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Chasing Light... 
Joseph Schwantner 
Born in Chicago, March 22, 1943 
 
Known for his dramatic and unique style and as a 
gifted orchestral colorist, Joseph Schwantner is one 
of the most prominent American composers today. 
He received his musical and academic training at the 
Chicago Conservatory and Northwestern University 
and has served on the faculties of the Juilliard 
School, Eastman School of Music, and the Yale 
School of Music, simultaneously establishing himself 
as a sought-after composition instructor. 
 
Schwantner’s compositional career has been marked 
by many awards, grants, and fellowships, including 
the Pulitzer Prize in 1979 for his orchestral 
composition Aftertones of Infinity and several 
Grammy nominations. Among his many commissions 
is his Percussion Concerto, which was commissioned 
for the 150th anniversary season of the New York 
Philharmonic and is one of the most performed 
concert works of the past decade. Schwantner is a 
member of the American Academy of Arts and 
Letters. 
 
Schwantner composed Changing Light... in 2008 for 
the Ford Made in America commissioning program, 
which enables orchestras across the U.S. to present 
a new work by a major American composer. The 
premiere took place on September 20 that year by 
the Reno Chamber Orchestra led by Ted Kuchar. 
Schwanter describes the piece and its inspiration: 
 
―One of the special pleasures of living in rural New 
Hampshire is experiencing the often brilliant and 
intense early morning sunrises, reminding one of 
Thoreau’s words, ―Morning is when I am awake and 
there is a dawn in me‖ (Walden). Chasing Light... 
draws its spirit, energy and inspiration from the 
celebration of vibrant colors and light that penetrate 
the morning mist as it wafts through the trees in the 
high New England hills. Like a delicate dance, those 
images intersected with a brief original poem that 
helped fire my musical imagination: 
 
 

Chasing Light… 
 
Beneath the sickle moon, 
sunrise ignites daybreak’s veil 
 
Calliope’s rainbowed song 
cradles heaven’s arc 
 

 
 
 
 
piercing shadowy pines, 
a kaleidoscope blooms 
 
morning’s embrace 
confronts the dawn 

 
 
―The four-movement work, about eighteen minutes in 
duration, proceeds from one movement to the next 
without pause. Each movement’s subtitle is 
associated with a pair of lines from the poem. 
 
―Movement I: Sunrise Ignites Daybreak’s Veil (Con 
forza, feroce con bravura) opens with an introduction 
containing three forceful and diverse ideas presented 
by full orchestra: (1) a low rhythmic and percussive 
pedal point on F followed by (2) a three-note triplet 
figure in the brass overlaid by (3) a rapid swirling 
cascade of arch-like upper woodwind phrases cast in 
a stretto-like texture. These primary elements form 
the melodic, harmonic and rhythmic materials 
developed in the work.(Click on this link to watch 
Schwantner describe the movement, complete with 
musical examples: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AHZwtKLQTY.)  
 
―Following the introduction, the strings present a 
theme derived from the pedal point rhythmic gesture 
and the brass three-note figure leading to an 
extended series of upward thrusting six-note 
sonorities and a long increasing assertive line (first 
brass, then later strings and woodwinds) partitioned 
into two parts. The movement ends with a return to 
the introductory material and a sustained pitch on G 
providing a link to the next movement. 
 
―Movement II: Calliope’s Rainbowed Song (lontano) 
The rapid arched woodwind phrases in the 
introduction to the first movement occur in a variety of 
divergent contexts throughout the work, not only as 
small scale gestures but in larger, more extended 
designs. Cast in a major arch-like palindrome form, 
this movement begins softly, first with solo clarinet 
followed by a repeated piano sonority that forms the 
structure of a theme played by solo flute. Gradually, 
this theme builds to an exuberant midpoint, followed 
by sections that appear in reverse order finally ending 
quietly and gently with solo clarinet and a high 
ethereal violin harmonic on A that carries over to the 
third movement. (Click on this for second-movement 
examples:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1zWQvGgFU8M .) 
 
