
Attack, Decay, Sustain, Release  

– Mason Bates 
Born January 23, 1977, in Richmond, Virginia 

 

Like many young composers, Mason Bates’ interests span a wide range of musical 

genres.  He is known as DJ Masonic in the field of electronic dance music, but also is a 

gifted composer of symphonic music.   

 

His official biography states: 

 

“Recently named the second most-performed living composer, Mason Bates 

currently serves as the first composer-in residence of the Kennedy Center for the 

Performing Arts. His music fuses innovative orchestral writing, imaginative 

narrative forms, the harmonies of jazz and the rhythms of techno, and it has been 

the first symphonic music to receive widespread acceptance for its unique 

integration of electronic sounds … He has become a visible advocate for bringing 

new music to new spaces, whether through institutional partnerships such as his 

residency with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, or through his club/classical 

project Mercury Soul, which has transformed spaces ranging from commercial 

clubs to Frank Gehry-designed concert halls into exciting, hybrid musical events 

drawing over a thousand people.” 

 

He describes Attack Decay Sustain Release, composed for the San Francisco Symphony 

and premiered under the baton of Michael Tilson Thomas, as “a quick opener filled with 

lopsided grooves and coy asides.” 

 

Concerto No.2 for Piano and Orchestra in B-flat Major  

– Johannes Brahms 

Born May 7, 1833, in Hamburg, Germany 

Died April 3, 1897, in Vienna, Austria 

 

The year 1859 was not kind to Johannes Brahms.  His First Piano Concerto was 

premiered that year and its reception was deplorable.  Brahms’s Second Concerto dates 

from twenty-two years later and was revolutionary – not so much in its virtuosity, as it 

lacks the empty fireworks of the First Concerto, but in its redefinition of the concerto as a 

musical form.  Incorporating an idea he had rejected for his Violin Concerto, Brahms 

expanded the concerto’s framework to include a scherzo, making the work resemble the 

Beethovenian four-movement symphony in its structure.  The piano is, in some ways, just 

another orchestral instrument.  The line is blurred between its soloistic and orchestral 

functions.  Instead of the orchestra introducing musical themes upon which the soloist 

expounds, Brahms allows the pianist to present certain melodies, which are then taken up 

by the ensemble.  This mammoth concerto reshaped the role of the soloist into that of an 

equal to the orchestra. 

 

The first movement opens with a plaintive horn solo, followed by a piano cadenza that 

introduces the main Allegro section of the movement.  The second movement, jokingly 



described by Brahms as “a wisp of a scherzo,” is full of ire and vengeance.  The Andante 

presents the lyrical side of the composer in one of his most tender moments, with 

beautiful interplay between the principal cello and the solo piano.  The rondo finale is a 

huge movement far removed from the lighthearted Classical rondo of Mozart.  In this 

extensive movement, the composer exploits his signature dotted rhythms as fully as ever.  

Brahms’s description of the work as “a tiny little piano concerto” is simply a jocular barb 

downplaying the depth of this profound monument of music. 

 

Pictures at an Exhibition 

– Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky 

Orchestrated by Maurice Ravel 

Born March 21, 1839 in Karevo, Pskov district, Russia 

Died March 28, 1881 in St. Petersburg, Russia 

 

During the summer of 1873, the architect/artist Viktor Hartmann died suddenly from an 

aneurism at the age of thirty-nine.  Hartmann’s forgettable talents led to a series of 

mediocre works that momentarily captured the attention of a few major figures in the 

artistic community of St. Petersburg.   

 

In February of 1874, a memorial exhibition in St. Petersburg displayed over four hundred 

of the artist’s works.  Composer Modest Mussorgsky, a close friend of Hartmann, 

commemorated the exhibition in his solo piano suite Pictures at an Exhibition. The work 

was composed at the peak of Mussorgsky’s career, between the operas Khovantschina 

and Boris Godunov and before the composer’s alcoholism tightened its grip leading to his 

death in 1881 at the young age of forty-two.  Pictures at an Exhibition depicts eleven of 

Hartmann’s creations, linked together by the Promenade theme, which represents the 

composer walking from one display to the next.   

