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D'un soir triste
Lili Boulanger (1893-1918)

El Salén México
Aaron Copland (1900-1990)

-Intermission-

Symphony No. 2

i. Allegretto
ii. Tempo andante ma rubato
iii. Vivacissimo - Lento e suave
iv. Finale: Allegro moderato

Jean Sibelius (1865-1957)
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Program Notes

Lili Boulanger's (1893-1918) D'un soir triste -- translating to "On a Sad Night" -- narrates
the evening of her quickly impending death. Boulanger composed the piece in 1918 at the age
of only 24. From her infancy, she struggled with tuberculosis for her entire life. In her final
years, the composer's illness rendered her homebound and aware that her death was
imminent. Though Lili completed the piece in 1918, her sister Nadia, who was one of the most
highly regarded music educators of the 20th century, kept the score private until shortly before
her own death in 1979. D'un soir triste was the last of her works which Lili Boulanger notated
herself. As she did so while in failing health, the manuscript is difficult to decipher, and much
scholarship has been dedicated to constructing legible editions of the piece for performance.

The piece opens with the subject aware that death will soon arrive. She laments this,
first at peace, but soon turning to uproarious anguish. As this anguish builds to its climax, death
arrives, pounding on her door. As her final moments count down, the subject turns to pleading
prayer, ultimately leading her to accept her fate. Death violently strikes, but the subject
surrenders peacefully as she becomes one with the night.

Aaron Copland's (1900-1990) EI Salén México documents his impressions of Mexican
folk music he heard in a dance hall of the same name. The American composer was an avid
traveler, first traveling to Mexico in 1932. The piece synthesizes folk songs Copland heard in
El Salén México with his own compositional stylings. Commenting on the work, the composer
said that in that place he felt a deep and natural connection to the spirit of the music and that,
as a tourist, his work shares his personal reflections on the music he heard there.

Copland completed the piece in 1936, leading to its premiere in 1937. As a whole, it is
a kaleidoscopic collection of song fragments. The piece briefly opens with two motivic tunes
before contrasting cadenzas of the trumpet and clarinet. The bass clarinet and bassoon dance
a duet, giving way to a gentle ballad of strings. The woodwinds interrupt, spinning the
orchestra into an energetic dance. Ballad fragments return briefly but gain momentum toward
to the piece's finale. Here, the music jumps between songs at a break-neck pace, culminating

in the work's wild and joyful conclusion.
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Despite Jean Sibelius's (1865-1957) denial that he composed his Symphony No. 2 as
an expression of Finnish nationalism, it is frequently regarded as such. The composer
completed the work in 1902, as Finland, his home country, was facing the effects of the
Russian Empire's policies of Russification. As the Finnish people had their native language
suppressed and their military absorbed by Russia's, many saw Sibelius's symphony as a
triumphant rallying cry in their fight to preserve their own sovereignty.

Though the work valiantly served to inspire the Finnish resistance against the
oppression of the Russian Empire, [ interpret it rather as an account of Sibelius's personal
struggle to find inner peace. The composer was deeply anxious and struggled with self-
doubt and an addiction to alcohol throughout much of his life. Additionally, his daughter
passed away from illness only two years before he composed this work. As such, I hear the
music -- often slightly askew of finding conclusive satisfaction -- as a narration of the
composer's search for respite from his personal troubles.

The first movement opens and closes with a calm and gentle pulsating theme. In the
development, however, this gentle pulsating turns to anxious creeping in the strings,
leading to a fiery and overbearing ensemble climax. This creeping anxiety reemerges in
the opening of the second movement, as cello and double bass pizzicati underscore a
brooding duet of bassoons. A frenetic sequence of contrasting episodes ensues. Eventually,
shades of triumph begin to appear, but amidst a building plea. Ultimately, this triumph is
denied. The third movement presents two episodes of lashing anger. A calm pastoral
dream occurs between them but is fleeting. As the movement ends, however, this dream
reappears, gaining traction and initiating the finale. The final movement begins with a
triumphant ensemble theme, but jarring stabs from the tuba and double basses render it
unfulfilling. Only after a prolonged perseverant build does peace arrive, not as triumph,

but as exhausted contentment.

~Matthew Henson
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