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A

lmost as soon as
Hindemith arrived in
America as a refugee
from Nazi Germany, in February
1940, he was contacted by the
dancer/choreographer
Léonide
Massine; the two had collaborated
in creating the ballet Nobilissima
visione two years earlier, and had
signed an agreement to undertake
another joint effort, tentatively
titled The Parable of the Blind, for
which Hindemith had devised a
scenario based on certain paintings
by Pieter Brueghel (following the
example of his own Mathis der
Maler, based on a triptych by
Mathis Grünewald). Now, however, Massine proposed deferring the Brueghel project
for an idea of his own, with music to be derived from works by Weber. Hindemith at
first agreed, after steering the choice of specific pieces from those suggested by Massine
to selections of his own, but he soon abandoned the project altogether, as he did not
care for Massine’s plotless outline, or for the notion of his own contributions being
nothing more than mere orchestration, and he was further put off by Massine’s choice
of Salvador Dalí as designer for the nebulous undertaking.

What had interested Hindemith was the prospect of providing himself with a
concert suite, as he had done with his music for Nobilissima visione, which might help
him, as both composer and conductor, meet his expenses in his new American setting.
He did not abandon that idea, or that of having some orchestral fun with some of the
Weber piano duets he and his wife had enjoyed playing together for years, but he did
nothing about this until 1943, when he took up his musical outline again to compose
the Symphonic Metamorphosis—which, to round the circle, did eventually become the
music for a ballet, George Balanchine’s Metamorphoses, introduced by the New York
City Ballet on September 25, 1952.
Hindemith’s full title is a little misleading, in that he did not select mere themes
from Weber’s works, but produced settings in his own style of four complete pieces,
chosen from two of Weber’s three sets of piano duets and an almost totally forgotten set
of theater music. Hindemith’s treatment of this material—the sort of thing Liszt and his
contemporaries called “paraphrase”—is neither a solemn act of homage to the past nor an
irreverent burlesque, but reflects his affection for a revered musical forebear in the most
vital way, with a vigor, warmth of heart and abundant humor to match Weber’s own.
The first of the Symphonic Metamorphosis’s four movements is an ALLEGRO in A
minor, the fourth of the Eight Pieces, Op. 60, which Weber composed in 1818-1819,
while working on Der Freischütz. Hindemith’s harmonic and rhythmic treatment gives
the music a quasi-Oriental character, as if by way of prelude to the succeeding movement.
TURANDOT, SCHERZO, an all-out show-stopper, is an adaptation of the march
Weber composed in 1809 as part of his incidental music for Carlo Gozzi’s play
Turandot, which was being performed in Schiller’s German translation. Weber found
the theme, which he used in his overture as well, in Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique;
Rousseau picked it up from a history of Chinese culture by Jean-Baptiste de Halde,

published in 1735. Hindemith puts the march tune through a sequence of eight variations,
in the course of which he gives the percussion a stunning workout. The variation that
functions as the scherzo’s trio is a jazz-inflected fugato for the trombones.
As a tranquil interlude between two boisterous sections, Hindemith fashioned the lyrical
ANDANTINO from a piano duet which Weber composed in the same year as his Turandot
score, the Andantino con moto in C minor, Op. 10, No. 2. For the concluding movement he
returned to the Op. 60 duets and chose No. 7, a rumbustious MARCH in G minor, which
he transposed to B-flat minor. Following a curt fanfare from trumpets and horns, the
momentum builds quickly, and Weber’s outdoorsy trio is given to the horns in full cry. An
enlivening coda consolidates the warm-hearted good humor of what has gone before.
Over the years since this ingratiating work was first heard, there has been some
confusion over its proper title. Hindemith himself affixed the English title as given here,
and, as the late Ian Kemp pointed out in his illuminating preface to the score, “he was
extremely annoyed when his German publishers issued the score with his original
English title translated into German.”
While the German titles affixed to this work—and there have been at least three
slightly different ones—all use the plural form Metamorphosen, this does not seem to
have been the basis for Hindemith’s objection: apparently he simply wanted this
“American” work to bear an American (i.e., English-language) title. The singularor-plural controversy over the word Metamorphosis, however, has carried over into presentations of the work under its English title as well, as more than a few musicians and
commentators have regarded the work as a collection of four individual metamorphoses,
each of them a treatment of a complete piece and therefore complete in itself. (This was
apparently Balanchine’s interpretation in creating his ballet.) Others, however, argue
just as energetically and just as reasonably in support of the composer’s own original title,