 

Although Mussorgsky never conceived of Pictures at an Exhibition as an orchestral 

work, several other composers soon saw the possibilities.  Within a decade, Russian 

arrangers produced an orchestration, but it was French composer Maurice Ravel, whose 

masterful 1922 scoring illuminated the work’s numerous nuances, who ensured the 

eternal popularity of this piece.   

 

Pictures at an Exhibition unfolds as follows: 

 

Promenade – Mussorgsky used this short majestic melody (presented in Ravel’s 

orchestration as a trumpet solo) as a linking theme connecting each of the 

movements.  It recurs frequently in different settings between movements 

throughout the work, although it is sometimes attached to the previous movement 

as an ingenious coda.  

 

Gnomus - Hartmann’s wooden nutcracker in the guise of “a little gnome walking 

awkwardly on deformed legs” is the subject of the first picture.  Ravel’s skill as 

an orchestrator is so apparent that even the sound of cracking nuts is heard 

clearly. 



 

Promenade  

 

The Old Castle - A troubadour sings in front of a castle in this watercolor from 

Hartmann’s student years in Italy.  A plaintive alto saxophone gives voice to the 

minstrel’s serenade.   

 

Promenade  

 

Tuileries: Dispute between Children at Play - The scene is a garden near the 

Seine River in Paris.  Even though Hartmann’s original picture did not include 

children, Mussorgsky found that their inclusion created better musical 

possibilities.  

 

Bydlo (Cattle) - Hartmann drew a picture of oxen while visiting the remote Polish 

village of Sandomierz, but Mussorgsky again changed it slightly for his 

composition.  In this version, a rugged oxcart with huge wooden wheels slowly 

approaches, and then fades away in the distance.  The timpani and basses trudge 

along to represent the cart, while a tenor tuba (sometimes played by euphonium) 

provides the song of the driver. 

 

Promenade  

 

Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks – This movement is based on Hartmann’s 

costume design for an 1871 St. Petersburg ballet in which children portray chicks 

"enclosed in eggs as in suits of armor, with canary heads put on like helmets." 

Ravel gives the woodwinds some deliciously sprightly music at the beginning 

before entrusting the same theme to the strings. 

 

Samuel Goldenberg und Schmuÿle - This movement is sometimes subtitled 

Two Polish Jews: One Rich, One Poor, although this description was added after 

the composer’s death.  Mussorgsky depicts two of the artist’s pencil drawings, 

given to the composer some time before Hartmann’s death. Ravel uses resolute 

unison strings to depict the rich man, while giving the poor Schmuÿle’s music to a 

whimpering muted trumpet. 

 

The Market-place at Limoges (French market women quarreling) - Hartmann 

painted a scene of market women in the French city of Limoges haggling in the 

marketplace.  They gossip over the news of the day, “Monsieur de Puissangeout 

just found his cow. . . . Mme. de Remboursac has just bought a lovely new set of 

dentures, while Monsieur de Pantaleon's huge nose, which gets in his way, is still 

the color of a peony."  

 

Catacombae (Sepulcrum Romanum) - This drawing depicts the artist gazing 

into the Parisian catacombs while holding a lantern.  Several skulls are apparent.  

The second part of this movement is subtitled Cum mortuis in lingua mortua 



(With the Dead in a Dead Language).  In his manuscript, Mussorgsky writes that 

“the creative impulse of the departed Hartmann leads me towards skulls, and calls 

to them - they begin to glow with a soft light.” The Promenade theme returns in a 

mysterious setting. 

 

The Hut on Hen's Legs: Baba-Yaga – Hartmann drew a carved clock 

representing a hut with the legs of a chicken. In Russian folklore, such a hut 

belonged to Baba-Yaga, a witch who was widely represented in children’s 

bedtime stories.  She rode through the forest in a mortar in which she assumedly 

ground the bones of naughty children.  Baba-Yaga destroyed everything in her 

path, causing the natural occurrences of forest fires to seem like evidence of her 

existence to terrified children.  This movement proceeds without pause into the 

finale.  

 

The Great Gate of Kiev - Hartmann drew plans for a ceremonial gate to honor 

Tsar Alexander II after his escape from an assassination attempt on April 4, 1886. 

The design was spectacularly crafted in an ancient Russian style with a cupola in 

the form of a military helmet.  The gate was never built.  In Mussorgsky’s music 

we hear the Boyar victors as they enter Kiev in a solemn procession of triumph.  
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