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Academic Festival Overture, Op. 80      Johannes Brahms  
   (1833-1897) 
 
 
An American in Paris  George Gershwin  
   (1898-1937) 

Intermission 
 
 
Pictures at an Exhibition  Modest Mussorgsky 
 Promenade I  (1839-1881) 
 Gnomus Orchestrated by Maurice Ravel  
 Promenade II (1875-1937) 
 Il vecchio castello,  The Old Castle 
 Promenade III 
 Tuileries 
 Bydlo 
 Promenade IV 
 Ballet des poussin dans leurs coques, Ballet of Unhatched Chicks 
 Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle 
 Limoges, The Market Place 
 Catacombae. Sepulcrum Romanum 
 Con mortuis in lingua mortua (Among the dead in the language of the dead) 
 Baba Yaga 
 Le grande porte de Kiev, The Great Gate of Kiev 
 
 

 
 
 

  



 
PROGRAM NOTES  

 
Composed in 1880 as a thank-you for an honorary doctorate from the University of Breslau, Brahms’ 
Academic Festival Overture is a lively and somewhat playful work that departs from the typical formal nature 
of academic celebrations. Rather than a solemn tribute, Brahms infuses the overture with exuberance, using 
several well-known student songs to convey a sense of joy and festivity. 

The piece opens with a grand, ceremonial introduction, setting a dignified tone, but quickly shifts to a more 
vibrant and spirited character as Brahms introduces the traditional student anthem "Gaudeamus igitur". Other 
student songs follow, each treated with Brahms’ skillful orchestration, which blends humor with moments of 
lyrical beauty. The music alternates between lively, dance-like passages and more reflective, tender sections. 

The overture builds to a triumphant conclusion, with a final, joyful return to "Gaudeamus igitur". While written 
as a lighthearted thank-you, Academic Festival Overture is a masterful blend of wit, celebration, and Brahms' 
impeccable craftsmanship, making it a beloved and enduring piece in the concert repertoire. 

 

Composed in 1928, An American in Paris is one of Gershwin’s most famous orchestral works, inspired by his 
trip to Paris. A symphonic tone poem, the piece captures the energy, excitement, and contrasts of a young 
American’s experience in the French capital. 

The work opens with the sound of a taxi horn, setting the stage for a musical journey through the bustling 
streets of Paris. Gershwin blends jazz rhythms and classical orchestration to evoke the lively atmosphere of 
the city, while moments of introspection suggest the traveler’s occasional loneliness and longing. 

The music builds to a lively, joyful conclusion, mirroring the American’s growing immersion in Parisian life. 
With its memorable melodies and rhythmic vitality, An American in Paris remains a vibrant celebration of both 
American spirit and the charm of Paris. 

 

Originally composed in 1874 for piano, Pictures at an Exhibition by Modest Mussorgsky was inspired by an art 
exhibition in St. Petersburg, showcasing the works of his late friend, the artist Viktor Hartmann. The piece 
presents a musical journey through ten of Hartmann's paintings, each represented by a vivid and imaginative 
musical tableau. 

In 1922, French composer Maurice Ravel orchestrated Mussorgsky's piano work, enhancing its rich textures 
and dramatic impact. Ravel’s arrangement preserves Mussorgsky’s unique character and vivid imagery while 
expanding the color palette through the full symphonic orchestra. 

The suite opens with the famous Promenade, representing the viewer’s stroll through the gallery. Each 
movement that follows portrays a different artwork, from the whimsical Gnomus (depicting a grotesque 
gnome) to the majestic The Great Gate of Kiev, a grand finale symbolizing a towering architectural design. 
Ravel's orchestration brings out the full emotional range of Mussorgsky's composition, transforming the piano 
pieces into a dynamic orchestral experience. 

Together, Mussorgsky's original brilliance and Ravel's masterful orchestration make Pictures at an Exhibition a 
powerful and unforgettable musical depiction of art, imagination, and creativity. 

 

Program notes by Tasman Tantasawat 
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Music changes lives. So do our donors. 
Charitable gifts from music lovers, like you, provide critical support for the Don Wright Faculty of Music.  

To help us to continue to enrich our community through the power of music,  
please make a donation online  or call Allison Price at 519-661-2111 ext. 85695. 

https://www.giving.westernu.ca/where-to-give/faculties/don-wright-faculty-of-music/

