
 

 

 

Symphonic II: Clyne & Rachmaninoff 

Thurs, Dec 7, 2017, 8p - Zellerbach Hall, Berkeley 

Program Notes 

http://www.berkeleysymphony.org/concerts/clyne-rachmaninoff/  

 

Program 

Rene Orth: Chasing Light (West Coast Premiere) 

Rachmaninoff: Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini 

Anna Clyne: Abstractions (West Coast Premiere) 

Franz Liszt: Totentanz  

 

Conductor/Artists 

Gemma New, Guest Conductor 

Conrad Tao, Piano 

Berkeley Symphony 

 

RENE ORTH 

Born 1985 in Dallas, Texas; currently resides in Philadelphia  

Chasing Light  

Composed: 2015 

First performance: April 11, 2015, with Kensho Watanabe conducting the Curtis Sym-

phony Orchestra 

http://www.berkeleysymphony.org/about/history/


 

 

Duration: approximately 4 minutes 

Scored for 2 flutes (2nd doubling piccolo), 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 3 

trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion, and strings. 

In sum:  

• A composer-in-residence with Opera Philadelphia, Rene Orth has been making 

her name primarily in the world of new opera 

• Chasing Light fulfilled a chance to write a short orchestral piece while Orth 

was completing her studies at the Curtis Institute and is a brief concert opener 

that depicts the sensation of reaching the light at the end of the tunnel.  

Rene Orth recalls that, after a period during which she “ran away from music” and 

planned to study business and Chinese, she started composing seriously about seven 

years ago and was steered in the direction of writing for the dramatic voice and opera. A 

graduate of the Curtis Institute, Orth began her term as resident composer at Opera 

Philadelphia in 2016. After Washington National Opera commissioned a chamber opera 

in 2014, her opera Empty the House (to a libretto by Mark Campbell) enjoyed a sold-out 

run in 2016 at Curtis Opera Theatre. Currently she is workshopping another new cham-

ber opera, titled Machine, which is a collaboration with the playwright (and 

HBO Girls writer) Jason Kim about an Asian-American scientist’s quest to become 

completely emotionless and "perfect."  

It was while she was still at Curtis and “super-stressed by big deadlines” as she was fin-

ishing her breakthrough Empty the House that Orth composed Chasing Light. “It began 

as a requirement and offered the opportunity to write an orchestral piece at Curtis.” 

While Orth sometimes uses electronics and has even worked in audio engineering, for 

this concert opener she decided to write simply for standard acoustic orchestra to craft a 

piece “that would be fun for everyone to play. The title refers to the fact that I was trying 

to get to the light at the end of the tunnel.” Orth says her inspirations range freely across 

the centuries; among living composers, she names Michel van der Aa and Kaija Saari-

aho as her biggest musical heroes. 

 

In the composer’s words 

"Sometimes in life we find ourselves running a seemingly impossible race, just trying to 

get to that light at the end of the tunnel. Deadlines, stress, and pressure combined to 

create this sort of sensation during my writing of Chasing Light. The majority of the 

piece depicts that frantic experience with small glimpses of hope, but the reward comes 

near the end, when that moment of relief and peace is finally achieved." 



 

 

 

SERGEI RACHMANINOFF 

Born April 1, 1873, in Semyonovo, Russia; died March 28, 1943, in Beverly Hills, Cali-

fornia 

 

Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43 

 

Composed: 1934 

First performance: November 7, 1934, with Leopold Stokowski conducting the Philadel-

phia Orchestra 

Duration: approximately 24 minutes 

In addition to solo piano, scored for 2 flutes and piccolo, 2 oboes, English horn, 2 clari-

nets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba,  timpani, snare drum, trian-

gle, cymbals, bass drum, glockenspiel, harp, and strings 

 

In sum:  

• One of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s most-popular works, Rhapsody on a Theme of 

Paganini was written during his long period of exile from his native Russia. 

• Though not a piano concerto as such, Rhapsody is a sort of unofficial Piano 

Concerto No. 5. 

• Rachmaninoff uses the format of theme and variations to colorful effect, while 

also suggesting the outlines of a symphony. 

The Piano Concerto No. 4 is the last numbered piano concerto by Sergei Rachmaninoff, 

but Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini might be regarded as his unofficial Piano Con-

certo No. 5. He was following a brutally exhausting schedule of touring to fund his family 

and his lifestyle in exile — one explanation for the sharp decline in compositional activity 

post-1917, when Rachmaninoff left his native Russia. Another factor was the Russian’s 

condition of permanent homesickness. Rachmaninoff sought to replicate the comfort 

and inspiration that had earlier surrounded him at his beloved Russian estate. In the 

early 1930s, an idyllic retreat in Switzerland was designed for his family — a refuge 

where the Rachmaninoffs spent summers until World War Two. 

