
Symphony in the Cities 2019—Program Notes 
 
 
 
John Philip Sousa (1854—1932):  
 

"El Capitan” 
“Hands Across the Sea” 

 
While Vienna had its “waltz king” in Johann Strauss II, America and Great Britain 
both laid claim to their respective “march kings.” The Briton was Kenneth J. Alford; 
in America, the music of John Philip Sousa was played on village greens and by 
military bands from coast to coast. Sousa, composer of such favorites as The Stars 
and Stripes Forever, had a seemingly inexhaustible gift for melodies that project 
rousing spirit and energy, inspiring patriotic fervor in both players and listeners. 
 
After early studies in theory and violin performance, Sousa became an apprentice in 
the United States Marine Band at age 14. He left the band in 1875 to study 
conducting, and from 1880 onward focused on composition and conducting, 
producing a steady stream of military band music, eventually rejoining the Marine 
Band and serving as its director for 12 years. The popularity of military music at the 
turn of the 20th century made Sousa a household name throughout the U.S., and—
not afflicted with self-doubt—he is said to have considered himself and Beethoven 
to be the two most gifted composers of serious music. 
 
El Capitan, a perennial favorite among Sousa marches, occurs in his operetta of the 
same name, dating from 1896. In 1899 Sousa led his band of over a hundred players 
in this march to celebrate Admiral Dewey’s victory in the Spanish-American War. 
Hands Across the Sea was first performed that same year. Commentator Paul Brierly 
suggests that the name was inspired by a line credited to John Hookham Frere: “A 
sudden thought strikes me—let us swear an eternal friendship.” 

 
 
Zequinha de Abreu (1880—1935): “Tico-Tico no Fubá” 
 
The jazzy rhythms of “Tico-Tico” sound as if they could have been composed 
yesterday, but they are actually more than a century old; the song was composed in 
1917 by Zequinha de Abreu, a Portuguese émigré to Brazil. But its global popularity, 
launched in Hollywood, came later. Dating from a 1937 movie, Ethel Smith’s 
recording of an arrangement for theater organ sold more than two million copies 
worldwide. A decade later, in Copacabana, the “Brazilian Bombshell” Carmen 
Miranda sang it opposite Groucho Marx and made a sensation with Hollywood-ized 
lyrics about a hot date and a cuckoo clock, spurring more than forty American-style 
covers. But in Brazilian music, which does not exile pop forms from classical 
traditions, “Tico-Tico” is actually a choro—a song form that typically shrugs off 



misfortune with good humor, good tunes and fast tempos. The title refers to a bird 
that got into the cornmeal, but we can imagine the same kind of grousing over 
morning coffee at the office.  
 
 
Georges Bizet (1838—1875): “Les Toréadors” from Carmen Suite No. 1 
Georges Bizet/Franz Waxman (1906—1967): Carmen Fantasy for Violin and 
Orchestra 
 
Carmen is often called the world’s most popular opera even though, in the numbers 
race for productions and performances, it seems to lag slightly behind a few other 
hits such as Puccini’s La Bohème. Statistics notwithstanding, there is something 
about this opera that puts it ahead of all others in its familiarity and fascination; it’s 
the opera we’ve all grown up with, the one whose melodies we’re most likely to hear 
in the schoolyard or as elevator music. Its arias have the best joke lyrics, like those 
for the stirring toreador theme heard in the Carmen Suite No. 1 (“Toreador-o, don’t 
spit on the floor-o…”).  
 
Bizet composed Carmen in 1875, when he was 37 and had a decent reputation as a 
composer, but was not classed as one of the most important in France; in fact, 
considering the high expectations of him in musical circles, his career so far had 
been something of a disappointment. He was one of the youngest pupils ever 
admitted to the famously rigorous Paris Conservatoire and, as one critic wrote, 
quickly learned everything the professors could teach. He also won most of the 
prizes available to be won, including the fabled Prix de Rome—the Conservatoire’s 
highest award for composition—at age 19. And though his early operas did not hint 
at the boldness of inspiration in Carmen, they did reveal the freshness of his melodic 
inspiration and his gift for evoking the vividly detailed, richly textured scenes in 
music. Tragically, Carmen would prove to be Bizet’s final masterpiece. 
 
Carmen has probably generated more suites, adaptations, transcriptions and 
virtuoso variations than any other opera. Vladimir Horowitz dazzled with his piano 
showpiece; Rodion Shchedrin created a ballet version as a vehicle for his wife,  the 
prima ballerina Maya Plisetskaya; the violinist Pablo de Sarasate scored one for 
violin solo; and Franz Waxman, one of the eminent Jewish musicians who fled Nazi 
Germany and found refuge in Hollywood, based his exciting Carmen Fantasy on 
themes from the opera. The composition is included in the 1946 film Humoresque, 
performed by Isaac Stern. 
 
