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JOHN CORIGLIANO 

Promenade Overture  

b. February 16, 1938, New York, New York 

Written: 1981 

Style: Contemporary 

Duration: 9 minutes 

 

American composer John Corigliano has long had a fascination with spatial relationships 
between performers and listeners. One of his first big successes was his Clarinet Concerto (1977) 
in which the finale features many members of the orchestra positioned around the concert hall, 
creating antiphonal effects while quoting the music of the greatest antiphonal composer of the 
Renaissance period, Giovanni Gabrieli. More recently, in his Symphony No. 3 (2005), 
Corigliano wrote for multiple ensembles to be positioned around the auditorium while 
performing. 

The Promenade Overture of 1981 takes Corigliano’s love of spatial relationships (and his 
puckish sense of humor) to a new level. The composer writes:  

“The premise of Promenade Overture took root years ago when the composer was caught 
off guard by Haydn’s delightful Farewell Symphony. This Haydn work is often used to end a 
concert because during the last movement the players gradually exit, leaving two violins to finish 
the symphony on a bare stage. Since overtures usually begin concerts, a reverse of this procedure 
– the entrance of an orchestra while playing – became both an interesting idea and a 
compositional challenge. Offstage brass announces the start of the work, with the trumpets 
playing the last five measures of the Farewell Symphony – backwards. This forms a fanfare 
announcing the promenade of performers, which starts with the piccolo, concludes with the tuba, 
and contains a variety of motives which eventually form a lyrical melody that is built to a climax 
by the full orchestra.” 

 

SAMUEL BARBER 

Adagio for Strings  

b. March 9, 1910, West Chester, Pennsylvania  

d. January 23, 1981, New York City, New York 



Written: 1936 

Style: Neo-Romantic 

Duration: 10 minutes 

 

  “Semplice e bella” – ‘simple and beautiful’ – those were the words the great conductor 
Arturo Toscanini used at the end of the first rehearsal of Adagio for Strings with the NBC 
Symphony Orchestra in 1938. This now iconic piece of American concert music – only 
Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man comes close in popularity – began life as part of a 
string quartet that the then-26-year-old composer completed on vacation in Italy in 1936. Barber 
must have known the second movement would have a life of its own because he arranged this 
particular movement for full orchestra immediately after completing the original, three-
movement string quartet.  

Many writers have explained the Adagio’s near mythic power to move audiences by 
focusing on the arch-like quality of its construction that builds in intensity to a shattering climax 
and then subsides in repose. The Adagio is a success because, like Mahler and Wagner before 
him, Barber crafted a melodic line that seems to have no end. It rises and falls and pulls the 
listener along in its inexorable journey. 

 

ERICH WOLFGANG KORNGOLD 

Violin Concerto in D major, Op. 35  

b. May 29, 1897, Brno, Margraviate of Moravia 

d. November 29, 1957, North Hollywood, California 

Written: 1945 

Style: 20th Century 

Duration: 24 minutes 

 

Sometimes it doesn’t pay to be a wunderkind; they rarely grow into adult geniuses. The 
exceptions in music are few. Mozart is the most famous, but Erich Korngold came close. Today, 
we know him as the composer who nearly singlehandedly created the lush, full orchestral score 
in film music. Korngold’s epic music for some of the greatest adventure films of the 1930s and 
1940 paved the way for a generation of composers including John Williams, who fully 
acknowledges a debt to Korngold.  

Called “a musical genius” at age 12 by Gustav Mahler, the bar was set high. But Erich 
Korngold lived up to the expectations.  The Moravian-born composer wrote operas that were 



performed throughout Europe, chamber music that was taken on tour to the four corners of the 
globe, and orchestra music played by the best ensembles of the day.  

In 1934, when the composer was only 37, he accepted an offer from director and theater 
pioneer, Max Reinhardt, to come to California and help adapt Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream for film. It was a success, and Korngold returned to Europe where the storm 
clouds of Nazism already were gathering. In 1938, he returned to Hollywood to score the Warner 
Bros.’ The Adventures of Robin Hood starring Errol Flynn. He did not go back to Europe until 
after World War II. Not long after his arrival in the United States, Austria fell to Hitler’s 
Anschluss, and Korngold’s beloved adopted home of Vienna could be home no more. 

The urge to compose lavish concert music never abandoned Korngold, but the Austrian 
composer’s early fame and compositions did not get much traction in America. He also had 
vowed not to compose concert music again until after Hitler was defeated. Things took a turn for 
the better in 1945 when Jewish Polish violinist, Bronislaw Huberman, urged Korngold to write a 
Violin Concerto. The war was over and now there was hope for the future. The Violin Concerto, 
premiered to great enthusiasm in 1947 by Jascha Heifetz, is filled with themes from Korngold’s 
films. For film buffs in the audience, you might recognize bits of Another Dawn, Juarez, 
Anthony Adverse, and The Prince and the Pauper. Best of all, this romantic, virtuosic Violin 
Concerto is now a main staple in any violinist’s repertoire and is regularly programmed by 
orchestras around the world.  

 

MODEST MUSSORGSKY 

Pictures at an Exhibition  

b. March 21, 1839, Karevo, Pskov District, Russia  

d. March 28, 1881, St. Petersburg, Russia 

Written: 1874 

Arranged for Orchestra: 1922 

Style: Romantic 

Duration: 36 minutes 

 

MAURICE RAVEL 

b. March 7, 1875, Ciboure, France 

d. December 28, 1937, Paris, France  

 



In today’s globalized, but fragmented world, it’s hard to imagine something like “The 
Mighty Handful,” a group of composers who together crafted what we now call Russian classical 
music. They all lived in St. Petersburg, Russia, and were friendly and supportive of each other.  
Of the close-knit group of men, arguably the greatest of all was Modest Mussorgsky, though 
history has accorded Mussorgsky only two genuine hits. One is Russia’s most beloved opera, 
“Boris Godunov.” The other is “Pictures at an Exhibition,” which originally was a piano suite 
and later arranged for orchestra by French composer Maurice Ravel. 

The tragedy of Mussorgsky was his tendency to leave pieces unfinished, compounded by 
an addiction to alcohol, which eventually killed him. But when sober, the flame of creativity 
burned brightly within Mussorgsky, allowing him to create timeless melodies and pieces of great 
sweep and drama, such as Pictures at an Exhibition. Mussorgsky wrote it to memorialize a 
friend, fellow artist, and architect Viktor Hartmann. Soon after Hartmann’s premature death at 
39, a mutual friend, Vladimir Stasov arranged a memorial exhibition of Hartmann’s paintings, 
drawing and sketches, which included a few from Mussorgsky’s personal collection.  In less than 
a month in June 1874, Mussorgsky wrote a “musical tour” through the exhibition, highlighting 
the most memorable of the artworks.  

Knit together by a recurring melody called the Promenade, Mussorgsky evokes the 
scenes and spirit of each painting or drawing, culminating in a grandiose, if unrealized, sketch of 
a plan for a “Great Gate of Kiev.” Some of the original paintings have been lost, but they remain 
in our imagination through Mussorgsky’s powerful evocation in sound as well as Maurice 
Ravel’s masterful transformation of the work for modern symphony orchestra, which was 
premiered in 1922 for Serge Koussevitzky, the legendary and longtime conductor of The Boston 
Symphony Orchestra. 

 

 


