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Samuel Barber: Overture to 
“The School of Scandal”, Op. 5

In the 20th century, when Western music 
was characterized by a variety of styles and 
schools, the American composer Barber (1910-
1981) insisted on inheriting and developing the 
Romantic music, integrating his own profound 
feelings into his compositions. Thus, he was 
regarded as the pioneer and representative 
of the “Neo-Romantic” school that emerged 
in the 1970s. However, he did not exclude the 
elements of modernism, but rather moderately 
incorporated them into his music style which was 
relatively conservative. His works include a wide 
range of genres, such as symphonies, concertos, 
chamber music, art songs, ballets, operas and so 
on, bringing him the Pulitzer Prize for Music twice. 

The Overture to “The School of Scandal” was 
Barber’s first work for full orchestra, composed 
at the beginning of his career (1931) when he 
was a student at the Curtis Institute of Music. 
Originally written by the Irish playwright Richard 
Sheridan in 1777, “The School of Scandal” was 
a satirical comedy full of rumors, disguises, 
gossips, and laughter. Inspired by the play, 

the Overture was composed as a stand-alone 
concert piece rather than serving as the prelude 
of the play. And the premiere was given on 30 
August 1933 by the Philadelphia Orchestra. The 
Overture is in sonata form and begins with a 
boisterous horn introduction, where the horn 
sound no longer has its usual grandeur, but has 
a rather ironic tone. What follows are various 
themes with different characteristics, some 
exciting, some cunning, some sneaky, some 
affectionate, some glib, presenting multiple 
images of the characters and their intricate 
relationships in the play, fully demonstrating the 
melodic creativity and symphonic colors which 
became Barber’s icons later.

Programme Notes
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Samuel Barber: 
Violin Concerto, Op. 14

The creation of Barber’s Violin Concerto was 
somewhat tortuous. In 1939, Samuel Fels, an 
American businessman and philanthropist in 
Philadelphia, commissioned Barber to write a 
violin concerto for his stepson, a young violinist 
named Iso Briselli who was graduated from 
the same school (the Curtis Institute of Music) 
with Barber. Fels paid half of the fee up front. 
Unfortunately, this co-operation could not please 
either parties, with Briselli dissatisfied with the 
work and Barber insisted on keeping his original 
creation. In the end, the two parties reached an 
agreement: Briselli gave up the right to perform 
the Concerto, and Barber lost the remaining fee. 
On 7 February 1941, the Concerto was premiered 
by the Philadelphia Orchestra with the American 
violinist Albert Spalding.

Romantic lyricism and human warmth may be 
ordinary among music works in the 19th century, 
but in the first half of the 20th century, when 
atonality and dissonance were the main trends, 
these qualities became the iconic features of 
Barber’s music, fully embodied in his “Violin 
Concerto”. As Barber said, it is a “lyrical 
and quite warm and intimate” work. The first 
movement, although labelled “Allegro”, is in 
fact moderate tempo, and the solo violin sets the 
tone from the outset with a lyrical first theme. 
Then the angular second theme provides a 

degree of contrast and variety. Barber remarked 
that “this movement as a whole is perhaps more 
‘sonata’ than ‘concerto’”. The second 
movement is even more restrained than the first 
one, opening with a contemplative solo from the 
oboe, followed by a long-breath theme from the 
violin, set off by the horns, evoking an endless 
stream of thoughts. Compared with the first 
two movements, the third movement are quite 
astonishing: perverse, crazy, grotesque, short, 
concise, neat, without a moment’s pause, 
leaving no room for the performer and the 
audience to breathe, which is the “perpetual 
motion” in the true sense and the audience who 
expect a show of skill from the violin can finally 
get the ultimate fulfilment here.
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Sergei Rachmaninoff: 
Symphony No. 2 in E minor, Op. 27

Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) was not only one of 
the finest pianists in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
but also an outstanding representative of 
Russian composers of his day. Influenced by 
Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninoff well inherited his 
distinctive “Russian style” that contains 
profound emotions and international and 
Russian characteristics. In all his lifetime, he 
wrote three symphonies. In 1897, his “Symphony 
No. 1 in D minor” failed miserably after its 
premiere, and the heavy criticism followed 
almost ended his career, leaving him in a state of 
depression that forced him to seek help from a 
psychiatrist. It was not until nearly a decade later 
that he returned to writing the symphony genre. 
Before the premiere of his second symphony, 
Rachmaninoff was still cautious and revised it for 
several times, even though his “Piano Concerto 
No. 2” had already been published a few years 
earlier and had received favorable reviews. It was 
finally premiered in St. Petersburg in 1908, under 
the baton of the composer. This “Symphony No. 
2” was proved to be a triumph, not only earning 

him the Glinka Prize for the second time after the 
“Piano Concerto No. 2”, but also restoring his 
confidence as a symphonist. He dedicated this 
work to Sergei Taneyev (1856-1915), a Russian 
composer.

This massive work consists of four movements. 
The first movement is in sonata form, beginning 
with a long, slow introduction, in which 
the “motto” theme of the symphony is 
introduced and developed, providing the basic 
musical material for the whole symphony and 
establishing a depressing, somber general tone. 
And Rachmaninoff sent this motto theme into all 
the movements with various appearances. The 
subsequent arrival of the Allegro seems natural 
as the first subject is derived from the motto 
theme, and the whole movement is turbulent, 
extremely narrative and dramatic. The second 
movement in A minor has certain humorous 
characteristics, showing the composer’s rich 
composition techniques for orchestra. Beginning 
with horns, the melody introduces the theme 
that fascinated Rachmaninoff throughout his 
life: the “Dies Irae” from the Roman Catholic 
Mass for the Dead, which originally described 
the Last Judgement and was later used by many 

Programme Notes
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composers as a metaphor for death (such as 
Berlioz’s “Fantastical Symphony”, “Dance of 
the Dead” by Liszt and Saint-Saëns respectively, 
Mahler’s  “Symphony No.  2” ,  e tc . ) . 
Rachmaninoff also adopted this melody in many 
of his works, including all his three symphonies, 
“The Isle of the Dead”, “Rhapsody on a Theme 
of Paganini”, “Symphonic Dances”, “Piano 
Concerto No. 4”, and many solo piano works, 
etc.

The first two movements are featured with 
Rachmaninoff’s iconic sentimental touches, 
while the third movement in A major fully 
showcases the composer’s lyrical talent. 
Amid broad and long melodic lines, the thick 
and rich ensemble texture, the meaningful 
semitone twists, and the ingenious application 
of harmony intertwining bitterness and 
sweetness, melancholy and sadness beyond 
words, yet deeply touching, pristinely express 
Rachmaninoff’s unique romantic character. 
The fourth movement, in the key of E major, is 
passionate, optimistic and uplifting, contrasting 
sharply with the first three movements. The 
thematic ideas from the preceding movements 
occasionally reappear, enhancing the coherence 

of the Symphony to a certain extent and leading 
to a triumphal magnificent coda.

Programme Notes: Danni Liu
(Translation: Boss Translation)
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