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PROGRAMME NOTES



Welcome

Welcome to the opening concert of our 2021-2022 Season. It is 
a great pleasure to return to performance with Chief Conductor 
Jaime Martín and a joy to welcome back the major star who is 
Baibe Skride.  

This season is all about the RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra returning to 
that which symphony orchestras do best: larger scale symphonic repertoire for 
larger orchestral forces and working with major artists. Equally it will be about 
us returning to live audiences, with caution and in time. We look forward to 
welcoming audiences as soon as we can do this safely.

For now, we continue to work within social distancing guidelines and we 
are thrilled that we can use both the large stage and the auditorium space 
of The Helix to accommodate the larger orchestra required for some of the 
works which we will hear over the next three concerts. We will soon announce 
additional concerts for the 2021-2022 Season where Brahms, Mahler, 
Rachmaninov and Shostakovich will return to our world and long-held plans 
to work with major Irish and international artists will be realised. 

In the meantime, thank you for your continued support and enjoy the 
performance.

Stay safe and well.

Anthony Long, General Manager

RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra and RTÉ Philharmonic Choir



FREDERICK MAY  1911-1985

Sunlight and Shadow

There is no more tragic figure in modern Irish composition than Frederick 
May: as a young man he had the potential not only to become the 
greatest Irish composer of his generation, but also to establish himself 
as a leading figure in European music. But a series of setbacks, which 
became increasingly insuperable, silenced that great promise and left 
May, an elderly and disconsolate, lonely figure on the outskirts of the 
music world of which he might once have been the leader.

After studying piano with Michele Esposito at the Royal Irish Academy 
of Music, May graduated from TCD and then went to the Royal College 
of Music in London, where he studied with Vaughan Williams and 
Gordon Jacob and wrote his first orchestral work, the Scherzo (1933). 
This won him an Austrian government scholarship to Vienna, where 
he studied with Egon Wellesz. The time in Vienna resulted in his String 
Quartet, which is one of the truly great works of twentieth century Irish 
composition. At this time, however, he became afflicted with the tinnitus 
which aggravated the otosclerosis he had known since his early years; 
effectively, it heralded the beginning of the end of his creativity.

However, May’s other ‘great’ work, Songs from Prison, followed in 1941; 
deeply affected by his experiences in Vienna as Austria embraced fascism, 
May not only celebrated the idea of freedom in these songs but also, on a 
personal basis, sought an escape from his own inhibitions. Apart from his 
increasing deafness and tinnitus, he was rapidly becoming alcoholic, while 
his homosexuality in conservative Ireland, and his open affair with Brendan 
Behan, did little to give him any hope of social acceptance.

In 1958 May recorded what may be regarded as his personal credo in 
a Radio Éireann broadcast: ‘How to retain and expand one’s creative 
gifts into old age, supposing one lives that long, is a problem. Maybe 
the best thing is to try to be brave, adventurous and never to refuse new 
experiences.’
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But at that stage he had ceased to write original music. His disillusion was 
expressed in essays he wrote in The Bell and Dublin Magazine, regretting 
that there had not been a musical renaissance parallel to Ireland’s 
political awakening, and lamenting the failure to employ Ireland’s wealth 
of folk music in revitalising musical life. He also wrote extremely fine 
programme notes for the RTÉ NSO in later years.

Spring Nocturne dates from 1937-38 and the Lyric Movement for string 
orchestra from 1939. Apart from Songs from Prison (1941) May was silent 
as a composer thereafter, except for the remarkable late work we hear 
tonight; Sunlight and Shadow dates from 1955, when he was all but 
finished creatively. Nevertheless, he was kindly treated by prominent 
citizens such as Garech Browne of Claddagh Records, and by Mairtín 
McCullough, who commissioned him to write a suite of piano pieces.

Sunlight and Shadow was first performed by the (then) Radio Éireann 
Symphony Orchestra under Milan Horvat in 1956 and has been recorded 
for radio many times since then. In the orchestra’s first European tour in 
1976 it was the only Irish work on the programme. It’s an atmospheric 
piece, evocative of the two elements in the title. Given May’s increasing 
afflictions, the depth of feeling he introduces into this short work, with 
plangent solos for the clarinet, deep undercurrent of the lower strings and 
soaring of the higher ones, is remarkable. The alternation of shadow and 
sunlight, and their interplay, mark this as a work of a flawed, not to say 
devastated, maturity.

