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MOZART AND MAHLER
 Charleston Gaillard Center June 9, 8:00pm 
 Martha and John M. Rivers  
 Performance Hall

 Conductor Steven Sloane
 Piano Pedja Muzijevic
   
  Spoleto Festival USA Orchestra

  1 hour, 45 minutes | Performed with one intermission 

Program

     Piano Concerto no. 15 in B-flat Major, K. 450    Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756 – 91)
          I. Allegro
          II. Andante
          III. Allegro
                  Pedja Muzijevic, piano
 

Intermission

     Symphony no. 1 in D Major, “Titan”      Gustav Mahler (1860 – 1911)
          I. Langsam, schleppend – Immer sehr gemächlich      
          II. Kräftig bewegt, doch nicht zu schnell, Recht gemächlich
          III. Feierlich und gemessen, ohne zu schleppen
          IV. Stürmisch bewegt – Energisch
    

This performance is made possible in part through funds from the Spoleto Festival USA Endowment, generously supported by 
BlueCross BlueShield of South Carolina, Wells Fargo, and Bank of America. 

Program Notes

Piano Concerto no. 15 in B-flat Major, K. 450

“Mozartl!” That—at least according to the report of his 
widow, Alma—was the last word Gustav Mahler uttered on 
his deathbed, expressing his undying love (using an Austrian 
diminutive) of a composer whose work had inspired some 
of his finest achievements as a conductor. In fact, this titan 
of late romanticism had a keen appreciation of his classical 
predecessors. And much as Mahler expanded the horizon of the 
symphony, Mozart forged a new path for the genre of the piano 
concerto that would lead to Beethoven and a bold succession of 
19th-century concerto masterpieces. 

Mozart also more or less established the paradigm for living 
as a freelance composer in Vienna that Beethoven would later 
follow when he first settled in the capital. Mozart did not have 
Haydn’s luck with the longstanding system of patronage. He 
loathed his boss in Salzburg but was unable to find an alternative 

post; so he decided in 1781 to move to Vienna, where he would 
have a greater measure of the creative freedom he yearned 
for. To make ends meet, Mozart cultivated his celebrity as a 
keyboard virtuoso by organizing concerts featuring his latest 
compositions for the instrument. In a letter to his father around 
the time he introduced the K. 450 Piano Concerto no. 15 in 1784, 
Mozart complained: “I’ve been feeling somewhat tired lately—
from so much performing; and it’s not the least of my credits 
that my listeners never are. …” [Mozart’s emphasis].

Mozart didn’t write his piano concertos as pure “art for art’s 
sake” but as market-driven commodities. But he did so while at 
the same time pushing the boundaries of that market. K. 450, for 
example, explores the role of woodwinds in the ensemble more 
prominently than before. In this concerto, fresh approaches 
to orchestration are integrated in fascinating ways with the 
refined virtuosity and imagination the public expected when 
Mozart was on the billing. 
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Mozart had inaugurated a system of keeping track of the prolific 
flow of works from his pen by using a dated catalogue less than 
two months before (officially, with K. 449, the Concerto in E-flat 
Major). His entry for the B-flat major concerto is dated March 
15, 1785, which was followed by two more similarly large-
scaled concertos that spring: nos. 16 and 17 (K. 451 and 453, 
respectively). 

The composer was well aware that he was breaking ground, and 
he was also eager to know what his father and sister thought of 
these new works. In a letter from May 1784, Mozart writes that 
he finds it “impossible to choose between the two concertos 
[nos. 15 and 16]. I think they are both concertos that make you 
sweat.—But as far as difficulty is concerned, the B-flat has the 
advantage over the D major.” 

Mozart entrusts the orchestral introduction at first to the 
woodwinds. The soloist enters with a theatrical call to attention 
before actually taking up the main idea. This give-and-take 
between the soloist and ensemble becomes as much the “theme” 
of the first movement as the splendidly developed musical 
material.

The andante manifests the more chamber-like style that had 
characterized Mozart’s writing preceding K. 449 concerto. 
There are just two variations, but each reimagines the theme so 
intricately that they call for a kind of virtuosity that is distinct 
from that of the outer movements: the ability to make the 
keyboard breathe and sing in a mood of sustained rapture.

