
PROGRAM NOTES – March 18 & 19, 2017 

Grieg:  Norwegian Dance No. 1, Op. 35 

Edvard Grieg (1843-1907) was the fourth of five children born to a Scottish father and a 

Scandinavian mother, a gifted pianist. At the age of 15, Grieg began study at the Leipzig 

conservatory and from that experience became grounded in the German pianistic and 

symphonic traditions of both Mendelssohn and Schumann. 

Grieg also had a profound sense of his Norwegian heritage, reflected in his work through 

the use of dance rhythms and modal turns of harmony, to his musicological interest in the 

transcriptions of Scandinavian folk fiddling with the legendary Ole Bull.  Grieg’s works 

therefore frequently call to mind the character of Norwegian folk music. This 

nationalistic flavor combined with the conservatory tradition assured Grieg’s continuing 

popularity, just as Dvorak, Tchaikovsky, and Fauré’s music did for them and their 

countries. 

Grieg’s Norwegian Dances exemplify this nationalistic blend.  The folk song collection 

Mountain Melodies Old and New by Ludvig Mathias Lindeman was Grieg’s inspiration 

for this collection of four dances—and while they were originally written as piano duets, 

audiences are more familiar with the current orchestral version.  

Norwegian Dance No. 1 from Op. 35 is the first of four. It begins with a quickly-moving 

staccato section in D minor, which seamlessly moves into a more lyrical interlude and 

finally ends with a spirited return to the faster tempo.  (AS) 

 

Camille St. Saëns:  Carnival of the Animals 

Lions, tigers, bears, oh my!  Well, there may not be any tigers or bears, but there are 

plenty of other animals represented in Camille Saint-Saëns’ Le Carnaval des animaux. 

The French composer, organist, and teacher was one of the most famous musicians of his 

time, and former student and close friend Franz List characterized Saint-Saëns as the best 

organist in the world. 

In 1886, Saint-Saëns (1835-1921) composed Carnival of the Animals but refused to have 

it published because he thought it was frivolous and not of the musical worth as, say, his 

opera Samson and Delilah.  The only movement published during his lifetime was “The 

Swan.”  Fortunately, the entire work was published in 1922, and music teachers ever 

since have used it (as well as Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf and Britten’s Young 

Person’s Guide to the Orchestra) to showcase classical music to young listeners. 

In 1949, the popular humorist Ogden Nash wrote a comical narrative of poems to 

accompany each movement, a tradition we continue with introductions written by Peter 

Schickele and read by Pam Strait. 

So, prepare yourselves for lions, chickens, wild horses, tortoises, elephants, kangaroos, 

sealife, donkeys, birds, pianists (!), fossils, the swan, and a hodgepodge of a finale. (SO) 



 

P.D.Q. Bach (a.k.a. Peter Schickele):  Concerto for Simply Grand Piano and Orchestra 

Peter Schickele is well known in Fargo-Moorhead.  He graduated from Fargo Central 

High School in the early 50’s after a distinguished career as a bassoonist with the Fargo-

Moorhead Symphony, and went on to study at Swarthmore and with Vincent Persichetti 

at the Juilliard School in New York.  In 1959 he was part of a Ford Foundation-sponsored 

Young Composers Project, during which he worked in selected public schools in Los 

Angeles.  It was there he “discovered” his first P.D.Q. Bach work and began a versatile 

and productive career, which included teaching back in New York at the Juilliard School.  

Schickele describes his style as eclectic, largely inspired by Stravinsky and Schubert.  His 

many works include five string quartets (1983-98) that are mostly tonal, along with film 

scores, chamber and solo instrument pieces, and choral works.  His music has appeared 

on Sesame Street and in Fantasia 2000. 

Schickele regards the serious and the satiric as two forces working together instead of 

existing on opposite ends of a spectrum.  After a lifetime equally devoted to composing 

serious classical music as well as to parodying its stuffiness, Schickele has endeared 

himself to posterity with his musical talents as well as his thoroughly enjoyable satire.  

And now for P.D.Q. Bach.  His music is said to be unconventional by some, surprising its 

listeners with instruments such as the double-reed slide music stand.  His “Howdy” 

Symphony (1982) reflects upon Haydn’s Farewell Symphony (you get the idea), and a 

few other of his pieces include the dramatic oratorio Oedipus Tex, the opera The Stoned 

Guest, the Concerto for Two Pianos vs. Orchestra, and the Erotica Variations. 

The Concerto for Simply Grand Piano and Orchestra is the newest P.D.Q. Bach piece, 

and is his largest work in this century, so far. The performance features Jeffrey Biegel, 

who helped arrange the commission of this work.  The Fargo-Moorhead Symphony is 

one of the commission’s sponsors. (EW) 
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