
  
 
 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1889, the 26-year-old Claude Debussy attended the groundbreaking Paris International 

Exhibition. While most visitors marveled or shuddered at the jaw-dropping highlight of the 

exhibition, a very tall tower designed by Gustave Eiffel on the Champ de Mars, Debussy was 

more fascinated by musicians from Java and Cambodia. In his encounter with Asian music, 

Debussy wrote, he had found "music of the sea, the wind in the leaves, and a thousand other 

tiny noises, which they (the Javanese musicians) listen to with great care, without ever having 

consulted any of those dubious [European musical] treatises." Although not the first, he is 

perhaps the most important early Western composer fascinated and influenced by his 

encounter with Eastern music.  

Over the 20th century artists in many media from painting to music found new inspiration in 

models from the East. Sometimes these have been criticized as overly Romantic and 

condescending borrowings; other times they are hailed as exciting masterpieces.  

About 20 years ago, the great cellist Yo-Yo Ma wondered what might result from experimenting 

with cross-cultural influences in music—with musical influences flowing in both directions. He 

began the Silk Road Project, now simply Silkroad, to promote collaboration among great 

artists from Eastern and Western lands. The success of this project has led to many exciting 

collaborations, new compositions and an exciting array of musical experiences for musicians 

and audiences.  

Our conductor, Eric Jacobson, and his brother Colin, whose violin wizardry we have enjoyed in 

previous seasons, have both been active in numerous Silkroad projects and they are delighted 

to share two beautiful musical experiences from that involvement. We will hear tonight a 

composition from one of the greatest exponents of classical Persian music in the world, Kayhan 

Kalhor, and a new composition by Colin Jacobson. Each composition blends Eastern and 

Western musical elements to create a new and beautiful tapestry of musical colors and sounds. 

Each piece features Kayhan Kalhor performing on the kamancheh, one of the most important 

instruments of the region including Iran, Armenia, and the Kurdish lands.  

 

 

Blue as the Turquoise Night of Neyshabur    Kayhan Kalhor (b. 1983) 

 

Written for Yo-Yo Ma and the Silkroad Project, this composition is for three soloists and an 

orchestra. Two instruments come from Asia; the kamancheh and the tabla. The third, as you 

might expect, is Yo-Yo Ma’s instrument, the cello. Kalhor is one of the greatest masters of the 

kamancheh, a violin-sized string instrument played like a cello. Under Western influence in the 
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last century, this indigenous instrument, central to the classical music of Persia, almost died out 

and indeed received modifications moving it closer to the Western violin, such as the addition of 

a fourth string. There are different types throughout central Asia, but most are made of walnut 

or mulberry wood. The rod or spike coming out from the bottom of the instrument allows it to  

be played like a cello and gives rise to a popular nickname—the spiked fiddle. One fascinating 

different in playing the instrument is the handling of the bow. Unlike western practice, where the 

performer activates his arm and shoulder and wrist to move the bow flexibly over the strings as 

the violin is held somewhat stationary, with the kamancheh, the fiddle itself is moved and 

adjusted and twisted as the bow is drawn back and forth in a steady movement.  

We are fortunate to have one of the greatest masters of the tabla with us tonight—Sandeep 

Das. The tabla is a percussion instrument originating from the Indian subcontinent consisting of 

a pair of drums. It is used in many styles of Indian music; classical, popular and folk. It has 

been particularly important in Hindustani classical music since the 18th century and remains in 

use in India, Pakistan, Nepal and other countries of the region. The tabla consists of two barrel-

shaped small drums of slightly different size and shape. Each is made of hollowed out wood or 

clay. It is possible to change pitches by tightening or loosening the tension of the membrane 

surfaces of the two drums. In addition the performer uses hand pressure to change pitch as 

well. The playing technique is quite complex involving fingers and palms in many configurations 

to create a surprising variety of sounds and rhythms.  

Blue as the Turquoise Night of Neyshabur is an attempt to wed the hypnotic beauty of Persian 

classical musical tradition with Western instrumentation and practice. Neyshabur is an ancient 

city now in Northeast Iran. In the 10th and 11th centuries it occupied a central position in the 

trade along the Silk Road and was one of the 10 largest cities in the world. Mongol invaders 

destroyed it in 1221. Mines near the ancient city have supplied the world with beautiful 

turquoise for over 2000 years, a fact which inspired Kalhor in creating his haunting score.  

The music features both Western style harmonies and Eastern melodic and improvisatory 

qualities that are by turns meditative, hypnotic and rhythmically exciting. It is a moving 

evocation of the beauty that awaits us when we are wiling to leave our comfort zone and enjoy 

new sounds, just as Debussy did over 130 years ago.  

