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PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY 
(1840-1893)  
Polonaise from Eugene Onegin 
 
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 

2 Bassoons, 4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trom-
bones, Tuba, Timpani, and Strings. 

Premiere: March 29, 1879, performed by students 
from the Moscow Conservatory, conducted by 
Nicolai Rubenstein, Maly Theatre, Moscow. 

QCSO Performance History: Ludwig Becker led 
two performances of the Polonaise early in the 
Tri-City Symphony’s history, in 1924 and 
1927. It then took a long hiatus from the rep-
ertoire, reemerging only in 2004 at a special 
concert. Mark Russell Smith conducted the 
work’s most recent local performance in 2008. 

 
The Russian writer Alexander Pushkin (1799-
1837) is as foundational to Russian literature 
as William Shakespeare is to English. And as 
Russian nationalism in music rose in the 

decades following Pushkin’s death, many 
composers turned to him for inspiration. A 
prominent early example was in 1842, when 
Mikhail Glinka adapted Pushkin’s Ruslan and 
Lyudmila to the operatic stage, and later op-
eras based on Pushkin included Modest 
Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov of 1874, Nico-
lai Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Golden Cockerel 
of 1909, and Igor Stravinsky’s Mavra of 1922. 
 
Arguably, however, no Russian composer 
was as devoted to Pushkin as Pyotr Ilyich 
Tchaikovsky. Writing to his brother Modest 
in 1877, Tchaikovsky asserted, “Pushkin is a 
poet of universal genius, and there is noth-
ing in European literature comparable to 
him in combination of lyric, narrative, and 
dramatic power.” In addition to writing sev-
eral songs on Pushkin texts, Tchaikovsky 
turned frequently to Pushkin’s work for oper-
atic inspiration, and his two most-often 

Ilya Repin (1844–1930), Eugene Onegin and Vladimir Lensky’s duel, 1899. 
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performed operas are both based on Push-
kin tales: Eugene Onegin (1879) and The 
Queen of Spades (1890). 
 
“Onegin is a perfect work in every sense,” 
he asserted in a letter to his patroness 
Nadezhda von Meck. “Pushkin has revealed 
the inner life of his characters with astonish-
ing subtlety and psychological insight.” The 
story revolves around a young woman’s un-
requited love for a dashing but impetuous 
young man, and how his errors in judgment 
alter the courses of both of their lives. The 
opera’s first two acts are set in the country-
side among the Russian aristocracy, and Act 
II closes with a duel between Eugene One-
gin and his former friend, Lensky. In an eerie 
premonition of Pushkin’s own death by duel, 
Lensky is killed by Onegin. 
 
The opening of Act III presents Tchaikovsky 
the dramatic challenge of moving his audi-
ence to a drastically different time (years 
later, with older and wiser characters) and 
place (the grand society of St. Petersburg, in 
contrast to the bucolic countryside of Acts I 
and II).  Tchaikovsky accomplished this task 
by writing a noble Polonaise, a type of Polish 
dance long associated with formal, aristo-
cratic occasions. Echoing the tremendous 
success of Tchaikovsky’s opera, the Polo-
naise has been frequently performed ever 
since as a concert and ceremonial work. 
 

Polonaise from Eugene Onegin 
Listening Guide 

¯ RHYTHM: The Polonaise is a moder-
ate dance in triple time, with three beats 
per bar. 
¯ FORM: Like most dance movements, 

this polonaise has a “trio” section, where 
the music relaxes and Tchaikovsky is 

clearly pointing to dramatic intrigue and 
even conflict. 
¯ INSTRUMENTATION: Though most 

of the work has forceful melodies dou-
bled between the violins and upper 
woodwinds, a good part of the trio in-
cludes a lovely melody doubled be-
tween the cellos and first bassoon. 

 

EDVARD GRIEG (1898-1937) 
Piano Concerto in A minor, Op. 16 
 
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 

2 Bassoons, 4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trom-
bones, Timpani, and Strings. 

Premiere: April 3, 1869, Holger Simon Paulii con-
ducting, Edmund Neupert as soloist, Casino 
Theatre, Copenhagen, Denmark. 