―Movement III: A Kaleidoscope Blooms (lacrimoso), a 
slow expressive and elegiac movement for oboe (for 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AHZwtKLQTY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1zWQvGgFU8M


Andrea Lenz, principal oboe of the Reno Chamber 
Orchestra), opens with a low, dark, repeated pedal 
played by piano, bass, and tam-tam. Sudden rapid 
woodwind gestures contrast and frame a succession 
of gradually ascending oboe phrases that accumulate 
ever-greater urgency as the music approaches its 
maximum intensity at the end. (Click on this link for 
third-movement examples: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_G2rp98T9w.) 
 
―Movement IV: Morning’s Embrace Confronts the 
Dawn (lontano…leggiero) The rapid and aggressive 
woodwind phrases in the first movement now emerge 
in delicate and shimmering string textures. These 
earlier elements prepare for a stately but urgent 
chorale theme that builds forcefully to the palindromic 
music of the third movement, the introductory 
materials of the first, and a final climactic conclusion.‖ 
(Click on this link for fourth-movement examples: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v63EC_tmpZQ.) 
 
Scored for 2 flutes, 2nd doubling piccolo, 2 oboes, 2 
clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, trombone, 
piano, timpani, vibraphone, xylophone, crotales, tam-
tam, triangle, bass drum, and strings  
 
 
 
 

Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, op. 43 
Sergei Rachmaninoff 
Born in Oneg or Semyonovo, April 1, 1873; died in 
Beverly Hills, March 28, 1943 
 
Happy to be spending the summer of 1934 at Senar, 
his newly completed villa on the shores of 
Switzerland’s Lake Lucerne, Rachmaninoff composed 
his Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini in seven 
weeks. He may have felt like an ancient rhapsodist 
(reciter of epic poetry) in telling a programmatic tale 
about Paganini. In 1935 he suggested a detailed 
scenario for the work to choreographer Michel Fokine 
based on ―the legend about Paganini, who, for 
perfection in his art and for a woman, sold his soul to 
an evil spirit.‖ 
 
Though the scenario was formulated one year after 
the completion of the work, Rachmaninoff scholar 
Barrie Martyn has made a convincing case for the 
composer having had a Paganini story in mind all 
along. Such a story may have prompted him to weave 
the Dies irae (medieval sequence from the Mass for 

the Dead ) into several of the variations. 
Rachmaninoff’s unexplained obsession with the Dies 
irae manifested itself frequently in his compositions, 
though he always quoted only its opening phrase. 
 
Rachmaninoff premiered the Paganini Rhapsody with 
Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra in 

Baltimore on November 7, 1934, and soon played it 
throughout the United States and Europe. It won 
instant popularity, owing in large measure to the 
glorious eighteenth variation, which has since been 
taken out of context frequently and used for radio, 
television, and movie themes. Critical reaction to the 
work was mixed, but since that time, far from fading 
into oblivion in the way of other ―virtuoso-music‖ and 
―fluff,‖ the Paganini Rhapsody has secured an even 
stronger place in the repertory, along with several of 
his concertos and symphonies. 
 
The Paganini theme, from his Caprice No. 24 in A 
minor for solo violin, has cried out for variation from 
the start. Paganini himself was the first to subject it to 
variation treatment in that Caprice; Schumann, Liszt, 
and Brahms all made their contributions. Nor was 
Rachmaninoff the last—Witold Lutosławski and Boris 
Blacher, and popular composers such as John 
Dankworth and Andrew Lloyd Webber have all been 
attracted to it. 
 
Rachmaninoff’s structural design for the Rhapsody 
falls naturally into three sections corresponding to the 
movements of a concerto: opening movement, 
Variations 1–10; cadenza-like transition, Variation 11 
(hear below); slow movement, Variations 12–18; and 
finale, Variations 19–24. One thinks of Beethoven in 
regard to Rachmaninoff’s stern eight-bar introduction 
and detached-note first variation, which precedes the 
presentation of the theme, in the manner of 

Beethoven’s Eroica finale.    
 