In the wake of the disappointing reception of his Piano Concerto No. 4 in 1927, the com-

forting atmosphere at this Swiss villa rekindled a desire to compose, resulting in two 

large-scale works in successive summers in the 1930s: the Rhapsody (composed in 



 

 

less than two months) and the Third Symphony. Of these, only the Rhapsody was im-

mediately taken to heart by the public. The 16-bar theme in A minor comes from the last 

of Niccolò Paganini’s Twenty-Four Caprices for Solo Violin (published in 1820). One of music’s 

great earworms, it had been (and continues to be) used by numerous composers, including 

Schumann, Liszt, and Brahms.  

Rachmaninoff proves that he, too, has something original to say — even within the framework 

of a well-known tune by another artist. His Rhapsody consists of twenty-four variations; the 

work as a whole additionally suggests a variation on the principle of variation. Rhapsody is 

structured in general along the lines of a standard piano concerto: a fast movement to start, 

then a slow middle movement, and a dramatically climactic finale.  

What to listen for 

Rhapsody starts with a variation (on violins — Paganini’s instrument) before the theme is offi-

cially stated. The theme itself, incidentally, is recognizable from its harmonic outline, not unlike 

the theme of Bach’s Goldberg Variations. A few years after he had composed Rhapsody, Rach-

maninoff agreed to allow the choreographer Mikhail Fokine to use it in Paganini, a ballet inter-

pretation of this music. The scenario involves Paganini (who is represented by the theme and 

the piano soloist) as an artist who sells his soul to the devil “for perfection in his art and also for 

a woman.”  

A love interlude occurs in the “slow movement,” introduced by a dreamy cadenza and veering 

into distant keys. Rhapsody’s most-famous moment, Variation No. 18, is music of blissful Ro-

manticism (an upside-down rearrangement of a phrase of the theme).  

It doesn’t really matter whether Rachmaninoff had this Paganini-bargain-with-the-devil story-

line in mind when he composed Rhapsody. The idea may have been triggered by the fact that 

he had used a famous melody as a counter-theme: the Dies irae (“Day of Wrath”) sequence 

from the Requiem Mass, which since the Middle Ages was associated with the Last Judgement 

and final reckoning. Rachmaninoff was fond of this melody, for he used it in several works. The 

Dies irae is first heard in Variation 7, where its dire associations mingle with scherzo-like muta-

tions of the Paganini theme. The tune comes back in full victory at the climax. But in Rhapsody, 

Rachmaninoff’s own creative spirit triumphs over this macabre symbol of death. 

ANNA CLYNE 

Born March 9, 1980, in London; currently resides in New York City  

 

Abstractions (West Coast Premiere) 

 



 

 

Composed: 2016 

First performance: May 7, 2016, with Marin Alsop conducting the Baltimore Symphony 

Duration: approximately 20 minutes 

Scored for 3 flutes (3rd doubling piccolo), 2 oboes, English horn, 2 clarinets, bass clari-

net, 2 bassoons, double bassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, timpani, percus-

sion, harp, piano, and strings 

 

In sum:  

• Anna Clyne is the Music Alive Composer-in-Residence with the Berkeley Sym-

phony through the 2018-2019 season 

• Abstractions is a recent product of Clyne’s residency with the Baltimore Sym-

phony Orchestra 

• Frequently inspired by her interaction with other artistic disciplines, Clyne 

drew on her responses to five highly contrasting contemporary artworks for 

Abstractions 

• Abstractions is a five-movement suite, each movement of which attempts to 

capture the feelings evoked by a particular painting.  

 

• While full of contrasts, Abstractions is unified by some aspects shared among 

the different artworks: “limited color palettes, references to nature, and the 

capturing of time as a current that flows”  

The London-born, Brooklyn-based Anna Clyne has been making a notable impact on 

the new-music scene in recent years. She first began notating her compositional ideas 

as early as age 11 and went on to study at the University of Edinburgh and then at the 

Manhattan School of Music, where Julia Wolfe was among her mentors. At the culmina-

tion of a prestigious residency with the Chicago Symphony under Riccardo Muti (which 

lasted from 2010-15), her double violin concerto Prince of Clouds was nominated for a 

Best Contemporary Classical Composition Grammy Award in 2015. Among her many 

awards, Clyne is the recipient of  the 2016 Hindemith Prize, a Charles Ives Fellowship 

from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and a grant from Opera America to de-



 

 

velop her opera, Eva. The latter will be workshopped in the spring of 2018 as part of the 

artist-led venue National Sawdust, where Clyne is composer-in-residence. 