In 1974, long past his years of creativity, May said he hoped that ‘when I 
and all my damn personal failures are gone, there’ll still be something left 
of use to people’..

Programme note by Richard Pine © RTÉ 
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PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY  1840-1893

Violin Concerto in D major, Op. 35

i. Allegro moderato

ii. Canzonetta: Andante

iii. Finale: Allegro vivacissimo

In 1876 a wealthy Moscow widow asked Nicolai Rubenstein in the Music 
Conservatory if he could find her a violinist who would play through some 
music with her. He suggested Yosif Kotek, who had been a favourite pupil 
in Tchaikovsky’s class that year. The lady had already been impressed 
by music she had heard by Tchaikovsky and asked Kotek to obtain 
some arrangements from his teacher for them to play together. The 
commission was swiftly executed and she wrote to the composer in 
December of that year to thank him. This was the beginning of the most 
extraordinary correspondence, for the lady was Nadezhda von Meck and 
she was to become Tchaikovsky’s much-needed patroness for sixteen 
years. They wrote frequently, pouring out their private secrets to each 
other, but never met.

The composer rushed into a hurried and entirely unsuitable marriage the 
following year, but it ended in disaster. He decided to get out of Russia 
for a time, visiting France, Italy and Switzerland where he was joined by 
Kotek on 13 March 1878.

Tchaikovsky decided to try his hand at a violin concerto and worked 
feverishly on it, completing a first sketch by 28 March and the 
orchestration in record time, on 11 April. Despite Kotek’s intimate 
involvement in the concerto he failed to learn the work sufficiently 
well and lost his opportunity to give the premiere. The first private 
performance was given at the Moscow Conservatory by a young Polish 
student, Stanislaw Barcewicz, in December 1879. Tchaikovsky then 
decided to dedicate the work to the great Hungarian violinist and teacher, 
Leopold Auer; it had been intended that he would give the premiere in 
March 1879, but he withdrew, declaring the music too difficult. In the 
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end the first performance was given by Alfred Brodsky with the Vienna 
Philharmonic conducted by Hans Richter on 4 December 1881, with 
Brodsky receiving the published dedication. Auer later played the work 
frequently and defended his decision on the basis that he had wanted 
modifications to the score, but his busy schedule did not give him time 
to have them organised; further research suggest that Auer’s motives 
may not have been quite so pure.

The much feared Viennese critic Eduard Hanslick savaged the concerto: 
‘Soon vulgarity gains the upper hand...the violin is no longer played; 
it is torn, pulled, drubbed...We plainly see the savage vulgar faces, we 
hear curses, we smell vodka...[Tchaikovsky gives us] for the first time the 
hideous notion that there can be music which stinks to the ear’.

Tchaikovsky excludes trombones and tuba from his score, using a more 
classical orchestra, with pairs of flutes, oboes, clarinets and bassoons, 
plus four horns, two trumpets, timpani and strings. The first movement 
is quite simply constructed and opens with a short introduction after 
which the orchestra launches the main theme; the soloist does not wait 
for the usual full orchestral exposition of the material, but soon joins in 
and the theme is heard in its full glory on the violin. This is developed 
and a second melody appears: a broader, wistful melody. The music 
is expanded until the main theme returns on full orchestra. A cadenza 
follows, supplied by the composer, and the movement ends with a lively 
recapitulation and coda.

The lovely slow movement, marked ‘Canzonetta’, is based on a twelve-
bar song. A lyrical subject provides the central section of the ternary 
(A–B–A) construction. The soloist, with muted violins, introduces the 
distinctly Slavic melody. There is a clear touch of yearning in the music; 
Tchaikovsky had been away from his beloved Russia for nearly six 
months when he wrote it. The flute leads into a development of the 
theme and the soloist later provides the central melody, a more cheerful, 
though still wistful idea. The first theme returns and leads directly into 
the brilliant finale, full of gypsy vigour, following on without a break. The 
soloist discards the mute and launches into a lively ‘Nutcracker’ style 
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Russian dance. There is a second theme, ‘a little slower’, over a drone-
like bass and a third, a very much slower melody, involving a dialogue 
between oboe and clarinet. Tchaikovsky works out his themes in this last 
movement with unerring brilliance. The music bounds along and the 
concerto comes to an exhilarating end in one of the composer’s most 
splendid finales. 