QCSO Performance History: Judging by pro-
gramming history, Grieg was one of Ludwig 
Becker’s favorite composers. Prominent pianist 
and composer Myrtle Elvyn performed Grieg’s 
concerto on the Tri-City Symphony’s second-
ever concert in 1916, conducted by Becker. 
University of Iowa School of Music director 
Philip Greeley Clapp next performed the work 
at a 1920 run-out concert in Iowa City, also 
conducted by Becker. Becker’s last full perfor-
mance of the concerto was in 1924 with soloist 
Margaret Farr, though he collaborated with stu-
dent concerto competition winner Clara Reese 
performing second and third movements in 
1932. In 1948, well-known Czech-American pi-
anist Rudolf Firkušný performed the work here 
with Oscar Anderson on the podium, and pia-
nist Ivan Davis played with James Dixon con-
ducting in 1970. Dixon again led a perfor-
mance in 1991 with soloist Santiago Rodriguez. 
Soloist Charlie Albright played Grieg in 2017, 
conducted by Mark Russel Smith. And, as if to 
complete the unfinished business of 1932, stu-
dent concerto competition winner Quentin 
Fonseca performed the concerto’s first move-
ment only in 2022, at the QCSO’s annual Side-
By-Side Concert. 
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While today we view Scandinavia as a con-
glomeration of equally-advanced and mod-
ernized societies, such was not the case 
when composer Edvard Grieg emerged as 
the international voice of Norwegian music. 
During Grieg’s childhood, Norway’s econ-
omy was mainly the work of small fishermen 
and farmers, whereas nearby Denmark’s 
middle class was far larger and already as-
cendent. Oslo, then called Christiania, had a 
population barely topping 50,000 (i.e., not 
much larger than Moline in 2025) served by 
rather limited utilities and infrastructure. In 
contrast, Copenhagen had already benefit-
ted from trends in modern urban planning 
and was nearing 200,000 souls (i.e., roughly 
the size of Des Moines in 2025). 
 
Thus, though Grieg’s heart was always in his 
native Norway, he knew he had to build the 

foundation of his career abroad, where cul-
tural institutions were more well-established 
and public appetite for concert music was 
stronger. He began this process by leaving 
home to study in the Leipzig Conservatory at 
age 19, and after concluding his studies in 
1866, he moved to Copenhagen. It was 
there that he composed what would be-
come his most important work, the Piano 
Concerto in A minor. Writing to his friend Ri-
kard Nordraak prior to the work’s premiere, 
he claimed that “I have tried to write some-
thing that is Norwegian in spirit, yet capable 
of standing in the European tradition. I hope 
it may speak for my country.” 
 
Notice his hope was to speak for Norway, 
and not necessarily to Norway. Anticipating 
that tastes for a Norwegian-flavored Roman-
tic concerto would be greater abroad than at 
home, Grieg scheduled his concerto’s prem-
iere in Copenhagen in April 1869, where the 
work was tremendously successful. But Nor-
wegian audiences, who first heard the con-
certo the following summer, were less im-
pressed. In a letter to his mother in 1869, 
Grieg recounted that the piano concerto 
“was not well received in Norway at first; 
they did not understand the concerto form, 
though Copenhagen responded warmly.” 
 
Certainly, Grieg would come to be revered 
in his native country in due course, eventu-
ally receiving the honor of membership the 
prestigious Order of St. Olav from the King 
of Norway in 1887. Today he is, both inside 
and outside of Norway, the undisputed na-
tional icon of Norwegian music. But that he 
first sought training, performances and 
recognition abroad speaks to the still-
emerging state of his native country during 
the early days of his career, and demon-
strates that Grieg’s nationalism was built first 
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as a showcase to the wider world and only 
later touched the hearts of his fellow Norwe-
gians. 
 
 

Grieg Piano Concerto 
Listening Guide 

First movement: Allegro molto mode-
rato 
¯ TEXTURE: The cascading chords that 

open Grieg’s concerto are famous; no-
tice, though how Grieg prepares his audi-
ence for this audacious gesture. He be-
gins with a thunderous timpani roll, and 
the entire orchestra joins the piano on its 
first chord. 
¯ INSTRUMENTATION: In the middle 

passages of this movement Grieg wrote 
several poignant melodic interchanges 
between the flute and horn. 
¯ TIMBRE: Aside from demonstrating 

extraordinary virtuosity, Grieg’s first-
movement cadenza also showcases some 
rather unusual piano colors; note in par-
ticular the gently rumbling runs in the 
lowest registers that sound almost gong-
like. 
¯ FORM: Notice how elegantly and ef-

ficiently Grieg connects the quiet end of 
the cadenza to the reprise of the opening 
crashing-chord motive to end the move-
ment. 