Last season Clyne completed residencies with L’Orchestre national d’Île-de-France and 

the Baltimore Symphony, during which she composed Abstractions. Marin Alsop, who 

led its premiere, numbers among her champions and led the world premiere of her con-

cert piece Masquerade at the Last Night of the BBC Proms in 2013. The League of 

American Orchestras and New Music USA  selected Clyne to serve as the Music Alive 

Composer-in-Residence with the Berkeley Symphony through the 2018-2019 season. 

On December 9, Clyne’s new orchestral work Beltane will receive its world premiere 

with the BBC Scottish Symphony.  

Like many in her generation of composers, Anna Clyne has absorbed inspiration from 

across the history of music. She is moreover keenly involved in collaborations with other 

artistic disciplines, working with an international array of choreographers, visual artists, 

and filmmakers, as well as other musicians. Abstractions, for example, is a five-

movement suite inspired by contemporary art that captivated Clyne at the Baltimore 

Museum of Art and in the private collection of Rheda Becker and Robert Meyerhoff, to 

whom she pays tribute with this piece.  

Clyne singles out the specific works by movement as follows: 

1. Marble Moon — inspired by Sara VanDerBeek‘s Marble Moon (2015) 

2. Auguries — inspired by Julie Mehretu’s Auguries (2010) 

3. Seascape — inspired by Hiroshi Sugimoto’s Caribbean Sea, Jamaica (1980) 

4. River — inspired by Ellsworth Kelly’s River II (2005) 

5. Three — inspired by Brice Marden’s 3 (1987-88)  

 

In the composer’s words 

Anna Clyne writes: “In drawing inspiration from these artworks, I have tried to capture 

the feelings or imagery that they evoke, the concept of the work, or the process adopted 

by the artists. Such examples are the filtered blues, and the contrast between light fall-

ing on the earthy stone and the mysterious moon, that characterize VanDer-

Beek‘s Marble Moon; the long arching lines, compact energetic marks and dense shift-

ing forms of a system on the verge of collapse in Mehretu’s Auguries; the serene hori-

zon with rippled water in Sugimoto’s Seascape; the stark juxtaposition of the energetic 

black and white lines that enlarge Kelly’s brushstrokes in River II; and the lines, which, 

inspired by Asian calligraphy and the structure of seashells, appear to dance in 

Marden’s 3.  

 



 

 

Some common threads between the artworks are their use of limited color palettes, ref-

erences to nature, and the capturing of time as a current that flows — distilling and pre-

serving it so that we can contemplate it as the viewer. I was also attracted to the struc-

tures of these works — for example River II and Auguries, which at first sight could be 

seen as random, and even chaotic, are in fact created within a sense of order — they 

feel both dynamic and structural.” 

 

FRANZ LISZT 

Born October 22, 1811, in Raiding, Hungary; died July 31, 1886, in Bayreuth, Germany 

Totentanz 

 

Composed: 1838-1849; revised 1853 and 1859 before publishing the final version in 

1865. 

 

First performance: April 15, 1865, with Hans von Bülow as the pianist and J. Verhulst 

conducting 

Duration: approximately 16 minutes 

In addition to solo piano, Totentanz is scored for piccolo, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 

bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, cymbals, triangle, tam-tam, 

and strings.  

 

In sum:  

• One of the most celebrated piano virtuosos in music history, Franz Liszt wrote 

a fiendishly difficult solo part for Totentanz (“Dance of Death”) had already re-

tired from his solo performing career by the time the piece was premiered.  

• Like Anna Clyne’s Abstractions, Totentanz was inspired by visual art: in this 

case, an Italian fresco titled The Triumph of Death. Totentanz reflects the me-

dieval obsession with death through a Romantic lens. 

•  Totentanz can be approached as a a small-scale piano concerto in one 

movement or a Lisztian symphonic poem. 

• Liszt uses the same Dies irae plainchant melody that Rachmaninoff quotes in 

his Rhapsody. And, like Rhapsody, Totentanz takes the form of a theme and 

variations.  



 

 

The quest for extreme experience that transcends ordinary life is regarded as a shared 

Romantic trait, but it motivated composers of the 19th century in an astonishing variety 

of ways. Some, like Franz Liszt, were driven to forge connections between music and 

the other arts in an attempt to express the human condition as fully as possible. In one 

sense, Anna Clyne’s project in Abstractions might be viewed as a continuation of this 

impulse for 21st-century sensibilities. 