The finale revolves around the rhythmically irresistible theme 
first given by the piano—a deceptively simple-sounding idea, 
as Mozart turns it into an obstacle course of dazzling scales; 
getting the timing and articulation just right resembles skating 
on a thin crust of ice. With a brilliant soloist, it’s easy to imagine 
how exhilarating it must have been to belong to those first 
audiences in Vienna, when Mozart himself was at the keyboard. 

Symphony no. 1 in D Major (“Titan”)

Mahler’s first symphony ranks among the most thrilling debuts 
in the literature. Drawing on material he had written even 
earlier, Mahler was just 28 when he completed this ambitious 
score in 1888—incidentally, the same age as Mozart when 
he wrote K. 450—but he continued to revise and fine-tune it 
for years. Despite his youth, the first symphony juxtaposes a 
lifetime of experience: the innocence of childhood remembered 
with the mature contemplation of a philosopher; the passion 
of first love with profound despair and the dread of death; 
ecstatic appreciation of nature and individual longing for 
transcendence. Mahler conveys all of this through his bold 
expansion of symphonic content and form.

Following the first symphony’s premiere in Budapest in 
November 1889, Mahler made significant alterations to the 
score and to how he wanted to present it to the public. Initially, 
he had divided the work into two large parts, using the romantic 
symphonic poem as a model: The Days of Youth and Commedia 
humana. The first part included a bucolic additional movement 
(titled “Blumine” or “Flora”), which Mahler later discarded. At 

this stage, he referred to the work as a “tone poem in the form 
of a symphony,” giving it the title, “Titan.” This was in homage 
to a favorite early romantic writer, Jean Paul (Johann Paul 
Friedrich Richter), whose novel Titan left a strong imprint on 
young Mahler.

But the first symphony incorporates many inspirations: in 
addition to literature, these include folk music and art song, 
visual sources, and philosophy, and of course Mahler’s own 
emotional and spiritual experiences. The Budapest premiere 
was a disaster, so Mahler later provided a program to “explain” 
the music, and the next performance met with success. But 
later he opted to remove his descriptions on the grounds that 
they distracted from the power of the music itself. In this sense, 
the first symphony could be said to alternate between models 
of programmatic and abstract music: the two poles that had 
divided composers by the end of the 19th century.

The score itself contains suggestive remarks for the musicians: 
as in the opening bars, which are intended to evoke the “sound of 
nature.” It’s a sonority we encounter in a state of primeval stasis, 
as if at the beginning of a day, or even of the world. The cosmic 
dimension gradually focuses into a scene of spring and love 
awakening. Mahler’s kaleidoscopic use of orchestral color to 
depict bird calls and lyrical contemplation enhances the sense 
of life gathering strength and bursting forth. Distant fanfares 
enter the scene, foreshadowing major events and turning points 
to come.

A striding, optimistic theme takes the spotlight: a self-quotation 
from a song in Mahler’s early cycle Lieder eines Fahrenden 
Gesellen (“Songs of a Wayfarer”), which had been inspired by 
his youthful love for a soprano. A signature of the first symphony 
is how Mahler makes the self-contained atmosphere of the art 
song an integral part of his epic orchestral soundscape. Later 
in the movement, Mahler reintroduces echoes of the slow, 
brooding introduction, but this time anticipating the triumph to 
come in the symphony’s apotheosis. 

The scherzo also draws on music Mahler had previously 
written and presents a lively variant on gestures from the first 
movement (such as the rising-scale idea of the main theme). 
Contrasted with the earthy, rhythmic vigor of the main sections 
is a pastoral trio of restrained grace. 