Programme note by Ian Fox © RTÉ

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN  1770-1827 

Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67 

i. Allegro con brio 

ii.  Andante con moto 

iii. Allegro 

iv. Allegro – Presto

Beethoven’s legendary remark - ‘Thus fate knocks at the door’ – reported 
by his friend Schindler when he asked him to explain his intentions, has 
always coloured attitudes to the famous opening of the Fifth Symphony. 
Appropriate though the observation seems, even today when it has 
become a musical cliché, the work has many finer musical merits and 
presents other innovations, even more striking. The journey from the 
opening C minor to the blazing revelation of C major in the finale is 
brilliantly achieved and there are examples of a wider emotional and 
musical canvas in the composer’s treatment of his material. Beethoven 
struggled long with his ideas – sketches begin in 1804 and the famous 
four-note motto appears in a number of other works, including the 
‘Appassionata’ Sonata (1804), the G major Piano Concerto (1806) and 
the Op. 74 Quartet (1809). Indeed, much of the early draft occurs in a 
manuscript book shared with the G major Piano Concerto. The premiere 
took place at the Theater an der Wien on 22 December 1808, in the same 
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programme as the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony, written largely in tandem with 
this stormy score, a surprising contrast of creative directions achieved in 
parallel.

The work is scored for piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two 
bassoons, contrabassoon, two horns, two trumpets, three trombones, 
timpani and strings. The piccolo, trombones and contrabassoon 
appear only in the finale; this is the first appearance of trombones and 
contrabassoon in a Beethoven symphony, although he had employed 
the latter in the opera Leonora (1805), later revised and re-staged as 
Fidelio (1814). The score is dedicated to Prince von Lobkowitz and 
Count von Razumovsky, two of Beethoven’s most ardent and generous 
supporters.

The first movement begins with an astonishing 58-bar expansion of 
the four-note motto, followed by the introduction of the second main 
theme on the violins, but it never really gets the opportunity to shine, 
as the four-note motto really takes command of the whole movement. 
It does, however, provide a welcome moment of repose after the 
white-hot argument of the opening sequence. The development of 
these ideas concentrates on the first theme and, in Berlioz’ opinion, 
reveals the composer’s ‘most private griefs, his fiercest wrath, his most 
lonely meditations, his midnight visions, his bursts of enthusiasm’. The 
recapitulation follows without any slackening of the tension and the coda 
introduces a completely new theme, which brings a freshness to the 
end of the movement which has concentrated so much on the opening 
motto.

The second movement employs a ‘theme and variations’ format, using 
two main melodies, the first given out by the cellos and violas, then 
taken up by the woodwind and strings and finally by the full orchestra in 
a martial mood. The second is introduced by the clarinets and bassoons, 
accompanied by the violas and pizzicato basses. Beethoven provides 
two variations on the first idea, followed by a fascinating duet for clarinet 
and bassoon, then the second theme reappears in full orchestration. The 
movement is completed by a third variation and a coda.

7



The demonic scherzo opens with a subject in the basses, ‘mysterious 
and uncanny’ as musicologist Sir Charles Grove described it. The horns 
provide a triumphant statement of the theme, worked out with splendid 
fury. The trio, or central section, brings in fugal passages and solo parts 
for the basses. The opening material returns and eventually reintroduces 
the mysterious mood from the start, with insistent timpani beats.

This leads to an extended crescendo and moves straight into the finale. 
A triumphant, march-like theme sets a lively pace – it is contrasted by a 
second melody employing a distinctive triplet figure in the first violins. 
The development concentrates on this triplet idea and Beethoven 
brings back a mention of the scherzo theme before launching into the 
recapitulation. There are also further references to the four-note motto 
which started off this whole symphonic venture. The main theme is given 
a powerful projection and the second theme returns in C major. The 
Symphony concludes with an extended Presto coda of some 150 bars, 
as C major becomes dominant and the music ends in an affirmative 
common chord, underscored by the timpani. 

Programme note by Ian Fox © RTÉ
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