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LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 

Leonore Overture No. 3  

b. December 16, 1770, Bonn, Germany 

d. March 26, 1827, Vienna, Austria 

Written: 1805  

Style: Romantic 

Duration: 16 minutes 

 

Writers often compare Mozart and Beethoven when contrasting the apparent ease of 
composing for Mozart and the often-twisted path Beethoven had to take in creating his works. 
One researcher claims there were barely enough active hours in the days of Mozart’s life in 
Vienna to simply write down all the music that came from that fertile pen! 

This was nowhere truer than in the world of opera. For Mozart, drama and comedy came 
as naturally as breathing. For Beethoven, opera was pure torture. He so desperately wanted the 
success that the many second-rate Italian composers were having in Vienna that he suffered three 
separate iterations of his only opera, Fidelio, just to get it right. 

Beethoven could have found no more appropriate story to tell that mirrored his own love 
for humanity and its struggles than the opera we have come to call Fidelio. It tells the story of a 
good man named Florestan, wrongly imprisoned and threated with sure death by his corrupt 
captor, Pizarro. Florestan eventually is saved by his wife, Leonore, who disguises herself as a 
young man, going by the name Fidelio, to infiltrate the prison and rescue him. 

Beethoven wrote no fewer than four overtures in the multi-year process of creation and 
eventual modest success in the theater of Fidelio. Today, when the opera is mounted, the shortest 
overture of all, called Fidelio, most often is used to begin the performance. But the Leonore 
Overture No. 3 is a genuine masterpiece that stands alone wonderfully in concert. Typically, 
opera overtures either seem to have nothing to do with the plot – such as Rossini’s Overture to 
The Barber of Seville – or they offer musical and emotional insights into the drama the follows – 
such as Mozart’s Don Giovanni.  Leonore No. 3 is of the latter persuasion. It is almost the entire 
opera in miniature, culminating in a fateful trumpet call that in the opera heralds the arrival of the 
district Governor who will free Florestan from prison and bring his tormentor to justice. 



 

LEONARD BERNSTEIN 

Chichester Psalms  

b. August 25, 1918, Lawrence, Massachusetts 

d. October 14, 1990, New York City 

Written: 1964-1965 

Style: Contemporary 

Duration: 19 minutes 

 

Leonard Bernstein struggled throughout his career to find time to compose. Not unlike 
his idol, Gustav Mahler, Bernstein found he needed either a sabbatical or a vacation to write. 
Often he was quoted in interviews about the number of days or weeks he needed to switch from 
conductor mode to composer mode. While many of his works show signs of that struggle, the 
Chichester Psalms is a notable exception – a work of compact, confident and inspired ideas that 
resonate with a sense of near Mozartian grace and spontaneity. 

Written on commission for an English choir festival, the texts, drawn from the Psalms of 
the Old Testament, can be seen as a manifesto of Leonard Bernstein’s own passions as a 
musician and a man. Scored for boy soprano (or countertenor), chorus and orchestra, this joyous 
work has become Bernstein’s most popular concert piece alongside his Candide Overture and his 
Symphonic Dances from West Side Story.  

As David was the “sweet psalmist of Israel” the texts to the introduction and first 
movement are full of musical imagery. The second movement is the famous 23rd Psalm, “The 
Lord is My Shepherd,” intoned at first by the solo soprano voice. The third movement quotes 
Psalm 131, a prayer of humility before the majesty of the Lord, and the finale is a plea for the 
unity of humanity. 

 

LEONARD BERNSTEIN 

On The Waterfront (Symphonic Suite from the film)  

b. August 25, 1918, Lawrence, Massachusetts 

d. October 14, 1990, New York City 

Written: 1955 

Style: Contemporary 

Duration: 20 minutes 



 

In the mid-1950’s, the thirtysomething Leonard Bernstein already was a teacher, 
conductor and composer in demand. He had not yet taken on the post of Music Director of the 
New York Philharmonic (that would be in 1958), but he seemed already to be everywhere at 
once –  writing musicals, teaching at Brandeis and Tanglewood, conducting at La Scala with 
soprano Maria Callas, and so forth. Was there anything this young man from Massachusetts 
could not do? 

Film music had already tempted his mentor, Aaron Copland, with varying degrees of 
success and satisfaction for both composer and film producer. Bernstein was a reluctant, and, as 
it turned out, a one-time only participant in the hurly burly of Hollywood. It was only after 
considerable arm-twisting and a great financial deal, that he agreed to score Elia Kazan’s 1955 
film On the Waterfront starring Marlon Brando.  

Though it is his only film score, it is a minor Bernstein masterpiece, perfectly capturing 
the varying moods, mostly tragic, of the story of Terry Malloy and his heroic and unsuccessful 
fight with union bosses in the turbulent life of a longshoreman. In the past few years, the entire 
film has been made available for live symphonic accompaniment; but this concert suite, 
premiered with the composer himself conducting in Tanglewood in the summer of 1955, quickly 
became a concert favorite. 

 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 

Choral Fantasy  

b. December 16, 1770, Bonn, Germany 

d. March 26, 1827, Vienna, Austria 

Written: 1808 

Style: Romantic 

Duration: 21 minutes 

 

Your writer sometimes fantasizes what it must have been like to be present at important 
musical premieres: In 1727 in Leipzig at Eastertide for the first St. Matthew Passion of Bach; in 
June 1865 in Munich for the premiere of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, and many more. One 
event I would not wish to have attended was the benefit concert for Beethoven that took place on 
December 22, 1808, in Vienna. By all accounts this concert, which included no less than the first 
public performances of Beethoven’s Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, the Piano Concerto No. 4, 
excerpts from the Mass in C, and the Choral Fantasy, was an unmitigated disaster. 

There wasn’t nearly enough rehearsal. Beethoven, though a brilliant pianist, already was 
well on the way to deafness; he got confused and totally lost at one point in the proceedings. 



When musicians talk about “historically informed performance practice,” that is, trying to re-
create what the composer might have heard at the premiere, this is one event best left to the 
imagination! 

However compromised the first outing of these works by Beethoven were, history has 
redeemed their launch as nearly every one is a masterpiece or pretty darn close.  Even the Choral 
Fantasy, the “weak sister” of that evening, is a work of joy, a piece that anticipates the mighty 
Ninth Symphony and a terrific workout for both the solo pianist and the chorus. 

Beethoven intended the Choral Fantasy as the grand finale of that concert, bringing 
together all the forces present on that evening in December 1808. In fact, the long solo 
introduction of the piano, a sort of extended cadenza, was written down only after the fact. 
Beethoven improvised an opening that night on the spot. What follows is a text that presages the 
universal call to the unity of humanity that makes the finale to the Ninth Symphony a universal 
cultural icon, a beacon of hope. Even the main theme of the Choral Fantasy bears a strong 
resemblance to the great, final tune of the Ninth Symphony.  