The Dies irae makes its first appearance in Variation 
7, where Rachmaninoff envisioned ―a dialogue with 
Paganini, when his theme appears alongside Dies 

irae.‖  After Variation 10, in which the Dies irae 
returns, a wonderful change of mood is ushered in by 

the ―cadenza‖ of No. 11.  The ―slow movement‖ 
variations, in a variety of keys other than the home 

key of A minor, include: a minuet (12 ), a marchlike 

variation (13 ), a major-key variation with the first 

suggestion of the theme inverted (14 ), a 

scherzando variation full of pianistic dazzle (15 ), a 

delicately scored, shimmering variation (16 ), a 

dark variation in B-flat minor (17 ), and the radiant 
eighteenth variation. The lush melody of No. 18 is 

based on an inversion of the Paganini theme,  yet 
Martyn has pointed out that it also bears a certain 
resemblance to the slow movement of Nikolai 
Medtner’s Sonata-Fairy-Tale, which Rachmaninoff 
sometimes played in concert. 
 
The last group of variations returns to the home key 
of A minor, increasing in pianistic brilliance through 
the final variation. In Variations 19 and 24 one is 
struck by the references to aspects of Paganini’s 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_G2rp98T9w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v63EC_tmpZQ&feature=related



legendary violin technique. Variations 22 and 24 bring 
back the Dies irae. The dazzling final variation ends 
with two tossed-off measures approached by a 

difficult leap,  which apparently caused problems 
even for the composer. According to a charming story 
often told by Benno Moiseiwitsch, a glass of crème de 
menthe provided the solution for hitting the right notes 
for Rachmaninoff, who never drank as a rule. The 
Rhapsody’s witty ending after all that has gone before 
provides a rare glimpse of Rachmaninoff’s sense of 
humor. 

—©Jane Vial Jaffe 
 

Scored for 2 flutes, piccolo, 2 oboes, English horn, 2 
clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 
trombones, tuba, timpani, bass drum, cymbals, 
suspended cymbal, glockenspiel, snare drum, 
triangle, harp, and strings 
 
 
 

Symphony No. 2 in D major, op. 43 
Jean Sibelius 
Born in Hämeenlinna (Tavastehus), December 8, 
1865; died in Järvenpää, September 20, 1957 
 
The Second Symphony, associated for so long with 
the Finnish landscape and even with a specific 
patriotic program, was actually conceived in Italy. 
Sibelius supporter Baron Axel Carpelan, though not 
wealthy himself, had succeeded in raising enough 
money to help Sibelius leave his teaching duties for a 
year in order to travel and compose. Thus Sibelius 
and his wife and daughter spent most of the winter of 
1900–01 in Rapallo, Italy, where he sketched much of 
the Symphony. He eventually found it too disruptive 
going back and forth constantly between the Pension 
Suisse and his rented study, and he also realized that 
he needed the stimulation of artistic life in a big city, 
so he simply took off one day—alone—for Rome, 
where he was able to be more productive. 
 
Returning to Finland that summer, Sibelius worked on 
completing the Symphony—an arduous task as it 
happened. He wrote to Carpelan on June 11, 1901: ―I 
have been in the throes of a bitter struggle with this 
symphony. Now the picture is clearer and I am now 
proceeding under full sail.‖ Further correspondence 
with Carpelan shows the Symphony to have been 
near completion at the beginning of November, but 
extensive revision caused the premiere of the work to 
be postponed first to January 1902, then to March. 
Sibelius at last conducted the new Symphony, 
dedicated to Carpelan in gratitude, on March 8, 1902, 
in Helsinki. The concert, for which he also quickly 
composed an Overture in A minor and an Impromptu 
for women’s voices and orchestra, was repeated 
three times to capacity houses; the new Symphony 
proved an enormous success. Its acceptance outside 

Finland came more slowly, but the Second eventually 
proved to be the composer’s most popular symphony. 
 
