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 Symphony No.2  [28:22] 
1  Sostenuto – Allegro molto 9:54
2 Largo  11:52
3 Allegro vivace  6:42

 Violin Concerto, Op.12 [28:55]
4 I.  Andante con moto 10:53
5 IIa. Notturno: Allegro un poco tenuto 3:41
6 IIb. Cadenza: Moderato  3:30
7 IIc. Serenata: Allegretto  3:32
8 III.  Allegro molto, un poco agitato 7:19

                                                                       Total duration:  57:25
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The Great War of 1914-18 lasted just 52 months but its repercussions continue to 
resonate more than a century later. The fall of Nations, Kingdoms and Empires, 
the redrawing of national borders and other upheavals the war brought in its 
train extended to virtually every aspect of human existence, from nationality, 
politics, society, law, government, emancipation, education – and all branches 
of creative art.

In music, the axis of German high-Romanticism, exemplified in the late-
Wagnerian scores of Mahler and Richard Strauss, was severely compromised 
in practical terms by the post-war collapse of the German economy, with large 
orchestras becoming the exception rather than the rule. Whereas prior to 1914 
Richard Strauss, Stravinsky, Debussy and Ravel could demand – and get – large 
orchestras for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes productions in Paris, Schoenberg for 
Pelleas und Melisande and Gurrelieder in Vienna, with large orchestral forces 
afforded Rachmaninov and Scriabin in Russia, Elgar, Vaughan Williams, Holst 
and Delius in Britain, alongside established concert series and new opera 
productions, after 1918, the impact of economic constraints across Europe saw 
far greater reliance upon smaller ensembles, facilitating for younger composers a 
move towards abandoning neo-Romanticism and its trappings.

Of course, these were not comprehensive restructurings, but were sufficiently 
widespread to become more or less permanent, with large orchestras considered 
the exception rather than the rule. During the initial post-First World War years, 

composers in their twenties benefitted most from this new instrumental 
asceticism. In Britain, Bliss, Walton and Constant Lambert exemplified musical 
youth. In France, Les Six – amongst others – carried the banner of new music, and 
with the rise of gramophone recording and national broadcasting, together with 
the introduction of air travel and sound-on-film in the 1920s, musical languages 
changed greatly from such wider dissemination. Trans-national influences of 
jazz and popular music were also threaded into classical structures by George 
Gershwin, Darius Milhaud, Kurt Weill, Ernst Krenek, George Antheil and Aaron 
Copland (the last four all born in 1900). 

In Germany, it was the music of Hindemith, Krenek and Weill especially that came 
to personify the latest aestheticism, of whom Weill made the widest impact in 
popular terms through the success of Der Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny 
Opera) in 1928 – which was soon filmed. As a teenager, Weill had worked in 
musical theatre in his native Dessau, inspiring his life-long aim of making the 
genre aesthetically valid, without neglecting concert and chamber music. 

Weill was too young for war-time conscription. His natural gifts first drew him, 
as a teenaged aspiring composer, to the established language, if not the scale, 
of late-Romanticism. Following his work in the Dessau theatre, early post-war 
studies in Berlin with Philipp Jarnach led to Weill beginning his First Symphony, 
wherein his creative abilities are fully apparent.

It was the on-going composition of the symphony, alongside several less 
ambitious completed works, that impressed the 54-year-old Ferruccio Busoni 
in December 1920 when he arrived as Professor of composition at the Berlin 
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Preussische Akademie der Künste. Busoni was also a piano virtuoso and possessor 
of a legendary intellect; his own earlier music is couched in the language of late-
Romanticism, yet in the final 20 years of his life he became interested in the music 
of Schoenberg, Debussy and Reger. Busoni chose the 20-year-old Weill as one of 
five master-students, appraised by his own earlier pupil Jarnach and the critic 
Oscar Bie. Weill studied with Busoni for three years, the growth of his creativity 
culminating in his Concerto for Violin and Orchestra of Wind Instruments 
(with percussion and double bass) of 1924.

Busoni had been sufficiently impressed with Weill to urge his publishers, 
Universal Edition, to accept the young man’s music. Weill offered the Concerto 
to Joseph Szigeti, whose many upcoming engagements prevented him from 
programming it. The score was then shown to Marcel Darrieux, a noted violinist 
who had premiered Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto the previous October in 
Paris under Serge Koussevitsky. It was Szigeti who made the first recording of 
Prokofiev’s concerto – as he did of Busoni’s – and accepted the dedication of 
Weill’s concerto, intrigued, no doubt, by the work’s unique characteristics. 

