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RONEN CHAMBER ENSEMBLE

Program Notes for November 8, 2005

Migrations of a Melody, the title of Peretz's story, serves as the common denominator for our entire program.
Yitskhok Loeb Peretz (1852-1915) moved to Warsaw when his law license was unjustly taken away. He published his stories and essays in Polish, Hebrew and Yiddish. To earn a living Peretz worked for a while as a statistical surveyor. He traveled for his work to many villages and small towns and in his stories he documented the misery and hard conditions of the Jewish population. He wanted to give his people hope and lift their spirit therefore he also wrote about the simple pleasures and the joy in their spiritual strength.
I was a high school student when I first read this story and it resonated with me deeply. Peretz's descriptions are so vivid that we may find ourselves composing a score while listening to the tale. It is an unusual story, perhaps an allegory, giving opportunity for interpretations on many different levels.
In the lobby there is an exhibit of several woodcut illustrations of this story from a limited edition publication (1949) by Arthur Kolnik, an artist born in Poland who lived and worked in Paris. His life work was dedicated to painting the world he had left behind - the Jewish community of the small town in Poland. Also on display are illustrations by the students of Hasten Jewish Academy guided by their art teacher MaryEllen Fellegy. 
When challenged by the need to express ideas in music or when creating an art work we migrate to a different region of our brain and the new mode of expression demands acquiring the skills equivalent to learning  a new language or understanding a new culture. The effort is great but so are the rewards. The perceptions gained from these activities enrich and expand our understanding.
The Overture on Hebrew Themes by Prokofiev will precede and conclude the reading of Peretz's story providing a musical curtain.

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) studied piano and composition at the Saint Petersburg Conservatory. He left Russia in 1918 thinking to return in a few months but ended up spending nine years abroad. The overture was commissioned by a group of touring Jewish musicians, colleagues from his Conservatory days. According to Prokofiev's diary, the leader of the group, clarinetist Simeon Bellison  (first clarinetist with the New York Philharmonic 1920-1948) supplied him with a collection of Jewish melodies from which Prokofiev  chose  two that are contrasting in character, a spirited and energetic Freilach tanz and a lyrical melody. Using simple compositional techniques Prokofiev developed these tunes into an overture and was pleased with the result. The music conveys the robustness and angularity of the dance as well as a pleading, nostalgic melody enveloped in a magical atmosphere. I hear a yearning for a distant world, vastly different from the bustling metropolitan New York where in 1919 he wrote the overture. The premiere took place in Carnegie Hall and was a big success. 
In 1796 the young and successful pianist and composer Ludwig Van Beethoven embarked on an extended tour. He gave concerts in Prague, Leipzig, Dresden and stayed several months in Berlin where he performed numerous concerts at the court of the King of Prussia, Willhelm Friedrich the second .The King was a fine amateur cellist and employed at his court the superb cello virtuoso Jean Louis Duport.

These auspicious circumstances brought about the creation of four major compositions for cello and piano: two sonatas and two sets of variations.

Among them are the twelve variations on a theme by Georg Frederich Handel "See, the conqu'ring hero comes" from the oratorio "Judas Maccabeus". Beethoven certainly wanted to gain favor with the King and at the same time paid tribute to Handel whose music he admired. 
Handel had written the oratorio Judas Maccabeus in 1746 to honor the victory of prince William Duke of Cumberland. However the famous chorus was grafted from a previous Oratorio "Joshua".
I first heard the melody as a Hanukah song in Israel. Students of the Academy coached by music teacher Ann Sloan, will perform the song, accompanied by
 Ruth Gal on the  accordion. Various versions of this melody exist with different texts and accompaniments.
Beethoven's Judas Maccabeus variations were first performed with Beethoven at the piano. His tremendous abilities to improvise might explain the fact that many of the sonatas, chamber music pieces and symphonies he composed have movements in the form of theme and variations. Beethoven's variations transcend the obvious virtuoso embellishment treatment. In his compositions the variations transform the theme and give it a character that is unique, presenting a new facet to the original theme. Thus the melody migrates in the hand of the composer and in his musical imagination.  

The connection to the original melody is apparent in most of the variations. We recognize the contours of the theme and the proportions remain the same; three phrases of eight bars each.   
We conclude our concert with the delightful trio Opus 11 in B flat for clarinet cello and piano written by Beethoven in 1798.The trio has three movements.   The first, energetic with fire, has astonishing innovative harmonic progressions yet his ontemporaries regarded this work as naturally flowing and accessible. The second movement is an expressive Adagio. The final movement is a theme followed by nine variations based on an aria that was very popular at that time in Vienna. The theme is taken from the comic opera" the Sailors' Love" by J. Weigel. The title; '"Pria ch'io L'impegno" has humorous  lyrics saying that,  before starting to do anything important one must eat… The variations maintain a light nature throughout. It is interesting to note that many of Beethoven's contemporary keyboard composers have written variations on this theme. Paganini, thirty years later, wrote concert variations for the violin on the same melody. 
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