
  
 
 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Antonin Dvorak-Lembit Beecher     Love Like Water 
 
A musical fable written by Jazimina MacNeil based on Antonin Dvorak’s Moravian Duets for two 

voices and piano, orchestrated and with new music by Lembit Beecher. 

 
Musicians enjoy the challenge of rewriting music for different instrumental combinations. In 

popular music and jazz, this is called “arranging”, and it is critical to the success of a song. 

Frank Sinatra won the hearts of many musicians when, in his concerts, he consistently 

announced not only the composer and lyricist for each song, but also the arranger of the 

version he was using.  

 

In classical music, the notes and instrumental combinations are much more fixed. Few 

musicians would casually take Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and re-arrange it for a string sextet. 

However there is a well-established tradition of arranging piano music for orchestra. Of course 

the term we use in classical music is “orchestration” but it has the same meaning as “arranging” 

in jazz.  

 

Often it is the composer who orchestrates his own piano music. Maurice Ravel orchestrated his 

Noble and Sentimental Waltzes, his Tombeau de Couperin, and other piano works. Gustav 

Mahler orchestrated his early songs for voice and piano so beautifully that few are aware the 

piano versions even exist! Occasionally a composer will orchestrate a piano piece by another 

composer. Ravel orchestrated Modest Mussorgsky’s great piano piece Pictures at an Exhibition 

and, as with the Mahler songs, most of us know this piece because of Ravel’s orchestrated 

version.  

Tonight we have the world premiere of another such orchestration. In this case, eleven 

beautiful songs by Antonin Dvorak, originally for two voices and piano, have been orchestrated 

by Lembit Beecher. These Moravian Songs are among Dvorak’s earliest successes. While still 

a relatively unknown musician he wrote his first group of Moravian folk songs at the request of 

his first patron, Jan Neff, a wealthy merchant who hired Dvorak to teach music to his children. 

Dvorak started by providing piano accompaniments to a collection of folk melodies. He quickly 

decided to write his own melodies in a folk-like style, retaining the original Czech words to the 

songs. 

Neff arranged for the publication of a number of these Moravian Duets and Dvorak, now in his 

mid-30’s but still relatively unknown outside of his home city of Prague, submitted them for 

consideration for a grant from the Austrian government (Prague being an important city in the 
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Austro-Hungarian Empire). The grant was established to provide “financial support for talented 

composers in need”. Dvorak won the prize. One of the jurors was our other composer of the 

evening, Johannes Brahms, who recommended the songs to his German music publisher, 

Simrock, writing as follows: 

 

You will find pleasure in them as I did, and, as a publisher you will be especially 

delighted with their piquancy. Dvorak is undoubtedly a very talented man – and poor 

besides. I beg you think it over 

On Brahms’ recommendation Simrock published the songs and their success led the publishing 

house to commission another group of folk-inspired works from Dvorak, his Slavonic Dances, 

which established his international reputation. 

In addition to Lembit Beecher’s orchestration, Jazimina MacNeil has woven these songs into a 

modern fable of timeless love, creating a new narrated story with additional music by Beecher. 

We are thrilled to present the world premiere of these wonderful songs recast in their new 

gorgeous versions. Those who know these songs might feel that they are moving from the 

black and white piano version to the Technicolor version for the orchestra! The songs shimmer 

and shine with a new beauty, enhanced both by the orchestration and by their new placement 

in a fable for our time — a fable about the meaning of love, and the power of curiosity, 

creativity, and hope in building a better world.  

 

 

Johannes Brahms     Symphony #4 
 

When I was a music student many years ago, a common expression concerning the ranking of 

composers was a reference to the greatest of them all, “The Three B’s— Bach, Beethoven, 

and Brahms.” The nineteenth-century conductor Hans von Bulow first used the phrase. It 

seems innocuous enough—a mellifluous grouping of three of the greatest composers within the 

German speaking musical world across 150 years. It is difficult today to understand this 

common grouping as a polemical call to arms in one of the most famous controversies and 

debates in music history; the battle between “Progressives” and “Conservatives” in the musical 

world of the late nineteenth century.  

 

Richard Wagner, a major polemicist and author of many essays and pamphlets about music, 

led the “progressive” composers. In his essays he attacked many contemporaries like Brahms 

and promoted his gigantic Music Dramas (he disliked calling them operas, considering that term 

tied to old-fashioned Italian ideas). He considered his music “The Music of the Future”, and 

attacked composers such as Brahms and Dvorak for holding on to the outdated and shopworn 

traditions of the past — the symphony, the string quartet, and all the forms used earlier by 

Mozart and Beethoven. Instead, he championed the new style of “Program Music”, in which 

even purely instrumental pieces were linked to plots, stories, or extra-musical ideas, such as 

the Berlioz Symphonie fantastique, and the tone poems of Franz Liszt and Richard Strauss. 

