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Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826), a cousin to W. A. Mozart (through marriage), is known 

today particularly for his contribution to German opera, notably Der Freischütz, which firmly 

established the German style from the Italian. Weber was a master melodist, beginning his 

studies with Michael Haydn (brother of Franz Joseph) in Salzburg. His sense of individualism 

was critical in the creation of a distinct national style, marking the true beginnings of 

Romanticism in Germany, and offering a construction model that would be refined in the works 

of Richard Wagner in his music dramas.  

 

Abu Hassan, J. 106, is a Singspiel – or German comic opera (The Magic Flute…) – loosely based on 

One Thousand and One Nights, with a libretto by Franz Carl Hiemer. Weber was intrigued by the 

cultures of people living to the East, and hence produced this work in what was commonly 

known as Turkish-style, a popular trend in many contemporary works. It was completed in 

January of 1811, and became an instant success. The use of Turkish cymbals and the triangle 

accent the Eastern quality of the overture, setting the stage for a series of pranks against Abu 

Hassan, who has foolishly wasted his inheritance on lavish entertainments. 

 

Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-93) composed his Violin Concerto in D Major, Op. 35, early in 

1878, the same year that Johannes Brahms completed his Violin Concerto, Op. 77, which, also 

resides in D Major. The Germans nurtured a rich violin concerto tradition, stemming from Bach 

and Mozart, leading to the branch of Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Bruch to comprise the ‘big 

four,’ including the Brahms Op. 77. Apart from the ‘big four’ concerti of Beethoven, Bruch, 

Mendelssohn, and Brahms, the Tchaikovsky example remains peerless, standing alone as one of 

the most difficult works in the repertoire.  

 

The great violinist Josef Kotek, a former student of Tchaikovsky’s, was visiting the great master 

along the shores of Lake Geneva during a spell of poor weather. The two made use of their time 

by playing duets. Tchaikovsky abruptly decided to table the piano sonata he had been 

composing in preference for a violin concerto, to make good use of his time in the presence of 

Kotek. The result – completed by the end of March in 1878 – was the rough draft of the Op. 35 

concerto. Although the rights were sold to his publisher (Jurgenson) for fifty rubles in October 

that same year, the full score would not be published until 1888. 

 

Tchaikovsky was reticent to share the romantic nature of his relationship with Josef Kotek, 

knowing that the very nature of their relationship was considered taboo. He suppressed his 

inclination to dedicate the concerto to Kotek – feeling that his publisher would probably reject it 

anyway – ergo, he officially dedicated the work to Leopold Auer, the Hungarian violinist and 

composer of great regard. Auer was greatly touched by this gesture, but admitted that the work 

was difficult to grasp at first, and desired a revision with the claim that it was “unviolinistic.” 

He then let the draft sit for nearly two years, which frustrated the composer. The work finally 



premiered in Vienna in 1881 with the young violinist Adolf Brodsky. Brodsky himself began the 

rumor that the concerto was unplayable in a letter he composed to Tchaikovsky, stating 

“You’ve piled up so many difficulties!” Reviews of the premier were mixed, despite the obvious 

approval of the audience who applauded long enough to require Brodsky to take three sets of 

bows. Audiences today respond in kind, not only for the marvelous skill and the technical 

mastery required to perform the work, but for the great sense of lyricism and beauty that 

typifies the enduring music of Tchaikovsky. 

 

To finish, Jean Sibelius (1865-1957) was a Finnish composer most famous for Finlandia, based 

on a theme that many Americans know best as “This Is My Song.” His music opened the door 

to Northern musical art, as it differed from the ever-popular German tradition. The music he 

composed was inspired by native legends, and infused with modality and national folk tune 

elements. Sibelius represents the culmination of the Germanic tradition while also serving as a 

gateway to the future: he abandoned formal conventions and developed a new style based on 

variation and repetition. 

 

Sibelius composed seven symphonies, a genre with which he is now so closely associated that 

he is referred to as one of the greats. His Fourth Symphony, Op. 63, puzzled critics, who 

labelled him a “futurist,” and compared him to “amateur composers with little training.” As a 

result, the creation process for his Fifth Symphony, Op. 82, endured three major revisions over a 

six-year timeframe, since he was his own worst critic. Sibelius had been commissioned to 

compose this work in honor of his own birthday, his fiftieth, which had become a national 

holiday in Finland. The original version of the work premiered on that day: December 8, 1915; 

the final version premiered on November 24, 1919, with Sibelius himself conducting the 

Helsinki Philharmonic.  

 

The 1910s were tough times: the decade that saw the entire world succumb to war was also a 

turbulent time for symphonic composers, who watched as figures such as Schönberg and 

Stravinsky distorted the ideals of music into a twisted tornado of criticism and disgust. Sibelius 

was himself in crisis. His health was poor, and the weight of choosing between his inner voice 

and the demands of audiences pained him. Ultimately, after a Russian invasion in 1918, and 

many years of turmoil, the reworked Symphony No. 5 emerged in 1919 as a three-movement 

work, with a new finale (to music software users: note the use of the word finale in a paragraph 

concerning Sibelius…). The form of the work is symmetrical in regard to tempi, mirroring slow 

and fast sections accordingly. In his diary, on April 21, 1915, Sibelius wrote “Today at ten to 

eleven I saw sixteen swans. One of my greatest experiences. Lord God, that beauty!” The 

infamous opening of the finale section captures this ‘swan call’ with an expansive melody, 

heard first by the horns. As the symphony comes to a close, the ‘swan call’ develops into a 

majestic conclusion, a reflection of his diary entry.  
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