Second movement: Adagio 
¯ HARMONY AND TIMBRE: In a move 

not atypical for Romantic concertos, 
Grieg places the opening of the second 
movement in a key – D-flat major – that is 
extremely “remote” from the first move-
ment’s key of A minor. This means that 
the two keys have very few shared 
pitches; additionally, A minor is a highly 
resonant key in strings, whereas D-flat mi-
nor makes little use of open strings and is 

therefore much mellower in color. And to 
warm things up even more, Grieg has the 
strings play with mutes. The contrast from 
the first movement could not be clearer. 
¯ MELODY: The main tune in the sec-

ond movement is one of the great Ro-
mantic melodies. Played quietly it sounds 
like a solemn prayer; as Grieg increases 
the volume, it becomes a passionate cry. 

Third movement: Allegro moderato – 
Allegro animato 
¯ FORM: Rather than a single, long ca-

denza, Grieg includes brief cadenza-like 
passages throughout this movement. 
¯ MELODY AND INSTRUMENTA-

TION: First introduced by the solo flute, 
this movement contains another heartfelt 
melody; the piano takes it up almost im-
mediately; notice how Grieg has a single 
cello help hold down the piano’s bass line 
during this emotive passage. 
¯ FORM: Following this melody, one 

might be tempted to believe that this 
concerto ends quietly; but from a show-
business point of view, this would never 
do. From near-silence, Grieg draws us 
back into the quicker, forward-driving 
tempo to the concerto’s triumphant A 
major conclusion. 

 
JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 
Symphony No. 2 in D major, Op. 73 
 
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 

2 Bassoons, 4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trom-
bones, Timpani, and Strings. 

Premiere: December 30, 1877, Vienna Philhar-
monic, Hans Richter conducting, in the Gold-
ener Saal of the Musikverein, Vienna, Austria. 

QCSO Performance History: The Tri-City Sym-
phony performed the first movement of 
Brahms Symphony No. 2 in 1931 and 1932, 
both conducted by Ludwig Becker. Beginning 
in the mid-1940s, full performance were 



 QCSO Program Notes 2025-26, Masterworks I 5 

conducted by music directors Oscar Anderson 
(1944, 1948), Charles Gigante (1958) and 
James Dixon (1966, 1985, 1977). Guest con-
ductor Alfred Gershfeld led performances in 
1998, and the work was last performed by the 
QCSO in 2014, conducted by Mark Russell 
Smith. 

 
In the autumn of 1877, composer Johannes 
Brahms was on the hunt. After a productive 
summer in the Alps, he had finished his Sym-
phony No. 2 in October and sought a venue 
for its premiere before the year’s end. 
Though he had jokingly taunted his pub-
lisher by describing his new work as “so mel-
ancholy that you will not be able to bear it,” 
the symphony was actually an uplifting and 
friendly work that Brahms believed audi-
ences and critics would love. First looking to 
Leipzig and conductor Carl Reinecke, 
Brahms ultimately found the prestigious 
Gewandhaus Orchestra’s schedule over-
booked. He also may have had hesitations 
about the public in Leipzig, some of whom 
had hissed during the Leipzig premiere of 
his Symphony No. 1 earlier that year. Ulti-
mately his friend and champion, conductor 
Hans Richter, agreed to premiere the work 
with the Vienna Philharmonic in early De-
cember. “This one is not like the First; it is 
lighter in spirit,” he again wrote his pub-
lisher, this time in all seriousness. “I hope it 
will please the Viennese.” The premiere was 
set for December 9, 1877. 
 
But even in Vienna trouble was brewing. The 
city had recently been hit with a wave of 
Wagner fever, and by December the musi-
cians of Vienna Philharmonic, who also 
served as the pit orchestra for the Vienna 
Court Opera, were busy. They and their prin-
cipal conductor, Hans Richter, were in the 
throes of preparations for a January 

performance of Wagner’s Das Rheingold, 
and the musicians were concerned about 
having sufficient time to prepare both works.  
 
