Programme Notes:
	Concerto in D for String Orchestra (1946)
Symphonies for Wind Instruments (1947 revised version)
Symphony in Three Movements (1946)

	Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971)



No composer has given us more perspectives on a ‘symphony’ than Stravinsky. He wrote a symphony at the very beginning of his career (his Op. 1), but Stravinsky rapidly became famous as the composer of three ballet scores (The Firebird, Petrushka, and The Rite of Spring), and he spent the next few years composing for the theatre and the opera house. When, in 1920, he finally returned to writing music for an orchestra on the concert stage he composed the Symphonies of Wind Instruments, which is not a symphony in the classical sense of the word. 
With the Symphony of Psalms, his great choral work of 1930, Stravinsky is again playing word games. And, perhaps, as has been suggested, he used the term in part to placate his publisher, who reminded him, after the score was finished, that he had been commissioned to write a symphony.
Then, at last, a true symphony: Stravinsky decided to tackle the ‘standard’ by writing a Symphony in C in the four orthodox movements scored for a Beethoven orchestra. Two years later, Stravinsky began sketches for his Symphony in Three Movements – his final essay on what a symphony can mean. From time to time he regretted not having called it simply Three Symphonic Movements. In the Symphony in C, Stravinsky had enjoyed masquerading as Haydn, but the new Symphony in Three Movements is much more a work of its own time. 
In the programme notes written for its premiere in 1946, Stravinsky declared that the symphony was absolute music, although touched ‘by this arduous time of sharp and shifting events, of despair and hope, of continual torments, of tension, and, at last, cessation and relief.’
The opening movement announces itself in no uncertain terms, with harsh, striding octaves. (Many years later, Stravinsky said this movement was inspired by a documentary about scorched-earth war tactics in China). The preliminary flurry subsides and horn calls herald a section of anxious, anticipatory rhythm – melody is nearly left behind. The piano is featured prominently, and develops from quick chord bursts to downward marching patterns as all the winds parade their melodies. A quieter central section features duets for various combinations of winds, including some very ‘Rite’-like rising and falling intervals that reappear in the other two movements. The stormy opening is reprised and the movement ends with an uneasy calm, low strings and bass clarinet still pushing.
The quiet of the second movement comes as a respite, though the harmonies are often as anxious as those in the surrounding movements. The harp is featured extensively, lending an ethereal feel under the wandering, trilling woodwinds. This movement segues directly into the final one, developing from swelling chords to angular rhythms reminiscent of the first movement. Now, both harp and piano are featured. Stravinsky’s habit of jumping quickly from one idea to another with little preamble appears most strongly here, from grumbling bassoon solos to huge brass chords to a fugue for piano, trombone, and harp. Stravinsky later said that the agitated motion was inspired by a film of goose-stepping German soldiers, and the completely surprising, triumphant final chord by the rise of the Allies over the Germans.
In the Symphonies of Wind Instruments, the title ‘Symphonies’ is rather deceptive. Stravinsky intended the title to refer to ‘sounding together’ rather than to symphonic music – the work stands at a distance from traditionally ‘symphonic’ music, presenting the listener with a mosaic of related fragments that juxtaposed, rather than developed. 
Stravinsky’s unorthodox approach to musical form baffled audiences, critics, theorists, and fellow composers for decades until the musicologist Richard Taruskin demonstrated that the form of the piece follows that of the Russian Orthodox panikhida – the service for the dead. The panikhida contains hymns and litanies with choral responses as well as ritual bells and chanting, and all of these elements can be heard as the work unfolds. The ‘Symphonies’, therefore, are connected both with Stravinsky’s ‘Russian’ pieces and with his lifelong fascination with rituals and memorials – from early works like Les Noces and The Rite of Spring to later memorials such as In Memoriam Dylan Thomas and Elegy for JFK.
The ensemble steers clear of strings in favour of austere yet colourful winds. The work is performed this evening in its revised version from 1947, where Stravinsky removed the French Horns, possibly to cater to the post-war economic woes that made works written for smaller forces more likely to earn a performance. 
Cast in four basic episodes, each comprising of material from the other three, the work is overflowing with Russian folk melodies especially in the first section. The second section is a flowing Pastorale, and sharp fortissimo chords mark the third, distinguishing it as a strong rhythmic dance which transports the listener back in time to The Rite of Spring seven years earlier. The most tranquil and extended passage, the memorial chorale, is used as a finale, ending the work with an air of quiet meditation. 
It is perhaps no surprise then, that Stravinsky mistrusted the virtuosic show that most concertos and even some symphonies seemed to be about – especially the extravagant Romantic concertos that pit a lone, heroic soloist against the orchestra’s combined forces. In his autobiography and in conversations with colleagues, Stravinsky criticised concertos that exist for ‘sensational effects...’ while other ‘admirable compositions... are set aside because they do not offer the player any opportunity of shining with facile brilliancy!’ 
Written on commission from the conductor Paul Sacher to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the Basler Kammerorchester, the Basler Concerto (Concerto in Re for String Orchestra) is not a concerto in the familiar sense, but most certainly in its fundamentals. Like the Baroque concerto grosso, it is an ensemble work with its players arrayed in two groups, a small concertino of first-chair equivalents playing primary parts and a larger ripieno for thematic restatement and accompaniment. The arrangement of movements, too – the familiar fast-slow-fast – reminds us of concerti grossi by Bach and Handel. But the music we hear is not centered on ‘sensational effects’, but more about a seamlessly braided ensemble. 
Stravinsky composed the Basler in the fullness of his maturity (he was 64 when he finished writing it in August 1946), and it was his first European commission following his immigration to Hollywood. In the twentieth century, a critical consensus seemed to treat Stravinsky as it did Picasso, analyzing his oeuvre in terms of ‘phases’ – neo-classical versus atonal, modern versus old-fashioned, vigorous versus tired. Within this critical rubric, some listeners heard in the Basler a work of almost neurasthenic fatigue by a composer who was running out of tonal ideas, but did not know where to go next.
Today we hear something very different. The Basler immediately sounds familiar to us, with a spare elegance that transcends time. Its gleaming harmonies and bristly rhythms are uniquely Stravinsky’s. The central movement, a radiant arioso, incorporates long-phrased melodies that have a retrospective quality; but the introduction of harmonically unrelated cadences gives the tonality a freshness that has nothing to do with ‘old’ or ‘new’. Perhaps influenced by his much-rumoured lover, Coco Chanel, Stravinsky understood the doctrines of aesthetic tradition, but applied them through the distinctive filter of his own genius, and in doing so, giving the listener yet another perspective on orchestral music. 
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