 

Brahms never wrote a tone poem or an opera. His sentiments were with the older composers 

and with those seeking to continue that tradition, but unlike Wagner, he did not wish to engage 

in polemics. Rather, he allowed critics and friends to debate the matter. He was an extreme 

perfectionist, always afraid that each new composition would not live up to his exacting 

standards. At the age of 20, he was almost paralyzed by Robert Schumann’s ecstatic review of 

his early compositions in Schumann’s music journal. He wrote to the older composer that his 

praise "will arouse such extraordinary expectations by the public that I don't know how I can 

begin to fulfill them” 

 



Yet history has an odd way of turning matters around. Wagner’s Music of the Future — gigantic 

artworks combining literature, music, design, mythology and so much more — did not lead to a 

new school of all-embracing giant musical works. His music dramas are now seen as the last 

great expression of Romantic extravagance. Debussy captured this idea in a brilliant ironic 

epigram. Wagner’s music, he wrote, is a glorious sunset masquerading as the dawn. 

 

Meanwhile, Brahms has increasingly been seen not as the fussy conservative composer 

churning out symphonies with 100 year-old forms and styles. Increasingly he was recognized 

for his own brand of forward thinking and influential musical ideas. In 1933 the twelve-tone 

composer Arnold Schoenberg, wrote a brilliant essay called “Brahms, the Progressive”, in 

which he argued that Brahms’ use of melody and his subtle rhythmic complexities look forward 

to 20th century practices continued by Stravinsky and by Schoenberg’s own circle of 

modernists. 

 

Brahms’ perfectionism and self-deprecation were particularly acute when writing his four 

symphonies. He was painfully aware of the tradition of greatness exemplified particularly by 

Beethoven, but including Haydn, Mozart, and Schumann. Although he started his first 

symphony in his twenties, it was not completed and performed until 1876, when the composer 

was 43 years old! He nervously confessed to friends that the symphony, was "long and 

difficult", and "not exactly charming.” Although it had its detractors, the reaction to his first 

symphony was positive, particularly from the most influential critic of the day, Eduard Hanslick. 

Hans von Bulow, the creator of the “Three B’s” expression, referred to it (to Brahms’ great 

annoyance) as Beethoven’s tenth symphony. 

 

Once over his symphonic writer’s block, Brahms continued to write symphonies culminating in 

tonight’s masterpiece, his fourth and final symphony, which premiered in 1885. By this time 

Brahms was a famous composer, but retained his diffidence and self-deprecation. Writing to 

von Bulow, and referring to the town in which he composed the symphony, Murzzuschlag, a 

small town 50 miles from Vienna, Brahms expressed doubts about whether the symphony 

would find a welcoming public. "I fear namely," Brahms wrote, "that it tastes of the climate here; 

cherries here don't become sweet, you would not eat them!" But in spite of his fears the public 

did in fact respond favorably to this last and perhaps greatest of his symphonies.  

 

The symphony is by turns lyrical, monumental, melodic, and extremely dramatic. It has Brahms’ 

characteristic blend of classical structures with Romantic expression. The first movement 

begins with a serene melody growing out of repeated two-note figures, sometimes in a sighing 

pattern (the second note lower), and sometimes the opposite. The serenity does not last long, 

and the movement is filled with conflict and passion. The two-note figure repeats often, uniting 

different melodies and creating a unifying presence. 

 

The second movement features two extraordinary melodies. The opening melody is first heard 

totally in unison, with no accompaniment at all. It returns many times, each time with slight 

variations. Perhaps one time the melody has an extra note or two; perhaps the harmonies 

change underneath the repeating melody; perhaps other instruments imitate it. It is a study in 

how to alter a melody in subtle ways to create slight shifts in emotional tone, much as painter 

creates different moods with shifts in her palette. The second melody, first heard in the cellos, is 

one of Brahms’ greatest lush Romantic melodies.  

 

The third movement is the only true scherzo found in his symphonies. Like the first two 

movements, there are two melodies with contrasting emotional qualities. Fans of the 

progressive rock group YES will be pleased to know that the group’s keyboardist, Rick 



Wakeman, abridged and arranged this movement for keyboard instruments in his 1971 album 

Fragile under the title “Cans and Brahms”. 

Although the symphony has certainly not been lacking any power or strength up to this point, 

there is no question that the emotional weight and gravity of this symphony focuses on the final 

movement, one of the most extraordinary in all symphonic music. Technical descriptions cannot 

capture the huge emotional range and variety of this final symphonic statement from Brahms. 

Holding the almost bewildering series of contrasts and changes together is the strictest of 

musical forms, hardly used since the music of Johann Sebastian Bach, over 100 years earlier. 

The form is called a passacaglia, or chaconne, in which a short series of notes, here eight, are 

repeated over and over while everything above or below it keeps changing. Over this repeating 

pattern, heard clearly at the beginning, there follows an amazing series of Romantic melodies. 

It is as if Brahms is saying that there is no contradiction between the strictest of repetitive forms 

and emotional expression. If musical form is considered an intellectual aspect of music and 

melodic beauty an emotional aspect, Brahms has found a remarkable way to unite and 

combine these essential artistic qualities into one of the finest orchestral works ever written. 

      

Program notes by Orin Grossman 