As is often the case, this was an issue of both 
overwork and politics. The Viennese public, 
and especially the press, had separated 
themselves into warring factions, pitting 
Wagner and Brahms against each other. 
Some viewed Wagner’s music as bizarre and 
ugly, and saw Brahms as a defender of tradi-
tion and aesthetic values; others considered 
Brahms pedantic and regressive, in contrast 
to Wagner the bold innovator. The compos-
ers themselves were more subtle in their crit-
icism; Brahms told friends he occasionally 
admired Wagner’s music “from afar”, and 
Wagner once told his wife he considered 
Brahms “a talented fellow, but without par-
ticular significance.” At any rate, Richter and 
his musicians were probably not eager to ex-
acerbate the rivalry by performing a subpar 
premiere of Brahms’s new symphony due to 
the rehearsal demands of a Wagner opera.   
 
The solution was to move the Brahms prem-
iere from December 9 to December 27. This 
delay was likely welcomed by Brahms, who 
gave extraordinary care to how his music 
was publicly presented, and he certainly 
would have preferred to yield rehearsal time 
to Wagner rather than suffer an underpre-
pared premiere of his own work.  
 
Ultimately the premiere of Symphony No. 2 
was a success, and audiences ever since 
have noted the work’s amiable and accessi-
ble quality. In a January review, Brahms’ 
most prominent cheerleader-critic Eduard 
Hanslick recounted that the premiere “was a 
great, unqualified success. Seldom has there 
been such a cordial public expression of 
pleasure in a new composition.” In contrast 
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to Brahms’s first symphony, which Hanslick 
characterized as a work for experts, the sec-
ond “extends its warm sunshine to connois-
seurs and laymen alike. It belongs to all who 
long for good music, whether they are capa-
ble of grasping the most difficult or not.” 
 
 
 

Brahms 2 
Listening Guide 

First movement: Allegro non troppo 
¯ ORCHESTRATION: The opening of 

the symphony is, in terms of orchestra-
tion, almost shocking in its modesty. Un-
like Grieg, who had everyone in the or-
chestra playing a forceful chord by meas-
ure 2, Brahms reveals his orchestra ele-
gantly and gradually: the cellos and 
basses invite the horns, who welcome the 
bassoons, over whom the clarinets and 
flutes enter almost undetected. The vio-
lins and violas enter in solemn octaves, 
and lead a slow dissolve into a single, 
near-silent timpani note.  
¯ FORM: Having unfolded his entire 

orchestra, the violins reveal an unexpect-
edly sunny melody, which precipitates a 
dynamic cascade to the symphony’s first 
assertive moments. We are finally on our 
way. 
¯ MELODY: This movement’s second 

theme recalls the famous Wiegenlied, or 
“Brahms’s Lullaby.” This was not an unu-
sual gesture for Brahms, who would occa-
sionally incorporate melodies from his 
songs into his instrumental works (such as 
the glorious cello solo in the slow move-
ment of his Piano Concerto No. 2). 

Second movement: Adagio non troppo 
¯ INSTRUMENTATION: The cello sec-

tion sits in the melodic driver’s seat for 
much of this movement, particularly in 

the opening statement of the solemn first 
theme.  
¯ MELODY: Aside from the frequent 

restatements of the cello’s opening mel-
ody, listen throughout for how Brahms 
creates contrast by transforming a very 
simple, five-note descending scale in a 
wide variety of contexts. 

Third movement: Allegretto grazioso 
(quasi andantino) 
¯ ORCHESTRATION: Brahms creates a 

warm and welcoming atmosphere at this 
movement’s opening with the wood-
winds and horns; in contrast to their long 
melodic lines, he places below a simple, 
steady pizzicato accompaniment in the 
cellos. 
Fourth movement: Allegro con spirito 
¯ MELODY: At the movement’s open-

ing and elsewhere throughout, Brahms 
has all the strings slide their way through 
a quick but quiet unison melody (i.e., eve-
ryone playing the same thing in their own 
octave, with no explicit harmony or ac-
companiment). He marks these passages 
sotto voce, literally “under the voice.” 

 
 

 