The Finnish people held onto Sibelius and his music 
as representative of their national identity, a fact that 
alternately impeded and inspired the composer. The 
idea that the Second Symphony, with its heroic 
―anthem‖ finale, portrayed Finland’s resistance to 
Russian domination, was first described in an article 
by conductor Robert Kajanus after the premiere. 
Georg Schnéevoigt, another conductor who did much 
for Sibelius’s music, perpetuated the myth in notes for 
a performance he conducted in Boston in the 1930s. 
Though Sibelius repeatedly denied any such 
programmatic basis for the Symphony, the notion 
understandably persisted. 
 
Erik Tawaststjerna, Sibelius’s comprehensive 
biographer, has shown that many of the Symphony’s 
ideas sprang from disparate, apolitical sources. 
During his Rapallo stay Sibelius considered writing a 
set of four tone poems, one of which was to treat the 
story of Don Juan. The main theme of the 
Symphony’s Andante (bassoons, cello/bass pizzicato 

) was first jotted down as linked to the episode of 
Don Juan’s Stone Guest. While in Florence two 
months later, Sibelius considered setting part of 
Dante’s Divine Comedy. A sketch marked ―Christus‖ 
later became the tranquil F-sharp major theme in the 

Andante.  His wife Aino revealed that the lamenting 
figure in the winds over scale patterns in the Finale 

 was written in memory of his sister-in-law, Elli 
Järnefelt, who had taken her own life. The main 
theme of the Finale’s coda occurred to him while he 
was officiating as pianist at a christening in 1899 in 
the exotic Karelian home of painter Gallén-Kallela. 
Sibelius was reported to have stood up suddenly and 
said, ―Now I will show you what impression this room 

makes on me, its basic mood.‖  
 
The Second Symphony follows the standard 
symphonic four-movement sequence and employs 
traditional forms for the individual movements, yet 
Sibelius’s technique of presenting fragments that 
evolve into themes led early commentator Cecil Gray 
to describe the first movement as ―a veritable 
revolution . . . the introduction of an entirely new 
principle into symphonic form.‖ Distinguished 
commentator Gerald Abraham has pointed out, 
however, that even this technique had been used by 
Borodin almost forty years earlier. Nonetheless, 
Sibelius’s ingenuity can be measured by the fact that 
though experts agree that he employed sonata form 
here, they disagree considerably on the numbering 
and labeling of themes. Sibelius’s particular strength 
lies in his manipulation of the traditional form 
combined with the organic growth and dovetailing of 
his themes. Of particular interest is the opening 



stepwise three-note ascent,  which is inverted for 

the main theme  and appears in many guises 
throughout the work. Another Sibelius trademark, the 
falling fifth, appears in the theme at the Poco allegro, 

 which has been variously labeled as the second or 
third theme group, and reappears in each movement. 
 
Sibelius thought of the form of the Andante in terms 
of a Classic slow-movement sonata form, that is, with 
a section presenting the main themes (exposition) 
and its return (recapitulation), without an intervening 
development section. With its dramatic unfolding and 
highly contrasting thematic groups, this second 
movement gives a first-movement impression. (Hear 
the main theme and the ―Christus‖ theme above.) 
 

The fiery scherzo  is linked to the Finale in the 
manner of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The 
contrasting trio section, with its famous oboe solo 

growing out of nine repeated B-flats, ) is interjected 
twice as in Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony Scherzo, 
but instead of leading to a third repetition of the 
scherzo, it becomes a dramatic transition to the 
Finale. The rising three-note idea, already present in 
the trio, becomes more prominent in the transition, 

directly begetting the Finale’s main theme.  In the 
Finale’s coda, the three-note motive—D–E–F-sharp—

rises triumphantly another half step to G.  
—©Jane Vial Jaffe 

 
Scored for 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 
4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombone, tuba, timpani, and 
strings 


