
Autumn Reflections 
 
Carl Nielsen: Prelude to Act II from Saul and David 
 
The songs, symphonies, choral works, and chamber music of Carl Nielsen have 
established him as the greatest composer that Denmark has produced.  Less well 
known are his two operas, including Saul and David, first produced in Copenhagen in 
1902.  Although the opera received mixed critical reception, its magnificent Prelude to 
Act Two has become popular as a favorite work in the orchestra repertory.  The excerpt 
reflects the typical purity of Nielsen’s clear, brilliant sonorities. At this point in the 
operatic narrative, Saul’s son Jonathan has asked the shepherd boy David to soothe his 
father with music. This prelude, the only purely instrumental music in the entire opera, 
sets the scene of splendour in Saul’s palace.  
 
 Jennifer Higdon: blue cathedral (1999) 
 
Recognized by the League of American Orchestras as one of America's most frequently 
performed composers, Brooklyn-born Jennifer Higdon has been honored with numerous 
distinctions, including two Grammy Awards and the 2010 Pulitzer Prize in Music.   
Higdon’s orchestral work Blue Cathedral was commissioned and premiered in 2000 by 
the Curtis Institute of Music, where she holds the Rock Chair in Composition.  Since its 
premiere in 2000, Blue Cathedral has received more than 600 performances, making it 
one of the most performed contemporary orchestral compositions in the repertoire.  Of 
the work, the composer writes: 
 

“blue cathedral” Blue…like the sky. Where all possibilities soar. Cathedrals…a place of thought, 
growth, spiritual expression…serving as a symbolic doorway in to and out of this world. Blue 
represents all potential and the progression of journeys. Cathedrals represent a place of 
beginnings, endings, solitude, fellowship, contemplation, knowledge and growth. As I was 
writing this piece, I found myself imagining a journey through a glass cathedral in the sky. 
Because the walls would be transparent, I saw the image of clouds and blueness permeating 
from the outside of this church. In my mind's eye the listener would enter from the back of the 
sanctuary, floating along the corridor amongst giant crystal pillars, moving in a contemplative 
stance. The stained glass windows' figures would start moving with song, singing a heavenly 
music. The listener would float down the aisle, slowly moving upward at first and then 
progressing at a quicker pace, rising towards an immense ceiling which would open to the 
sky…as this journey progressed, the speed of the traveler would increase, rushing forward and 
upward. I wanted to create the sensation of contemplation and quiet peace at the beginning, 
moving towards the feeling of celebration and ecstatic expansion of the soul, all the while 
singing along with that heavenly music.  
 
These were my thoughts when The Curtis Institute of Music commissioned me to write a work to 
commemorate its 75th anniversary. Curtis is a house of knowledge--a place to reach towards 
that beautiful expression of the soul which comes through music. I began writing this piece at a 
unique juncture in my life and found myself pondering the question of what makes a life. The 
recent loss of my younger brother, Andrew Blue, made me reflect on the amazing journeys that 
we all make in our lives, crossing paths with so many individuals singularly and collectively, 
learning and growing each step of the way. This piece represents the expression of the 
individual and the group…our inner travels and the places our souls carry us, the lessons we 



learn, and the growth we experience. In tribute to my brother, I feature solos for the clarinet (the 
instrument he played) and the flute (the instrument I play). Because I am the older sibling, it is 
the flute that appears first in this dialog. At the end of the work, the two instruments continue 
their dialogue, but it is the flute that drops out and the clarinet that continues on in the upward 
progressing journey.  
 
This is a story that commemorates living and passing through places of knowledge and of 
sharing and of that song called life.”  

 
Johannes Brahms: Symphony No. 4 in E Minor 
 

By his mature years of the 1880s, Johannes Brahms’ great professional success, 
conscientious management of finances, and a simple lifestyle had enabled him the 
freedom to compose in accordance with his own wishes.  Much as his model Beethoven 
had done during his late years, Brahms’ priorities self-consciously shifted to create 
works not just for his own time, but for future generations.  Brahms composed the first 
two movements of his final symphony during the summer of 1884, completing the 
remaining two the following summer. That October the composer himself conducted the 
completed symphony to resounding public acclaim.  