 

 

Atashgah     Colin Jacobson (b. 1978) 

 

Atashgah refers to the Fire Temple of Isfahan, an archaeological complex containing the 

remains of many structures including temples, which date back to pre-Islamic Persia near the 

city of Isfahan. Colin Jacobson has written about his composition for kamancheh and orchestra 

as follows:  

Sometimes a person and place can affect you in ways that you wouldn’t have imagined at the 

time…  

When I visited Kayhan Kalhor in Iran in the summer of 2004 on a cultural exchange grant made 

possible by the Silk Road Project, one of the things I saw was an ancient fire temple, or 

Atashgah, a little outside of the city of Isfahan. Originally built as a holy site for the Zoroastrian 

religion in the Sassanid period of Iran’s history (3rd-6th centuries AD), its flames have probably 

not been lit in centuries, but it still feels like a place of great power; a place where you become 

aware of layers of history. For me, the experience of listening  

to Kayhan play music is often like watching a fire in a fireplace; it is mesmerizing, hypnotic, and 

yet constantly changing. His music comes from a deep inner creative fire. When I returned from 



Iran that summer, I felt the need to do something with what I had heard and experienced. I’ve 

been writing and arranging music ever since, hoping I caught at least a spark of that creative 

fire. Originally written for Brooklyn Rider and Kayhan, the piece has since been performed and 

recorded by The Silk Road Ensemble and Yo-Yo Ma. This is the premiere of its version for 

kamancheh and string orchestra. 

 

 

Violin Concerto in D Major, Op. 35     Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky  
(1840-1893) 

 

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky was arguably the greatest of the Russian composers of the 19th 

century. Although definitely a Russian composer, he has had a profound impact on classical 

music in the United States. There are numerous ballet companies who stay solvent by their 

Christmas performances of his ballet The Nutcracker. And could we really have a Fourth of July 

celebration without fireworks exploding to his 1812 Overture? I wonder how many Americans 

imagine the piece is commemorating some American victory in our War of 1812 with England 

rather than what it really celebrates — the Russian victory over Napoleon and the invading 

French army. Another American link to Tchaikovsky has to do with our greatest concert venue, 

New York City’s Carnegie Hall. In 1891, by then a distinguished composer, Tchaikovsky was 

invited to open the new hall. Although he did not write a special composition for the 

inauguration, he did conduct a number of his works during the opening week and had a terrific 

time. He wrote in his diary, “in other countries, if somebody comes up to you and they’re nice, 

you suspect, ‘What do they want?’ Here in America, they don’t want anything. They just want to 

be nice.” Who says New Yorkers are rude?  

Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D Major is surely one of his most popular works and one of the 

most popular violin concertos for both audiences and violinists. It is hard to believe that the 

most famous critic of his day, Eduard Hanslick, wrote of its premiere in 1881, it is "long and 

pretentious" and said that it "brought us face to face with the revolting thought that music can 

exist which stinks to the ear", calling the last movement "odorously Russian". Hanslick went on 

to say that "the violin was not played but beaten black and blue." That may be a reaction to the 

violinist more than the composition. Of course, musicians love quotes that show how wrong 

critics can be; they sustain us through our own reviews!  

The concerto was written in Switzerland, on the shores of Lake Geneva, where Tchaikovsky 

had gone for a rest cure for depression. He completed the work within a month, although he 

later replaced his original middle movement with the soulful movement we now know 

apparently on the advice of his brother Modest. Tchaikovsky intended the first performance to 

be given by Leopold Auer, and had actually dedicated to work to him before showing it to Auer. 

Auer, known today as the great teacher of violin in St. Petersburg numbering Jascha Heifetz 

among his pupils, was a wonderful violinist, but refused to perform it. He always claimed it had 

nothing to do with the work’s difficulty — he just didn’t like it. The first performance was 

eventually given by Adolph Brodsky on December 4, 1881 in Vienna.  

The first movement is by far the longest and most complex, longer than the other two 

movements combined. An interesting characteristic is that each of its two main melodies is 

lyrical and gentle,  

both quickly followed by extraordinary difficult violin embellishments of great intensity. This 

pattern of gentle melodies followed by virtuoso violin writing remains consistent throughout the 

movement.  



The middle section of the first movement has a strong, heroic version of the graceful opening 

theme, which is taken up by the violin and orchestra together. An unusual feature of this 

movement is the placement of the violin cadenza. In most concertos the cadenza, a section for 

just the soloist, comes just before the end of the first movement. Here, the cadenza comes 

earlier, just before the return of the lovely opening theme played by the flute, one of the most 

beautiful moments in this movement.  

The new second movement is basically a beautiful Russian song played and then decorated by 

the violin. It is one of Tchaikovsky’s most inspired melodic creations. Toward the end of the 

movement there are quiet hints of the beginning melody of the final movement, which then 

explodes without a break. The final movement has a simple form: Three different melodies 

played one after another, and then repeated. The first is quite fast and continues the virtuosity 

of the first movement in its speed and complex figurations. The second, slower melody has a 

distinct Slavic nature, and is the most Russian melody of the concerto. The third lovely and 

soulful melody is introduced by the winds, followed by the violin. The three melodies repeat and 

it seems the first melody will return for still a third time, but this time it drives quickly to the end 

with a burst of virtuosity that outdoes all the earlier moments. Truly this concerto is an amazing 

display both of beautiful melodies and extraordinary violin writing and it deserves the wide 

affection with which it is heard throughout the world.      

 

Program notes by Orin Grossman 