 
Meredith Willson (1902—1984): The Music Man 

 
“Overture” 
“Ya Got Trouble” 
“Till There Was You” 
“Goodnight My Someone” 



“Seventy-Six Trombones” 
 
In The Music Man, Meredith Willson cast a sharp, appreciative eye on an America 
with growing pains. The action takes place early in the 20th century, when 
everything was changing, unsettled, raw—especially in the territories that had 
recently achieved statehood, as Willson’s home state of Iowa had in 1846. In a time 
and place like that, people yearning for domestic stability in a town like River City, 
Iowa were prime targets for a man like Willson’s dubious hero, Harold Hill. 
 
“Professor” Hill, the all-American conniver at the heart of The Music Man, is the most 
celebrated example of a cherished archetype: the charming huckster. And yet, with 
his lightning-fast patter and crafty evasions, it’s hard not to like him—and hard not 
to get swept up in the lightning-fast rhetoric of “Ya Got Trouble.” 
 
Once Harold Hill sets his sights on the appealing yet formidable Marian Paroo, he’s 
different. Though Harold has put a vulnerable child at risk—Marion’s 10-year-old 
brother, Winthrop—she falls for him against her better judgment. We hear how 
Harold has awakened new feelings in Marian in her swooningly lovely “Till There 
Was You.” In the tender “Goodnight My Someone” we actually hear a slow, 
contemplative version of the same melody in “Seventy-Six Trombones”—a 
foreshadowing of the transformation that is to come. 
 
Ultimately, the power of art and the willingness to dream save River City, and River 
City saves Harold Hill. Each has something the other needs: Harold needs a reason to 
choose decency, and a way to be decent. River City, a town of steady habits and 
tight-wound neighbors, needs to get a glimpse of art and of wider possibility. Once 
they’ve seen Professor Hill’s glorious marching band, nothing can ever be the same. 
What about actually learning to make music? That can come later. 
 
 
Samuel Barber (1910—1981): Adagio for Strings 
 
Samuel Barber's moving Adagio for Strings is one of the most popular and frequently 
programmed American compositions in the standard repertory. Elemental and 
beautiful, the Adagio has qualities that are rarely found together: a spacious, 
quintessentially American sound, but also a melancholy, ruminative mood that 
offers both insight and solace to the listener. 
 
The Adagio's long, flowing, deeply voiced melodic line remains a constant presence 
that is both elegiac and hopeful as it passes from one string choir to another—first 
in the violins and then, a fifth lower, in the violas. As the violas continue with their 
heartfelt voicing of the theme, it is taken up by the cellos and further developed, 
eventually building to a climax in which the basses underline it, adding a sense of 
depth and timelessness with their unique resonance. A fortissimo climax, like a cry 
from the heart, is followed by silence, leading to the restatement of the original, with 



an inversion of its second statement offering perhaps the possibility of healing and 
hope. 
 
Barber originally composed this work in 1936 as the second movement of his String 
Quartet, Op. 11. It seems likely that his life partner Gian Carlo Menotti, the 
phenomenally successful Italian-born opera composer with a sure sense of drama 
and popular appeal, was instrumental in its success; knowing that Barber had a 
potential hit on his hands, Menotti ensured that its manuscript would be seen and 
programmed by Arturo Toscanini when the reticent Barber was less sure of its 
appropriateness. It was premiered by the NBC Symphony Orchestra under 
Toscanini's baton in 1938. 
 
 
Samuel Ward (1848—1903): “America the Beautiful” 
 
Composer Samuel Ward is known primarily for writing the melody to the classic 
patriotic hymn “America the Beautiful,” which he composed as “Materna” in 1882. 
The familiar lyrics were written by poet Katharine Lee Bates and first published in 
1895. 
 
 
Irving Berlin (1888—1989): “God Bless America” 
 
Widely regarded as one of the greatest of all American songwriters, Irving Berlin 
wrote the indestructible, inspirational favorite “God Bless America” during World 
War I and revised it in 1938, in the dark days before World War II. Having emigrated 
to the U.S. from Russia at age 5, Berlin experienced the extremes of persecution and 
adulation in his long career. “God Bless America” was introduced to the American 
public by Kate Smith and was famously sung by everyone from Berlin himself (in his 
inimitable hoarse croak on the Ed Sullivan Show) to the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. 
 