Another song without words is the subject of the bizarre, 
macabre third movement: here we encounter Mahler the ironist, 
no longer swept away by the blinding illusions of young love. The 
background inspiration here is visual: The Hunter’s Funeral, an 
etching by Jacques Callot that depicts a procession of animals 
bearing the corpse of their hunter. Mahler builds this movement 
from simple materials, in this case the folk tune widely known 
as “Frère Jacques” (but, unusually, in the minor mode). He 
creates a surreal atmosphere through his orchestration, such 
as having a muted solo double bass play at the very top of its 
register. This processional music is interrupted by another, 
ironically cheerful procession featuring a klezmer-like band. 
Overall, Mahler conveys the impression of witnessing one’s own 
burial in progress, as if in a hallucinatory vision.
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His next gesture is outrageously bold. A master of dramatic 
contrasts to generate tension, Mahler shakes the rafters 
with a cataclysmic outburst (“stormy and agitated”). This 
is music of apocalypse, the start of a long finale to which, in 
the programmatic titles he later removed, Mahler gave the 
Dantesque inscription dall’inferno al paradiso (“from hell to 
paradise”). The central drama of the movement revolves around 
several false “breakthroughs” that turn out to be premature. 
Eventually, the implications of those distant fanfares from 
the introduction we heard so long ago—long suppressed—are 
allowed to ring through with full force. Jubilant brass echo the 
theme from Handel’s “Hallelujah” chorus that sets the phrase 
“and He shall reign forever.” A radiant affirmation of D major 
peals forth—Mahler’s deeply personal updating of the tradition 
of the “victory” symphony and its path from darkness to light. 

                – Program Notes © 2018 Thomas May

Artists

STEVEN SLOANE (conductor) is a 
versatile and visionary musician. His 
creative concepts have garnered him 
respect in artistic circles and in the realm 
of cultural politics. As the long-term 
general music director of the Bochum 
Symphony, which has been transformed 
into one of Germany’s leading orchestras 
under his direction, Sloane pushed 

forward the financing and the building of the orchestra’s own 
music center, the Anneliese Brost Musikforum Ruhr. Sloane 
takes the orchestra on tour to Bruges, Rotterdam, and South 
Korea this season, and will take part in the Ruhrtriennale, 
with a performance of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis. He 
returns as guest conductor at Spoleto Festival USA and to the 
Frankfurt Opera with Francesco Cilea’s Adriana Lecouvreur. 
He makes his debut at Malmö Opera with an orchestral 
concert before returning next season to lead a new production 
of Der Fliegende Holländer. Education and promoting young 
musicians have always been of great importance to Sloane. 
He has regularly conducted such youth orchestras as Junge 
Deutsche Philharmonie, Bundesjugendorchester, and Young 
Israel Philharmonic, and since 2013, has served as professor 
at the Universität der Künste Berlin, where he has founded the 
International Conducting Academy Berlin. A student of Eugene 
Ormandy, Franco Ferrara and Gary Bertini, Sloane has served 
as music director of Spoleto Festival USA, of Opera North in 
Leeds, the American Composers Orchestra, and as principal 
conductor of the Stavanger Symphony Orchestra.

PEDJA MUZIJEVIC (piano) has 
performed with the Dresden 
Philharmonic, Orquesta Sinfonica in 
Montevideo, Residentie Orkest in The 
Hague, St. Paul Chamber Orchestra, 
Shinsei Nihon Orchestra in Tokyo, and 
the Zagreb Philharmonic, among others. 
He has played solo recitals at Alice 
Tully Hall and Frick Collection in New 

York; Casals Hall and Bunka Kaikan in Tokyo; The Kennedy 
Center, Dumbarton Oaks, and National Gallery in Washington, 
D.C.; the Aldeburgh Festival in Great Britain, and many others. 
Highlights of the 2017 – 18 season include solo recitals at 92Y in 
New York, for Carolina Performing Arts in Chapel Hill, Mainly 
Mozart in San Diego, and Honens Festival in Calgary, as well 
as a return engagement with Zagreb Philharmonic. Combining 
his two passions, music and food, Muzijevic performs works 
by Ravel and Mussorgsky followed by a multi-course dinner 
prepared by chef David Bouley in his Test Kitchen in New 
York. He returns to the Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity to 
direct Concert in 21st Century residency for musicians, which 
explores possibilities of concert formats and what we can do to 
position classical music better in today’s society.

THE SPOLETO FESTIVAL USA ORCHESTRA appears 
at the Festival in many different configurations, performing in 
opera, symphonic, choral, chamber, and contemporary music 
performances. Formed anew each year through nationwide 
auditions, the orchestra is largely comprised of young 
professionals or players in advanced degree programs. Alumni of 
the Spoleto Festival USA Orchestra are on the rosters of leading 
orchestras throughout the world, including the Metropolitan 
Opera Orchestra, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, The Cleveland 
Orchestra, LA Phil, and San Francisco Symphony, among others.
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