Literary sources — Goethe, Dante, and contemporary poets, to name some names — 

inspired some of Liszt’s most innovative compositions, but he was also keenly sensitive 

to the visual arts — certainly much more so than, for example, his contemporary (and 

son-in-law), Richard Wagner. Totentanz (which means, literally, “Dance of the Dead” 

but is often rendered as “Dance of Death”) offers a fascinating model for this visual di-

mension in action.  

One important stimulus for Totentanz seems to have been Il Trinfo della Morte (“The 

Triumph of Death”), a large fresco from the mid-14th century (now known to be the work 

of Francesco Traini), which Liszt viewed in 1838 at the Camposanto cemetery in Pisa. It 

was badly damaged in the Second World War but remains impressive in its reconstruct-

ed version.  

The fresco depicts death’s omnipotence in a dramatic Last Judgment-like scene and 

must have had special relevance for Liszt, a pious if unconventional Catholic. He asso-

ciated the visual imagery with Mozart’s Requiem and chose the same key (D minor) as 

well as the Dies irae theme to convey a sense of the diabolical. Initially, Liszt was 

prompted to make sketches for a work for solo piano. But the plan took on a wholly dif-

ferent guise in later decades as the composer scaled up his ambition and wrote a con-

certo-like piece for piano and orchestra.  

An anti-Liszt (and anti-Romantic) bias has tended to disparage such compositions as 

Totentanz as little more than a vehicle for “vulgar” showmanship of keyboard virtuosity. 

Tonight’s piano soloist, Conrad Tao, expresses a fascination with the misunderstood 

aspects of virtuosity — of musical performance that ruptures the illusion of smooth, ef-

fortless surfaces: “Embedded in virtuosity is this emotional charge and excitement of 

wondering whether or not this is going to work; it’s not about regurgitating a loaded 

page of black dots.” Tao says that what interests him in virtuosity is “the sonics of effort. 

Audible artifacts of effort can be generative and surprising and beautiful as well.” 

Liszt painstakingly crafted the details of this score over a lengthy period before finally 

unveiling it to the public. Indeed, by that point, he had long since renounced his own ca-

reer as a lionized piano soloist. The honor of premiering Totentanz fell to Liszt’s student 



 

 

and son-in-law, Hans von Bülow, who was also one of the era’s most celebrated con-

ductors (and another son-in-law to Liszt, until his wife Cosima left von Bülow for Wag-

ner). 

Another example of Romanticism’s preoccupation with medieval representations of 

death is famously found in Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique of 1830. Liszt creat-

ed a widely admired piano transcription that helped spread the fame of that work. In his 

finale, Berlioz had ironically used the same Dies irae plainchant referred to in the note to 

Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody (and quoted by Stanley Kubrick in The Shining’s score) to 

evoke the terrifying “Day of Wrath” of the apocalypse. Liszt also takes up this associa-

tion of ideas in Totentanz.  

What to listen for 

While Liszt resorts to the old-fashioned formal plan of theme and variations, his charac-

teristic tendency to innovate can be heard in the score’s spine-tingling harmonies and 

varieties of sound painting. Liszt’s flair for high drama is also apparent in the tension of 

the very opening, as the piano’s booming chords cut across the four-square rhythm of 

the Dies irae theme solemnly pronounced by low brass. The theme serves as a musical 

symbol skin to the skeletons in the series of woodcuts by Hans Holbein that have also 

been proposed as a visual inspiration behind the piece: Death as the Great Equalizer 

presides over a Chaucerian procession of “types” suggested by the variations, from he-

roic soldiers to prayerful contemplatives.  

The piano periodically takes over in solo passages. A brief duet with clarinet in Variation 

4 segues into a fugue introduced by the soloist, leading to the most-extensive variation, 

in which the orchestra magnifies the many-voiced frenzy. A cadenza then opens into a 

subset of variations on still another theme — this one quoting an antique harmonic se-

quence known as “La Folia” (i.e., “madness”) because of its obsessively catchy charac-

ter.  

Liszt underscores its relation to the Dies irae tune. The emphatic horns here symbolize 

the image of death as a “hunter”; Liszt also seems to have the scherzo of Beethoven’s 

Fifth Symphony in mind. Following another fiery cadenza, Liszt gives death the last 

word with a blazing restatement of the Dies irae and a chilling chromatic plunge down-

ward, as if into the grave. 

Notes (c) 2017 Thomas May. 

 



 

 

 

 

 


