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Symphony review: DSSO tackles dueling symphonies
By Lawrance Bernabo, for the News Tribune on Oct 18, 2015 at 6:36 p.m.

or “Final Revelations,” the Duluth Superior Symphony Orchestra presented a pair of symphonies

on Saturday night at the DECC Symphony Hall and demonstrated conductor Dirk Meyer’s flair for

the dramatic with a thrilling performance of Pyotr Il’yich Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 6 (Pathétique).

The other work on the program was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Symphony No. 41 (Jupiter). The

common denominator for the two pieces was that, like Beethoven, these two great composers saved

their best symphony for last. Since both Mozart and Tchaikovsky died relatively young, you can only

imagine where each could have taken the symphonic form next.

Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony requires a smaller orchestra than we usually hear, which gave the light

opening movement room to breathe. Despite Mozart’s threats to develop each of the lyrical themes in

a grander manner, he inevitably just moves on to the next catchy melody. Meyer reveled in the shifts

back and forth in tempo and volume. Mozart tends to bring out the playfulness in an orchestra and its

conductor.

However, the second movement takes a dark turn, as if the composer were signally to us that playtime

was over. The third movement, which is maddeningly short, had the woodwinds trying to wrest away a

waltz from the strings, all the while shifting back and forth from grand to delicate.

The final movement constantly shifts in tempo and intensity as well. Meyer was really working with his

left hand to coax and guide his musicians. The conclusion of the piece was greeted with polite, but not

enthusiastic applause, and it did not occur to me that Meyer was setting us up to blow our socks off

after intermission.

The development of Tchaikovsky’s opening theme by the bassoon and double-basses was tantalizing

slow and brilliantly effective. Meyer gave the pause before the luscious second theme is unleashed on

the audience a palatable weight. But all this was a mere prelude to the dramatic maelstrom that

climaxes the first movement.

If there was anything that crystallized the differences between these two symphonies it could be seen

in how Meyer used his left hand while conducting. For the Mozart it was open and relaxed, floating on

the air; but in the first movement of the Tchaikovsky it was often clenched or splayed open, tension

and power emanating from it as Meyer drove the orchestra through the piece.

It was like the music was being created on stage before us.

As much as I loved the Prokofiev Piano Concerto, the thrilling opening movement of the “Pathétique”

was the highlight of the season to date. Furthermore, I am convinced that it would not have been as

effective if the order of the two symphonies was reversed.

The tremors of that first movement affected the second, where the waltz does not quite sound like a

waltz, because it is written in 5/4 not 3/4 time. But it is with the third movement march that the

composer plays some serious head games with his audience.

Tchaikovsky excels at using the horns and percussion in this symphony; they are integral to the power

of the piece, and he uses them to provide a thrilling climax that recaptures most of the first of the

opening movement and tricks the audience into applauding.
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The only problem is there still is one movement to go, and where Tchaikovsky is most audacious is that

after the faux big finish he offers a lament that comes full circle to where we began, with the bassoons

and double-basses tolling away the final notes until we were left with silence. In fact, it was the

longest silence I can recall hearing following the final notes of a piece before the audience was moved

to applaud.

Well played, maestro.

The DSSO returns next month with another Masterworks concert, “Scandinavian Odyssey,” on Nov. 14.

Violinist Tai Murray will play the Sibelius Violin Concerto and the DSSO Chorus makes its first

appearance of the season on “A Nordic Symphony,” a smorgasbord of pieces by Nordic artists including

Sibelius’ “Finlandia.”
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Sales Account Executive
Lamar Outdoor Advertising has a Sales Account
Executive position open based out of ou...

CNA
Avanti Health Systems is accepting applications for
CNAs at Middle River Health Care...

Multimedia Sales Consultant
Multimedia Sales Consultants are responsible for selling
online and print products...
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