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Stravinsky — Danses Concertantes

Stravinsky completed the Danses Concertantes in 1942: it was his first
major work as a composer in the United States, and also written at a fime
when his homeland Russia was under serious threat. Despite that, the
piece has all of the neo-classical wit and freshness that was second
nature to Stravinsky, with abundant and affectionate recollections of
Bach and Tchaikovsky. It opens and closes with a march, whilst in
between come three dances: a "Pas d'action”, a “Theme varié"
demonstrating Stravinsky's versatility, and a “Pas de deux". Unlike
Stravinsky's earlier ballets, this one was originally intended for the
concert hall, written fo a commission from a Los Angeles orchestra,
although it was later choreographed by Balanchine in 1944.

Matthew Pritchard

| first came across this neglected gem of Stravinsky's at Canford Summer
School of Music this year, where it was on the repertory list of works that
were studied with the renowned conductor and musician George Hurst.
In many ways it's strange that it's far less played than its more-famous
cousin Dumbarton Oaks, as in the Danses Concertantes not only do we
find the ulfra-chic neo-classicism cultivated by Stravinsky in his middle
period, but a real expressive lyricism in the Russian ballet tradition of
Tchaikovsky or Prokofiev. This is particularly apparent in the Pas de Deux,
where the (imaginary) entrance of the ballerina and male lead on stage
is mirrored by the entrance of lyrical solos in the clarinet and oboe, yet
the sprightly contrasts of the other movements — one minute a pointfillist
scherzo, the next a jagged, loping tune in the strings, the next a skating
melody — give the suite a real sense of freshness...and moreover, of fun!
Steven Rajam

Mahler — Symphony no. 1

The first of Mahler's great series of symphonies is no hesitant student
composition but a work of astonishing confidence, richness and
originality. This last quality can be all too easily overlooked by modern
listeners conscious of the prophetic force of his unfinished Tenth with its
screeching Schoenbergian dissonance; but to the audience at the first
performance in Budapest in 1889 Mahler's debut as a symphonist was a
perplexing and difficult work. Part of the difficulty lay in the programme,



which was not a literal description of what the music was there to evoke,
but rather a set of metaphorical clues to its psychological content. The
journey of the symphony's titanic hero and his death is essentially an
exploration and confession of Mahler's existential doubts and fears: but
such self-revelation comes with the protective detachment of his unique
sense of irony. The hero's funeral is portrayed in the third movement by a
satirical march “after the manner of Callot”, its theme the familiar tune
“Frere Jacques" in the minor; but genuine reconcilement is conveyed in
the central section which quotes the last of Mahler's “Songs of a
Wayfarer" composed four years earlier. These also furnished the principal
subject of the first movement, its optimistic, pastoral mood following the
Wagnerian spaciousness of the slow introduction: the second
movement, a simple landler, is more boisterous in tone. After the passing
of his gentle Rabelaisian giant, Mahler drops his mask of rustic simplicity
in the furious finale, which nevertheless integrates references to the other
movements before its concluding Romantic apotheosis.

Matthew Pritchard

When we advertised Mahler's 1st symphony as the highlight of our
concert marking the foundation of Isis, a number of people pointed out
that chronologically, it was stretching it to call it ‘20th-century’. Written
1884-8, revised 1896 — not redlly in keeping with the aesthetic of the last
century¢ Or was ite Well, there's all sorts of arguments we could come
up with — the most potent perhaps being that Mahler fruly is the father of
20th-century music, and of musical modernism (some might argue, post-
modernism). But essentially, we're playing Mahler 1 because it's a
masterpiece by a great composer who for whatever reason doesn't get
played in Cambridge that often. And well, it might be out by 12 years or
so, but some of the ideas the composer throws up — a massive Phrygian
infroduction, thematic unity across all four movements, the sudden,
almost schizophrenic insertion of ‘low’ styles (in the 34 movement we're
suddenly transported to a Jewish klezmer band in a Vienna backsireet,
circa 1880), and the almost-painful sense of nervous introversion, neurosis
(Frére Jacques as a funeral march?!), nostalgia and eventual triumph -
are not just now 20th-century tenets, but awe-inspiring in their breadth
and realisation. I'll admit that until two or three years ago, | didn't really
like Mahler's music — long, overblown symphonies that drift aimlessly, so |
thought. But the more you listen to composers like Shostakovich, Berg,
even postmodernists like Lachenmann and Schnittke, you realise that
Mahler — der Dichter — truly is at the fount of it all.

Steven Rajam



About the conductor

Steven Rajam is a third-year Music student at Jesus College and currently
studies conducting with Colin Metters at the Royal Academy of Music.
Since Autumn 2000 he has been primarily associated with Isis, a new
Cambridge music society dedicated to the performance of works from
the 20t century, officially founded as a university society this term. Isis’
eclectic repertoire mirrors Steven's musical interests, which include
Shostakovich, Stravinsky, Ades and Satie, as well as contemporary music
and jazz.

About Isis

Why, you might ask, does Cambridge need another music society? Formed
after a concert of Shostakovich, Bartok and Ives last year, Isis is dedicated to
works from the 20t century. It became clear that there are many people in
Cambridge who love the music of the last century; yet despite the
abundance and variety of events in the city, there's one fairly major hole in
the repertoire - orchestral music from 1900-1950. Most orchestral
performances tend to sfick to the familiar ground of the 19th-century
Germanic fradition, and generally 20th-century music tends to manifest itself
through more ‘conservative’ figures, such as Elgar, Vaughan-Wiliams and
Sibelius. The excellent CU New Music Society is mainly concerned with the
post-1945 era. All this, coupled with crippling copyright costs, means there's
a whole swathe of great music that's just not performed — it's this that we
seek to address. Isis is also about inclusivity — we have no membership fee,
and auditions are non-compulsory. Music should be fun, and should
surprise — hence combinations of familiar names from the classical world
(Ravel, Mahler, Stravinsky), jazz legends (Joplin, Davis, Mingus) and a few less
familiar figures (Lindberg, Ustvolskaya, Zappa)...

Visit our web site at www.isismusic.co.uk or email isis@isismusic.co.uk for more information.

Forthcoming events

Isis recitals: Come and see some of Cambridge’s best young musicians
perform chamber music from the 20t century. Every Tuesday, 8:30 pm, in
Jesus College Chapel (tickets £1.50 on the door).

Next recital (30/10): An evening of Scott Joplin rags. Mat Trustram (piano)

Isis Christmas Concert: Tuesday 27t November, 8 pm, Jesus College Chapel
Magnus Lindberg — Corrente  Stravinsky — Petrushka

conductors: James Olsen, Steven Rajam; Annabelle Lawson (piano)
Tickets £5 (£4) from Arts Theatre Box Office (01223) 503333, or on the door.