Busoni died from heart failure in July 1924, three weeks after Weill completed his 
concerto. In his final months, Busoni was visited daily by Weill, and his decline 
may have influenced aspects of the younger man’s work. Completely different 
in scale and instrumentation, Busoni’s most famous concert piece is his vast five-
movement Piano Concerto – plus male chorus in the finale – with the fourth 
movement entitled Tarantella. Weill’s Violin Concerto also has five movements 
(the central three played attacca) and has a tarantella (not so designated, but the 

character is obvious) for the finale. The first movement of Weill’s Concerto also 
quotes the funeral plainchant Dies Irae as a quasi-bizarre woodwind trio. These 
may be coincidental aspects, but cannot entirely be dismissed, and the buoyant 
character of the finale may equally reflect Weill’s engagement to the singer Lotte 
Lenya (they married in 1926, divorced in 1933 and remarried four years later).

Weill’s choice of wind orchestra may have been impelled by Stravinsky’s 
Symphonies of Wind Instruments of 1920 (although the score was not 
published until 1926) composed in memory of Debussy. Weill may equally 
have been attracted by Stravinsky’s The Soldier’s Tale, for chamber group (with 
solo violin) of 1917; be that as it may, it was Darrieux who premiered Weill’s 
concerto in Paris in 1925 with the Orchestre de Concerts Straram under the 
British conductor Walther Straram. On that occasion, listeners would have been 
struck by the concerto’s originality: no comparable work had appeared before 
from any composer.

Ostensibly in three movements (the middle movement itself tripartite), Weill’s 
orchestration demands two flutes (with piccolo), oboe, two clarinets, two 
bassoons, two horns, trumpet, timpani, percussion (snare drum, bass drum, 
triangle, cymbals, xylophone) and basses. The concerto’s first movement, Andante 
con moto, is set in train by a fluent paragraph, almost entirely given to the clarinets. 
We may be witnessing a polite discussion of high intellect, in which the soloist, 
on entering, joins before becoming the senior partner as the music unfolds. The 
clarinets continue their discussion, a semiquaver pulse maintaining the inner 
momentum throughout the music’s growing intensity until new threads gently  
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emphasize the growing tension between soloist and orchestra which causes the 
vocabulary to be heightened momentarily until the soloist and ensemble are 
brought together in an expressive coda, highlighted by soloist and French horn.

The tripartite second movement may occasionally recall Mahler; more clearly, 
a capricious passage in the Notturno implies emotionally-wrought 1920s 
nightclub music. Eventually, a sense of pacification enters, but is disabused by 
the Cadenza, as the soloist takes centre-stage in an extended passage of notable 
virtuoso demands, following which the Serenata permits the violin – almost in 
café-cabaret stylisation – a new cantilena, looking to the Berlin of Christopher 
Isherwood. Such a momentary adoption of the new early-1920s music in the 
concluding Tarantella is not solely ‘period’ expression, for, although one may 
justly claim that this music could not have been written at any other time, its 
underlying humanity is universal. 

In January 1933, Hitler came to power in Germany, and with his appointment the 
future for all Jews in that country, especially those who were famous and popular, 
was thrown into uncertainty. Less than two months later, Weill left Germany, 
productions of his most recent theatre works – Die Bürgschaft (The Guarantee, 
1932), and Der Silbersee (The Silver Lake, 1933) – now severely compromised.   

Weill and his wife moved to Paris, where they lived for a time. It was in that city 
that the Princesse Edmond de Polignac (aka Winnaretta Singer, the American-
born heiress to the Singer sewing machine fortune) commissioned a new 
orchestral work from Weill – the first conceived purely for the concert hall 
since his Violin Concerto. The new piece was what is now known, since its 

publication (as late as 1966) as Symphony No. 2, although early performances 
were entitled Symphonic Fantasy. The work was premiered by Bruno Walter and 
the Concertgebouw Orchestra in Amsterdam, with further performances (also 
under Walter) in The Hague and in Rotterdam. The music was written without any 
ostensible programme, but Walter, seeing the score, was impressed by what he 
termed its “nocturnal, uncanny, mysterious atmosphere”, and he suggested the 
title “Three Night Scenes”, which Weill adopted.

The Second Symphony comprises three separate movements, forming a fast-
slow-fast sequence. Whilst relatively commonplace today, a symphonic three-
movement structure was then quite rare: at the time, perhaps Hindemith’s Mathis 
der Maler Symphony of 1934 remains the best-known, music based on his opera 
of the same name. Weill’s first movement begins with a Sostenuto introduction, 
an immediate quasi-gruppetto kicking the work into life, heard three times (each 
a tone higher) as the rapid-fire motif grows incessantly to reveal a memorable 
lyric trumpet melody, prefacing the movement’s main Allegro molto, growing 
briskly confident in a neo-Classical manner, displaying considerable intricacy of 
thought and feeling. 