The Fourth Symphony distinguishes itself from its three predecessors in the 
extreme economy of its constantly evolving organic material.  In the larger realm, the 
relatively rare key of E minor further proclaims its uniqueness in the symphonic canon.  
Ever self-aware of his historical place in the lineage of symphonic masters, Brahms 
claims alliance with his forerunners by merging his own style with retrospective formal 
designs that turn back to Pre-Classical styles. 

Perhaps no symphonic opening has earned the descriptor “autumnal” better than 
that of the elegiac first movement. The absence of introductory material creates a sense 
of immediacy, even urgency beneath its melancholy exterior.  The melody’s wide-
spanning intervals of falling thirds and their inversion, rising 6ths sigh wistfully above a 
warmly arpeggiated bass.  Yet, these intervals along with their harmonic underpinnings 
are not merely expressive, but permeate all four movements to unite the entire work.  A 
series of transitional variants that spin out above repetitions of the opening harmonic 
structure recall the antique spirit of a passacaglia, an allusion that will become 
crystalized in the final movement of the symphony. These added motives increase in 
rhythmic activity, evolving into a surprisingly martial fanfare in the horns and woodwinds 
with powerful triplets. After a brief recombination with a variant of the opening theme, 
the winds emerge with Theme Two. In comparison with the disjunct intervals of the first 
theme, it is smoothly stepwise, endowing the triplets now with a lyrical character.  The 
Development section continues to re-work the materials of the Exposition, although the 
entire movement would be best understood as a process of continuous development 
throughout.  A Coda brings the movement to a magnificent close with a restatement of 
Theme One in triumphant antiphonal alternation between the full winds and strings.    

A brief introduction in Hypophrygian mode with horn and woodwinds in unison 
announces the Andante moderato, a modified sonata form without development section.  
The strings immediately take up the noble theme, now in a hushed pianissimo, which 
leads eventually to a transition that culminates in a recollection of the brilliant triplets 
from the first movement. The cello restores the gentle poise of the movement with its 



announcement of the second theme. The parallel passage in the Recapitulation leads 
from pianissimo to fortissimo to the climax of the movement, which quickly subsides to 
the whisper of the beginning.  

It is fitting in this retrospective work that Brahms would assign a scherzo as the 
third movement, as had Beethoven before him. The duple meter of this Allegro giocoso, 
however, departs from the typical ¾ meter scherzo of a Beethoven symphony.  Nor is 
its character that of the earlier master’s lightly humorous scherzi, but more like a 
boisterous peasant dance.  Highly unusual among scherzi is its sonata form which, 
even amid its joyous mood, lends the movement a seriousness and weightiness.   
References to the falling thirds of the earlier movements reappear in various guises, 
and the triplet rhythm makes appearances in both of the main themes. 

The finale is cast in the form of a passacaglia, a series of variations over a 
repeating ostinato.  Brahms reportedly adapted his bass line from that of the final  
chorale of Bach’s Cantata No. 150. The movement consists of an eight-bar theme 
followed by 32 variations that coexists within the larger structure of sonata form. 
The Exposition presents the stern eight-bar ostinato bass above which is suspended a 
series of a dozen variations that represent a compendium of Brahmsian melodic and 
rhythmic techniques: melodies rich in intervals of thirds and sixths, widely spanning 
melodies, syncopations, and polyrhythms of two against three eighth notes. The violins 
pay tribute to J.S. Bach in a pair of variations with bariolage bowing, a pattern of fast 
alternation between two strings. A change to major mode and lighter texture heralds a 
brief interlude of more tenderly lyrical character, which is broken by the intrusive return 
of the ostinato that signals the beginning of the Development section.  A varied 
restatement of the first four variations constitutes the Recapitulation. The movement is 
crowned by a lively Coda that recalls once more the original eight-measure theme 
before dissolving its structure in a free, exciting conclusion.    
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