suggesting that the entire work is a single collective metamorphosis, transforming the
individual Weber pieces into a truly symphonic whole, and in fully Hindemithian terms.
This is an issue that may never be fully resolved, and one that could hardly be of
less importance. “Metamorphosis” or “Metamorphoses,” the work is a joy, built on far
more than mere cleverness or technical skills—–a brilliant and ingratiating example of
an esthetic objective clearly defined and superbly realized.

O

ne link between the
Hindemith and Prokofiev
works offered here is the
18th-century Venetian playwright
Carlo Gozzi. As already noted, Weber’s
incidental music for Gozzi’s Turandot
provided Hindemith with the material
for the most striking section of his
Symphonic Metamorphosis; another Gozzi
work, The Love for Three Oranges, served
as the inspiration, and the very name,
for a whole community of imaginative
young Russian musicians and dramatists
in the years just before the 1917
Revolution, when they used the play’s
title as the name of the magazine they
published, with the scenario of the play
printed in one of the early issues.

Prokofiev was intrigued by the play’s absurd plot: he found it choice material for
an opera, and when he left Russia for the West in May 1918 he took with him a complete
libretto which he had written himself, with considerable help from the dramatist
Vsevolod Meyerhold, who added some colorful characters to those provided by Gozzi.
Barely a year later he was delighted to receive a commission from the Chicago Grand
Opera Company, which enabled him to go to work on the score. He completed it in
October 1919, and the opera’s premiere took place in Chicago, with Prokofiev conducting,
on December 30, 1921, exactly two weeks after he played the solo part in the premiere
of his Third Piano Concerto, in the same city.
Neither “fantasy” nor “absurdity” is a strong enough term to characterize the opera’s
plot, peopled with witches, monsters, buffoons, and curious refugees from the commedia dell’
arte—but then, there is another link with the Hindemith work: the element of charm,
which, when applied as effortlessly as here, simply turns the piece into a lovable fairy tale.
A handsome young Prince, physically unable to laugh, is in danger of dying of melancholy,
despite the most resourceful efforts of all the king’s jesters. An involuntary somersault by
the witch Fata Morgana provides the cure, but she is furious over being laughed at, and
places the Prince under a curse causing him to fall in love with the description of three huge
oranges, which he sets out to find. When his adventures lead him to the oranges, his servant,
Truffaldino, impatiently opens two of them, revealing a beautiful princess inside each—but
the princesses die as soon as they leave their citrus shelter. The Prince himself opens the
third orange, finding a still more beautiful princess (the Princess) inside: he sings a love duet
with her, and then proceeds to deal with the scheming Prime Minister and other adversaries.
At the end, the Odd Fellows, who have observed and commented on the action from a box
at one side of the stage throughout the preceding sections of the opera, take an active part
in eliminating the obstacles in the way of the young couple’s happiness. In 1925 Prokofiev

selected six episodes of the opera which he rearranged and reorchestrated to form an
orchestral suite that was to become one of his most popular works. The suite, all too
seldom heard in full now, exudes a spirit of robust satire as undated as Gozzi’s own and,
like Gozzi’s, at once biting and delicious. The sequence is as follows:
THE ODD FELLOWS (or “Eccentrics,” labeled Les Ridicules in the French
score). The opera’s opening fanfare and music from Act I constitute this group portrait.
INFERNAL SCENE. An underworld card game in which Fata Morgana, the power
behind the Prime Minister, and Celio, the King’s sorcerer, gamble for supreme power.
The witch’s triumph is celebrated by a dance of little devils.
MARCH. This piece, which has become notoriously popular on its own,
depicts Truffaldino dragging the Prince from his sickbed to the court where attempts
will be made to induce laughter. The March has been appropriated as the theme music
for a long-running television series about the FBI, as well as TV commercials for various
products and services. Prokofiev himself recycled it in his ballet Cinderella, as a not-overly
subtle reminder at a point in the ball scene at the end of Act II in which the Prince
makes a gift of three oranges to the titular heroine.
SCHERZO. An interlude representing the passing of time as the Prince and
Truffaldino go about their quest for the oranges.
THE PRINCE AND THE PRINCESS. A love duet, the one unabashedly lyric
episode in the opera, with the Princess’s part assigned to the violin and flute, the
Prince’s to the cello and bassoon.
FLIGHT (La fuite). Fata Morgana, the Prime Minister and their associated
miscreants are routed by the Odd Fellows and are finally swallowed up by an opening
in the ground.

