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Program Notes

Arvo Pirt, Cantus in Memoriam Benjamin Britten (1977)

Written for strings and a singular bell, this tribute to composer
Benjamin Britten inhabits a ritualistic atmosphere filled with chantlike
gestures that return in patterns. Pirt explores dynamic extremes,
opening the piece at pianississimo and patiently building to fortississimo.
What may first appear spare or static becomes, in repeated listening,
multi-dimensional. Central to the work is Pirt’s tintinnabuli (Latin for
‘little bells’) style, in which the music is organized around a careful
relationship between two complementary musical voices; the melodic
voice moves stepwise diatonically and the tintinnabuli voice moves by
patterned triadic movement. Pért’s system insists on rigid musical
parameters around pitch and rhythm, but also departs from principles
of Serialism by aiming to reduce all possible parameters of music “to



the primordial elements of the language of sound,” as the Arvo Pirt
Centre describes. Pirt has summarized his philosophy as “‘spiritual
fasting,” an ‘escape into voluntary poverty’ filled with humility and
prayerful concentration.”

Jessie Montgomery, Hymn for Everyone (2021)

“Hymn for Everyone is based on a hymn that I wrote during the spring of
2021 that was a reflection on personal and collective challenges
happening at the time. Up until that point, I had resisted composing
“response pieces” to the pandemic and social-political upheaval, and
had been experiencing an intense writer’s block.

But one day, after a long hike, this hymn just came to me — a rare
occurrence. The melody traverses through different orchestral “choirs,”
and is accompanied by the rest of the ensemble. It is a kind of
meditation for orchestra, exploring various washes of color and timbre
through each repetition of the melody.”

— Jessie Montgomery

Antonin Dvoiak, Symphony No. 8 in G Major, Op. 85 (1889)

Known for its broad lyricism, rhythmic vitality, and bright warmth, this
symphony quickly established itself as one of the Czech composer’s
masterworks. Born in the countryside outside of Prague during a
period of national liberation movements across Europe, Dvorak’s
cultural identity was core to his compositional voice, and his eighth
symphony served as an homage to the music of his Bohemian
homeland. While German and Austrian music dominated in the
nineteenth century, representing the highest peak of musical
achievement at the time, Dvorak persistently navigated his own



cultural departures from symphonic trends. He was quickly
pigeonholed as a “nationalist” composer, a term rarely applied to
Beethoven, Schubert, or Brahms, who employed folk elements as well.

Although, at a glance, Dvorak adheres to the structures of the classical
symphony (four movements with established tempos), the work is filled
with surprising thematic development. The soaring, elegiac cello theme
that introduces the symphony quickly journeys to more buoyant,
rhythm-forward themes. The second movement, reminiscent of the
funeral march in Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, incorporates
uncomfortable moments of silence juxtaposed with striking romantic
themes. The third “scherzo” movement incorporates the Czech furiant,
a dance in triple time with stark character changes, followed by a
resounding trumpet fanfare announcing the final movement of the
symphony.
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