Hans Richter, newly 

appointed as conductor of the Vienna Philharmonic.  Richter liked the work but was afraid to 

bring unfamiliar music before his conservative Viennese audience, and he declined performing it.  

The premiere took place in Prague on December 10, 1876, under Adolph Cech. 

 The Serenade is in five movements, and while its structure is straightforward, there are 

surprises along the way, moments when Dvořák can catch his audience off guard.  The opening 

Moderato is in simple ABA form, built on a lovely, song-like first theme and a sprightly dotted 

second idea.  The second movement is a waltz, but its trio section–which begins in such innocent 

loveliness–suddenly breaks off on its own and begins to develop an unexpected complexity 

before Dvořák takes up the waltz again.  The Scherzo is based on three separate theme-groups, 

and once again Dvořák almost has to wrench the music back to the initial scherzo theme. 

 The Larghetto is the emotional center of the work, a movement of serenity in the midst of 

the good-natured bustle of the other four.  But the surprise here is that the movement’s main 

theme is closely related to the trio of the waltz–so closely related, in fact, that it seems almost a 

variation on that theme.  The finale, a rondo, starts off in what sounds like the wrong key–F-

sharp minor–and does not settle into the home key of E Major until the second theme.  As he 

goes along, Dvořák incorporates themes from the Larghetto and from the opening movement, 

and one senses a growing complexity that might be out of place in a serenade except that Dvořák 

does it with such grace and ease that he disarms all criticism.  The music reaches a quiet pause 

and then makes a sudden rush to the end of what is one of Dvořák’s friendliest scores. 

 



Piano Concerto No. 2 in B-flat Major, Opus 83 
JOHANNES BRAHMS 
Born May 7, 1833, Hamburg 
Died April 3, 1897, Vienna 
 
 Brahms’ First Piano Concerto was a disaster for the young composer.  Unsure of himself, 

he worked on it for four years before he was willing to play it in public in 1859 and then ran into 

icy audiences and venomous reviews.  The 25-year-old composer pretended not to care, but the 

experience was devastating.  So devastating, in fact, that Brahms essentially stopped composing 

for the piano: after completing the Handel Variations and Paganini Variations, he gave the 

instrument a fifteen-year rest while he composed in other forms.  In the summer of 1878, Brahms 

returned from a vacation in Italy–which in every way had been a delight–and took summer 

lodgings in Pörtschach on the Wörthersee.  Music seemed to flow out of him that summer, and 

now he began to compose again for the piano: a set of eight pieces, Opus 76, was soon complete, 

and he made sketches for a new piano concerto.  But he set these aside for several years while 

composing the Violin Concerto, First Violin Sonata, and Academic Festival Overture and Tragic 

Overture.  After a second vacation trip to Italy in the spring of 1881 (just as enjoyable as the 

first), Brahms returned to his plans for the new piano concerto and completed the score on July 7 

of that year, two months to the day after his 48th birthday. 

 Brahms was habitually coy about his new compositions, and to his friend Elizabeth von 

Herzogenberg he wrote that he had composed “a tiny, tiny piano concerto with a tiny wisp of a 

scherzo”; he mailed a copy of the score to his friend Theodore Billroth with the comment that “I 

am sending you some small piano pieces.”  Lurking behind these evasions, of course, is one of 

the longest (it has four movements), mightiest, and most formidable piano concertos ever written.  

Yet the Second Piano Concerto is a strange mix.  For all its grandeur and difficulty, there is an 

unusually gentle quality about much of this concerto, a lightness of texture and a playfulness 

unusual in Brahms’ music.  This concerto may demand a pianist of near-superhuman strength, 

but it also needs one with a sense of fun and play. 

 Brahms seems to delight in doing the unexpected in this concerto.  It opens not with the 

normal orchestral exposition, but with the sound of solo horn, calling nobly from the distance, 

and quickly the horn and piano engage in a dialogue of almost chamber-music intimacy.  And 

then Brahms annihilates this sylvan mood with another surprise: the cadenza–thorny, gnarled, 



and tough–comes at the start of this movement (was Beethoven’s Emperor concerto the model 

here?) and only when this cadenza is out of the way does the actual exposition begin.  Full 

orchestra stamps out the horn’s opening call–now transformed into a tough statement capable of 

symphonic growth–and the flowing second subject arrives moments later.  Brahms builds the 

first movement from this material, and if it is music of stature and power, the surprise is how 

often it turns gentle, with the piano content to think over, to ruminate, and to extend this material.  

This is a big movement (well over a quarter of an hour in length), and it drives to a mighty close. 

 The “extra” movement is the scherzo, and in many ways it is the odd-man-out in this 

concerto.  It is the only movement in a minor key (D minor), and its outer sections drive 

implacably forward with a dark intensity missing from the other movements.  This movement 

was originally going to be part of Brahms’ Violin Concerto, and the composer told a friend that 

he included it here because the first movement seemed to him too “simpel.”  While that word 

translates prosaically into English as simple or plain, it implies that Brahms felt a lack of 

dramatic tension in his opening movement.  He makes up for that here, composing a scherzo in 

sonata form whose surging opening gives way to a floating second subject, announced by the 

violins high in their range.  The trio section brings a great burst of energy and D-Major sunlight, 

but Brahms soon returns to the opening material.  The reprise is not literal, however, and the 

music continues to develop as it drives to its unrelenting close. 