Weill’s contrapuntal mastery and his equally unselfconscious command of 
instrumentation present us with genuinely symphonic music, such as a 20th-
century Haydn would have appreciated and enjoyed. Combining thematic 
cellular life, a lively sense of momentum and various tonal bases, the music races 
to its suddenly concluding G minor chord. The Largo maintains the textural 
tutti that ended the first movement, opening with a rhythmic ictus offering 
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(as at the Symphony’s opening) considerable developmental freedom in first 
expanding a distinctive theme for full orchestra. A quasi-solemn trombone 
melody, naturally stated and elaborated more lyrically, leads inexorably to 
a powerful return of the main theme. Weill’s lyrical qualities bring a stand-
alone new theme, wound through various textures, including solo flute above 
pizzicato strings. The music, more fully orchestrated, grows in intensity before 
being suddenly discarded, the initial theme now concluding the movement in 
a pianissimo, fully-textured D major.

The Allegro vivace finale is set in train with a fresh idea on muted strings, the 
impetus of the inner rhythms full of life. The woodwinds imply a quasi-rondo 
structure – but Weill is no 20th-century imitator of Haydn’s double rondo form. 
The ideas proceed with varied episodic development, characterisations varied 
as group discussions and brilliantly orchestrated: note an extended passage 
for woodwind and brass, quasi-marziale, the strings – their mutes discarded – 
completely silent. One may imagine this passage as an unstated parody of those 
Nazi marches Weill witnessed in Germany; the music builds (with a wry nod to 
classicism) through nothing less than a double-bar and repeat (!), this formal 
device flowing as naturally as air on a fresh spring day. As the coda approaches, 
we catch a brief reminiscence of the Symphony’s initial melodic utterance, almost 
(not quite) concealing the composer’s tonal subtleties. The coda recalls scraps of 
the (now) far-away trumpet melody from the first movement, gathering in pace 
and intensity before confronting us with a startling rhythmic conclusion in an 
unalloyed, breathless C major. 

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2022
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Since participating in the BBC 
Conductors Seminar in 1985, he enjoys 
a very busy career and conducts the 
best orchestras in Europe, which 
included holding the posts of Music 
Director and Chief Conductor of the 
National Ballet of The Netherlands, the 
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Orchestra of Wales. At present he is Principal Guest conductor of the Ulster 
Orchestra and the Prague Symphony Orchestra.

He made his debut with Opera North in 2013, as well as with the Volksoper in 
Vienna. In 2015 he made a very successful debut at the Garsington Opera. 
He returned to Opera North for several productions and developed a yearly 
relationship with the Volksoper Vienna and bi-yearly appearances for Garsington 
Opera such as with Debussy’s Pelleas and Melisande in 2017 and Smetana’s The 
Bartered Bride in 2019. In the 2018-19 season he made his debut at the Oslo 
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Jac van Steen visits the UK regularly with British orchestras such as the 
Philharmonia Orchestra, the CBSO, Royal Philharmonic, Ulster Orchestra, and 
made his debut in Tokyo with the New Japan Philharmonic and the Malaysian 
Philharmonic Orchestra. Jac van Steen participates in numerous recordings for 
the BBC, as well as live broadcasts of his concerts. There are a substantial number 
of CD recordings of his work with various orchestras.

Besides his activities as conductor, he is dedicated to teaching and is Professor 
for Conducting at the Royal Conservatory of Music in The Hague. He also works 
with the Royal Academy and Royal College of Music (London) in concerts and 
masterclasses, and has worked regularly with the Royal Northern College of 
Music and Chetham’s School of Music (Manchester). In May-June 2018 he led 
the Jette Parker Young Artists showcase as organised by the Royal Opera House 
Covent Garden, London.

TAMÁS KOCSIS is a native of Budapest, Hungary. At the age of nine he was 
accepted at the Liszt Academy of Music where he studied violin with Dénes 
Kovács. In 1989 he moved to the United States to work with Josef Gingold on a 
full scholarship at Indiana University, Bloomington, and later with Dorothy DeLay 
at the Juilliard School in New York. 

He also received a full scholarship to the Aspen Music Festival. During these 
years he studied with Nelli Shkolnikova, Isaac Stern, Rostislav Dubinsky and 
János Starker.

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: C

ar
rie

 D
av

en
po

rt

Before his appointment as Leader 
of the Ulster Orchestra in 2010, 
Tamás held Concertmaster positions 
with the Fort Worth Symphony, 
the Savannah Symphony and the 
Orlando Philharmonic. He also had 
Concertmaster positions at the 
summer festivals of Breckenridge 
and Crested Butte in Colorado.

He has been invited as Guest 
Concertmaster with the orchestras 
of Charleston, Tampa, Sydney and 
Vancouver as well as being the 
Concertmaster of Opera Tampa. He 
recorded Brahms’ Violin Sonatas  
and Piano Quartets with pianist Fabio Bidini for the EPR Encore label and has 
made a number of recordings for Hungarian Radio.

He has also been honoured by receiving an Award from the European Council 
in 1994 and won the Artists’ International Auditions in New York City in 1995. In 
2006 he was knighted in Budapest.

In 2017 he founded LCMF, a chamber music festival that takes place every June in 
Georgia and South Carolina.

    


