Howard Hanson (1896-1981)
Symphony No. 3 - Merry Mount Suite

Throughout his long career, Howard Hanson was many
things, but rarely an equivocator. In life as in his music,
he was forthright and generous; the “fervent embrace”
he gave Romanticism extended also to teaching,
conducting, and encouraging the work of others.

Hanson’s stature as one of America’s most
important musical educators is a matter of record; but
the indifference of a generation more excited by
experimentation than by Romanticism resulted in a
widespread neglect of Hanson’s music, a situation being
rectified by more and more conductors today. No
Hanson work is more ripe for rediscovery than the
Symphony No. 3, composed between 1936 and 1938.
Appropriately enough, the work was commissioned by a
group especially supportive of American music, the
CBS Symphony; like Hanson, who was not only a
prolific composer but a seemingly inexhaustible
educator and conductor, CBS was responsible for the
performance of hundreds of new works by American
composers. Six years had passed since Hanson’s last
symphony, the enormously popular “Romantic”, the
embodiment of Hanson’s belief in “emotional” music
versus that of the “cerebral” neo-classicists and
serialists. The Third Symphony was a similarly
passionate example of Hanson’s subjective style, and a
heartfelt tribute to the Swedish ancestry that played so
great a role in his upbringing.

Hanson had first studied music at a Lutheran school
in his native Wahoo, Nebraska, a predominantly
Swedish community. Both his mother’s and father’s
parents had come to the United States from Sweden;
their old-world culture, and the music of Hanson’s
boyhood idol, the Scandinavian Edvard Grieg, would be
powerful influences throughout Hanson’s life.

“Temperamentally the Third Symphony is ...
closely related to [my] First Symphony, the ‘Nordic™,
Hanson wrote. “The Third Symphony springs definitely
from the North, and has its genesis in [my] reverence for
the spiritual contribution that has been made to America
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by the sturdy race of northern pioneers who as early as
1638 founded the first Swedish settlement on the
Delaware, and who were in later centuries to constitute
such a mighty force in the conquering of the West.”

The Symphony, accessible yet emotionally complex,
vividly evokes the pioneers’ “rugged and turbulent
character [and] religious mysticism.” Its breadth and
spiritual fervor (Hanson once considered becoming a
minister, and sometimes served as a substitute preacher
at a Presbyterian church) also make it something of a
self-portrait.

The first movement, Andante lamentando — agitato,
suggests a passage that is both geographical and
psychological with its opening ostinato and brooding,
fugal introduction. After some development, trombones
intone the solemn yet hopeful chorale theme that will be
the Symphony’s religious idée fixe. A Sibelian mini-
scherzo suggests a renewal of industry and commitment,
before the chorale theme brings the movement to a
benedictory close.

The second movement, Andante tranquillo, features
a typically expansive and lyrical Hanson theme,
reverent yet sensual in its propulsive accompaniment
and rich orchestration. The third movement, Tempo
scherzando, is the work’s most rhythmically charged,
recalling, perhaps inevitably, Dvofdk’s famous tribute to
American pioneers.

The Symphony’s first three movements were
performed by the CBS Symphony under Hanson on
19th September, 1937; the following year, the composer
completed the fourth movement, Largamente e pesante,
which gives the work its hard-won emotional antiphonal
chorale before the reappearance of the spiritual motto
and the second movement’s main theme end the
Symphony “on a note of jubilation and rejoicing.” The
complete work had its first performance in an NBC
Symphony broadcast of 26th March, 1938, again with
the composer conducting.

It was conductor/composer Eugene Goossens who
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“One of Hanson’s most characteristic and enduring qualities as a composer is the visceral, seamless flow of his melodic lines — so
free as to sound almost improvisatory. It is precisely this melodic urgency that drives the symphonic argument along, and it is
amazing how sure and well developed the technique was here in a symphony written when he was still only in his early twenties.
This is confident, generous, beautifully made music, richly (and sensitively) scored. Tell-tale indications of things to come can be
heard in the bonding between strings and descanting horns (the film composer’s favourite tool), the gorgeous ‘old-fashioned’
harmonies radiating from within, and the craggy, wind-swept tuttis (lots of highriding piccolo skirling) so suggestive of that
Northern terrain’s stress and strife... Schwarz, and his splendid Seattle orchestra do not short-change us on any of this and they are
beautifully, ripely, recorded here.” Gramophone on the original Delos recording
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