 The Andante opens with a long cello solo, and this noble, flowing melody is soon taken 

up by the violins.  Significantly, the piano is never allowed to have this wonderful theme: it can 

comment and decorate that line–and in the turbulent center section it heads off in its own 

direction–but that theme remains the province of the orchestra.  One of the magical moments in 

this concerto comes at the end of the piano’s central episode: things calm down, and in a long 

passage for piano and two clarinets (another chamber music interlude) Brahms slowly leads us 

back to the return of the cello solo and the quiet close.  Brahms liked that cello theme a great 

deal: five years later, he used it as the central theme of his song Immer leiser wird mein 

schlummer (“Ever fainter grows my slumber”), where it sets the text sung by a dying girl. 

 The last movement defeats our expectations once again.  Instead of a mighty finale that 

would make a counterweight to the huge first movement, Brahms concludes with music of 

whimsy and playfulness.  Donald Francis Tovey called this a “childlike finale,” but that need not 



mean that it is inferior music–only that it aims for something quite different from the first three 

movements.  This one seems to dance all the way through, from the piano’s graceful opening 

through the languorous second episode full of gypsy fire and on to the piano’s playful extension 

of both these ideas.  Brahms keeps things light here (trumpets and timpani are significantly silent 

throughout this movement), and at the end the music comes dancing home in a way that is fully 

satisfying, even if it is an ending that no listener would have predicted after hearing the first three 

movements. 

 Brahms tried out this concerto in private rehearsals with Hans von Bülow and the 

Meiningen Orchestra in the fall of 1881 before giving the premiere in Budapest on November 9, 

and then Brahms, von Bülow, and the Meiningen Orchestra took the new concerto on tour 

throughout Switzerland, Germany, and Holland.  As a young man, Brahms had been one of the 

finest pianists in Europe, but even the creator of this music found some of it nearly impossible to 

perform, and there are reports that he was swearing under his breath during concerts over his 

inability to play his own music.  This concerto is one of the supreme tests for pianists, full of 

difficulties at every turn.  Much of the writing is chordal–or in octaves–and demands huge (and 

powerful) hands, there are great leaps across the range of the keyboard, the rhythmic 

complexities are enormous, there are sudden shifts of mood within movements, and simply 

getting through the concerto demands steely strength and stamina.  Brahms may have jokingly 

called this “a tiny, tiny piano concerto” when he announced it to his friends, but by the end of his 

tour with the Meiningen Orchestra he had changed his mind.  Now he referred to it as “the long 

terror.” 

        Program notes by Eric Bromberger 

 

WHY THIS PROGRAM; WHY THESE PIECES? 

 

February 27th-March 1st, 2009:- 
 
 Jahja Ling stated, “I often want to do something special for the individual sections of the 

orchestra, and the Dvořák is a special piece.  I remember Tanglewood, where each session of the 

student orchestra began with the Dvořák Serenade, led by the BSO concertmaster, Joseph 

Silverstein.  The impression I gained there became so lasting…”  Continuing, he noted, “The 



strings have to be virtuosic and characterful, and ours are that way now.” 

 “In my opinion, The Hebrides might be the most perfect overture ever written.  It is really 

a tone picture, flowing, just like the sea.  It is my salute to Mendelssohn here, for his 200th 

birthday, and I’m doing more Mendelssohn on tour this season.” 

 “The Brahms concerto was a joint choice with our special soloist.  I believe that 

Bronfman has the capacity to express all of its complexity and maturity, and our orchestra can do 

great justice to the very symphonic parts of the score.  The tonal and timbre relationships 

between the Brahms, the Mendelssohn and the Dvořák make this program a ‘natural.’” 

 The Hebrides (also known as Fingal’s Cave) was a favorite of Nino Marcelli, who 

conducted it with the pre-war orchestra several times during the 1930’s.  Arthur Fiedler led the 

SDSO in its first postwar performance of the piece during the summer of 1973, and, most 

recently, Edouardo Mueller conducted it here during the 1998-99 season.  The wonderful Dvořák 

String Serenade was first played here under the baton of Charles Ketcham during the 1979-80 

season.  Most recently, Yoav Talmi conducted it during the 1995-96 season. 

 Eugene Istomin was the soloist when the SDSO gave its first performance of the Brahms 

Second Piano Concerto.  Earl Murray was the conductor then, during the 1961-62 season.  The 

most recent hearing at these concerts was during the 1994-95 season, when Samuel Wong led the 

orchestra and Andre Watts was the soloist. 

 

Dr. Melvin G. Goldzband 

      Archivist, San Diego Symphony 

 


