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Welcome to Musica Nova.  Our official name is the UTD Advanced Orchestra/Chamber 
Music Ensemble.  We play both orchestral music and chamber music, but we do 
everything chamber music-style:  just listening to each other and playing without a 
conductor.  Before we go on, we have the sad announcement that Michael McVay, our 
previous Musica Nova pianist, died this week.  It happens that the last time we played 
the Bach and the Schumann was with Michael, so it’s only appropriate that we dedicate 
our concert to him.  We miss him, but I think Michael would be pleased to see us 
carrying on the Musica Nova tradition with a fine artist such as our Misha Berestnev.  In 
addition to Misha, we have two other professional guest artists, one graduate student in 
mathematics, one undergraduate business major and twelve undergraduate scientists.  
This class is not a requirement for anyone; these students are all here only because they 
love music and because they want to be here. 

We begin with Vivaldi and his concerto La Tempesta di Mare (The Storm at Sea).  Like 
Vivaldi’s hit tune, The Four Seasons, this is “program music.” It tells a story without 
words.  Think of it as the soundtrack for an 18th-century music video.  There are three 
scenes:  first is a ship with furious rain and winds that blow it up and down, as if it’s in 
a blender.  Then, the wind suddenly stops, and the ship just floats.  You can hear the 
sailors maybe saying thank-you prayers for not being blown away; then, the winds 
come back.  This time, the winds are happy winds, and the ship goes sailing off into the 
sunset.   

Symbolically, Vivaldi gives us the north, south, east and west winds with the flute, 
oboe, clarinet and bassoon.  Vivaldi originally wrote this concerto for just three winds, 
but we thought we needed four.  We got in touch with Vivaldi up in Composer Heaven, 
we asked for another wind, and he sent it to us.  So, as you listen, see whether you can 
tell which one of these winds is Vivaldi’s new fourth wind. 

-------------------- 

Yes, it was the clarinet, which, back then, had just been invented.  Now, we have the 
great Johann Sebastian Bach.  Bach wrote at least 1,500 masterpieces.  But we know that 
there were even more, because, after his death, the forest rangers in Leipzig wrapped 
some of his scores around the trees to protect them from the cold.  Today, we know 
about Bach’s importance.  The composer Debussy said, “Bach is the great God of Music.  
All composers should pray to him every day to save themselves from mediocrity.” 



We have one of Bach’s finest works, the great Brandenburg Concerto No 5.  Like all 
Baroque “group concertos” or concerti grossi, it sets up a dramatic conflict between a 
small group of individuals and the group as whole.  Here, we have flute, violin and 
piano vs. the whole string orchestra.  A concerto grosso (literally “fat concerto”) always 
begins with everyone marching lock-step together to recite the party line:  “This is who 
we are, and this is what we are going to do.”  Immediately, the three individuals step up 
to say, “Yes, but, you know, it would be nice if we could also do this or that…”  So, they 
toss some ideas around, and everybody listens politely to each other.  But, in the end as 
in the Vivaldi, they usually end up doing pretty much the same thing they were doing 
when they started.   

But, not this time.  In this concerto, everything follows the usual model only for about 
five minutes.  Then, something amazing happens that no one had never done before and 
that no one else, even Bach, has ever done since.  They start to notice that the piano is 
coming up with some pretty hot ideas.  They all want to hear what he has to say, so, all 
of a sudden, the soloists and the whole orchestra just stop. It’s as if they are all saying to 
the piano, “O.K., what’s the deal? …”  It's not a big dramatic moment.  There isn’t a 
long silence, and the piano doesn’t jump up and do something flashy.  He doesn’t miss 
a beat.  He just calmly goes on and explains all of the previous themes they’ve played.  
About each one, he says, “Yes, these are the good points, but, you know, you can’t just 
do that forever.”  With every theme, he looks at all of the angles.  So, for another five 
minutes, which is the other half of the piece, everyone is just caught up “in the Zone,” 
and the piano just keeps putting out one brilliant idea after another.  As he plays, you 
can imagine them all thinking, “Of course.  Why didn’t we think of that?”  There’s a 
tremendous build-up as the piano puts it all together in a stunning “Aha!” 
breakthrough, and the orchestra comes roaring back in.  Finally, we realize that, as with 
all great works of art, we don’t end right back where we started; we’ve made a journey 
from here to there.  

Now, after seeing what one great individual can do, the orchestra lets the three soloists 
have the whole second movement all to themselves.  The three of them respect each 
other as equals, and they have a perfect model of a dialogue, each listening to the others 
and inspiring each other to create something wonderful together. 

So, what do they do next?  They dance a jig.  But, it’s not just any jig; this jig is a cosmic 
double fugue, in which every section of the orchestra acts, not lock-step together, but 
with every section functioning as an individual.  That’s the simple and profound human 
message of this piece:  “the individual and the group are of equal importance.”  We see 
it on every dollar bill (i pluribus unum --“of the many, one”).  We don’t have it so much 
in government any more, but here, in art, under rare conditions, it can be done. 



---------------------------------------- 

 

Welcome back.  We end with Schumann.  You can’t talk about Schumann without my 
favorite Woody Allen joke:  Man goes to a psychiatrist.  Man says, “I have an uncle who 
thinks he’s a chicken.”  Doctor says, “Bring him in; maybe I can help him.”  Man says, “I 
can’t.  We need the eggs.” 

Schumann didn’t think he was a chicken, but he was schizophrenic, and he had at least 
three alternate personalities in addition to being Schumann.  He was also seriously 
manic-depressive.  When he was low, he was just paralyzed, and he couldn’t do 
anything but lie there and be miserable.  He became suicidal, and, eventually, his family 
had to lock him up to keep him from killing himself. But, when he was on one of those 
manic highs, “WOW!” He produced the eggs for all of those great Schumann omelets 
and custards and souflées. 

This piano quintet is one of Schumann’s finest works, and, when you mix genius and 
just the right amount of crazy, you get two things.  First, there’s an almost unbearable 
degree of intensity.  Listen from the very first note:  he’s obsessed with every theme, and 
he gives it to you over and over.  There’s also that schizophrenic change of personality.  
Sometimes, he’ll just turn on a dime and decide to be someone else.  I saw a T-shirt the 
other day that said, “I had a conversation with myself the other day.  We just laughed 
and laughed.”  That’s Schumann.   

In the first movement, he sounds like Beethoven on drugs.  

The second movement is a funeral march in seven sections:  funeral march, vision of 
angels, funeral march, vision of devils, funeral march (with devils still in the 
background), vision of angels and funeral march.   

The third movement is in five parts: manic, less manic, manic, more manic and manic.   

Then, when we think we’re all “manicked out,” we get the Finale.  Schumann loved 
finales.  He starts with new material, but then, he starts putting in some of his earlier 
personalities.  It’s like making mayonnaise.  You take a new egg yolk and gradually 
pour in bits of oil.  There’s a huge build-up, and you think the mayonnaise is all ready 
and the piece is over.  But then, there’s a breathtaking pause, and you realize that he’s 
going to start the whole dish all over again.  He takes the new theme and the opening of 
the first movement and does a double fugue with all of the themes piled on top of each 
other.  It’s one of the most spectacular layer cakes in all of music.  As in the Bach we just 
heard, there’s nothing like it.  So, fasten your seat belts.  Things are going to get intense. 


