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Louise Farrenc: Nonet in Eb major, Op. 38 

Louise Farrenc (1804-1875) was a celebrated composer, 
pianist and educator during her lifetime. Born into a 
Parisian family of sculptors, she studied piano under 
Moscheles and Hummel, and composition under Anton 
Reicha. Her fame spread at least as far as Germany, 
where Robert Schumann admired her piano 
compositions. She became professor of piano studies at 
the prestigious Paris Conservatoire, and demanded and 
received equal pay with her male colleagues after the 
success of the work on tonight’s program, her Nonet, 
which premiered with the renowned Joseph Joachim 
playing the violin part. Yet after her death she became 

virtually unknown until the beginning of the 21st Century, when her music began once 
again to be performed and now recorded. 

Though she wrote a good deal of music for piano plus three symphonies that are 
beginning to be rediscovered, along with some vocal music, she is best known at present 
for her chamber music, including two piano quintets and the 1849 Nonet. Written for 
woodwind quintet (flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, horn), violin, viola, cello and string 
bass, the work is in four movements, following the model set for both symphony and 
string quartet by Joseph Haydn. (Duration about 32 minutes.) 

The first movement begins with a richly scored Adagio introduction in which the clarinet 
is prominent at first but the violin takes the spotlight as it leads us into the main Allegro 
section. In sonata form, the movement has a surging ¾-time rhythm, not unlike that of 
Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony’s first movement (also in Eb major, though quite 
considerably stormier). Farrenc keeps the pulse going as she plays winds against 
strings, then interweaves them in intricate patterns. 

The slow movement (not very slow: a graceful Andante con moto) is a set of variations 
on a theme that is heard in two 8-bar phrases, each repeated. The violin introduces the 
theme itself, while the oboe is prominent during the first of the variations. Violin and 
viola lead the second variation with 32nd-note embellishments. The third features the 



woodwind quintet alone for the most part, led by the bassoon. The horn predominates in 
the fourth variation, which takes on a march-like quality. Then, after a dramatic pause, 
the tempo switches to a 6/8 Allegretto for the playful final variation.   

The Scherzo (marked Vivace) has a swirling, mysterious quality as rising and falling 
phrases are passed from pizzicato strings to the winds. The horn plays a more robust 
melody at one point, but the agitated pulse never ceases—until the slower Trio section. 
Here, oboe and clarinet offer a waltzlike melody against a viola accompaniment. The 
tempo picks up again for the return of the Scherzo section, which quietly trails off in the 
last bars.  

The Finale, like the first movement, begins with an Adagio introduction, but a brief one, 
with an oboe cadenza taking us into the lively main section (Allegro). Now the violin 
introduces the playful main theme, repeated by the clarinet. Other themes are passed 
about from instrument to instrument as this sonata-form movement unfolds. The 
development section takes on a minor-key moodiness, but eventually the clarinet brings 
back the cheerful main theme. After additional fresh interplay among the nine 
instruments, the Nonet comes to a vigorous close.  

 

Peter Ilych Tchaikovsky: Adagio Molto in Eb major for String 
Quartet and Harp 

Peter Ilych Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) was still a student at 
the St. Petersburg Conservatory, studying under Anton 
Rubenstein, when he wrote his Adagio Molto for harp and 
string quartet in 1863-64. It’s one of his earliest extant 
compositions, virtually unknown until it was published in 
1967.  

Although it may not be as instantly recognizable as 
“Tchaikovskian” as his Symphony No. 1 (“Winter Dreams”), 
written only two years later, it does have the stately poise, 

with a shade of melancholy, of the adagios of his great ballet scores or the slow 
movements of some of his concertos. Its opening section features the strings alone. The 
harp enters in the middle portion, contributing lovely arpeggios to the serene music of 
the strings. In a final section the strings alone are heard once again, until the last bars 
when the harp rejoins them for a final cadence. The entire work lasts about 4 minutes. 

 



Aaron Copland: Appalachian Spring Suite  

“Simple Gifts” was an altogether obscure American folk song 
until Aaron Copland (1900-1990) incorporated it into his ballet 
Appalachian Spring in 1944. Discovering the song in a 
recently published book of Shaker tunes, Copland modified it 
slightly and created a set of variations upon it for a key 
passage in the work he was creating for Martha Graham and 
her dance company. The tune became so celebrated that 
Copland made a number of arrangements of it in later years, 

including a vocal setting (Old American Songs, 1950) that brings out its remarkable 
lyrics: 

’Tis the gift to be simple, ‘tis the gift to be free, 
’Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be, 
And when we find ourselves in the place just right, 
’Twill be in the valley of love and delight. 
 
“Simple” and “free” might seem the best words to describe the musical “gifts” Copland 
bestows upon us in his Ballet for Martha (as he named it; Graham took her final title from 
a poem by Hart Crane). The opening section in particular seems to have great simplicity 
and “purity” as it uncannily evokes a sense of dawn, early spring, a freshness in the air, 
while conjuring up a dream of pioneers and homesteaders, small farms and rolling hills 
in Graham’s native Pennsylvania. But the score is actually quite complex, especially in 
rhythm and harmony. The structure is ingenious as well, with the opening bars already 
hinting at the “Simple Gifts” tune to follow much later. 
 
Copland and Graham worked closely together on the scenario of Appalachian Spring, 
though ultimately Copland provided the musical framework and Graham created the 
characters as well as the choreography. Her completed ballet features a Pioneer Woman, 
a Daughter/Bride and her Husbandman (originally danced by Graham and her husband 
Erick Hawkins), and a fire-and-brimstone Revivalist and his four female Followers. The 
music alternates between lively dances and quieter passages with moods difficult to put 
into words: listeners have heard religious calm, sweet resignation, a sense of either 
timelessness or of time inevitably passing. 
 
Copland wrote Appalachian Spring for a chamber-sized ensemble: flute, clarinet, bassoon, 
piano, double string quartet and double bass. Soon after the ballet’s premiere at the 
Coolidge Auditorium of the Library of Congress in October 1944, Copland created a suite 
for full orchestra (Artur Rodzinski leading the New York Philharmonic in October 1945), 
cutting out what one scholar calls a “Fear-Wrath-Crisis” section that separates the 
“Simple Gifts” variations from the final grand restatement of the tune; he also made slight 
trims in earlier passages. Thus the Suite is about 10 minutes shorter than the full ballet, 



and “Simple Gifts” becomes more prominent, occupying the entire climax of the score, 
before the serene “early spring” music returns to close the piece. 
 
The full-length ballet score was essentially forgotten for a while, especially in its original 
chamber version, except when the ballet itself was performed. But Copland did score a 
full-orchestra version of the whole thing in the 1950s—and then in 1971 he recorded the 
original chamber version.  Nowadays the chamber version of the Suite is quite often 
performed, many listeners preferring its “freshness,” its early-spring spareness, to the 
lusher scoring for full orchestra.  
 
The SSO first performed the chamber version of the Suite in March 1984, in a special 
concert in the lobby of the Wells Fargo Bank Building. They have also performed the full-
orchestra Suite at the Weill Center, with Andrews Sill in February 2007 and Kevin 
MacMahon in March 2019. 
 
Performance time: a little over 20 minutes. 
 
 

 
 
 