O

f Bartók’s three works for
the theater, only one was
given a premiere that was
neither delayed nor controversial. The
ballet The Wooden Prince, completed in
1916, was introduced in Budapest in
May of the following year, and the success
of that work made it possible at last for
his short opera Duke Bluebeard’s Castle
to be presented a year later—nearly
seven years after it was written. The second
ballet (designated a “pantomime”), The
Miraculous Mandarin, composed in the
same years as Prokofiev’s Love for Three
Oranges, had a similar wait, and its premiere, given in Cologne on November
27, 1926, was so shocking to the official
guardians of public morals that, since Bartók himself was not present, Eugen Szenkar,
the Hungarian conductor who presided over the performance, was reprimanded by the
city’s mayor (who happened to be Konrad Adenauer, remembered now as a postwar
chancellor of the German Federal Republic) and further performances were banned.
Actually, although any music accompanying such a dark and violent drama would
have to be a long way from the good-natured works that precede The Miraculous
Mandarin in the present collection, it appears that it was Menyhért Lengyel’s shocking
scenario, rather than Bartók’s vivid score, that accounted for the long delay in getting

the work produced and then aroused most of the antagonism toward it in Cologne.
Halsey Stevens provided this classic summary in his invaluable study The Life and
Music of Béla Bartók:
The story, lurid and fantastic, was originally set in a brothel
room, to which a wanton entices men whom her accomplices
beat and rob. In its various productions (and near-productions)
the scene has been changed—to a dark, gas-lit street; to a ravine
in a remote mountain fastness—but its locale is unimportant
except as it affects the décor. After a brief but intense introduction
the curtain reveals a girl and three men; the latter search everywhere for money and, finding none, order the girl to the window
to attract men from the street. The first one who appears is a
threadbare old cavalier who, despite his lack of money, becomes
more and more insistent until the thugs leap upon him and
throw him out. The girl goes back to the window and lures a
timid young fellow whom [she] finds attractive but who, like his
predecessor, is also penniless. He dances with her, shyly at first,
then more and more passionately, until the ruffians seize him and
throw him out also. The girl returns to her window and perceives
to her horror the macabre figure of a Mandarin, who comes up
the stairs and stands motionless in the doorway. The girl struggles
to quell her aversion, and dances for him; the dance runs a course
from reluctance to sensuality, as the Mandarin’s burning eyes in

his impassive face follow the dancer. She falls into his lap; he trembles
with passion as he embraces her and, frightened, she tries to elude
him. The chase becomes furious; the Mandarin reaches the girl
and they struggle. The ruffians spring upon him and strip him of
his jewels and money. Then, debating how to dispose of him,
they try first to smother him under the pillows, but he will not
die; his eyes look longingly at the girl. They hang him from a
chandelier; it falls, and in the darkness the Mandarin glows in a
greenish light. Then the girl, overcome with compassion,
embraces the Mandarin; his longing fulfilled, his wounds at last
begin to bleed, and he dies as the curtain falls.
[From The Life and Music of Béla Bartók, by Halsey Stevens.
Copyright © 1953, 1964 by Oxford University Press, Inc.
Reprinted by permission.]
While such a tale is hardly shocking today, with the brutal realism of actual
events brought into our homes in television news reports, the Europe of the 1920s and
’30s reacted strongly. An early production of the Mandarin in Prague took place without too much fuss, but that was an exception. It was not until 1931 that the ballet was
scheduled for performance in Budapest, on the occasion of Bartók’s 50th birthday—
and that project got no farther than the dress rehearsal. Budapest, as Halsey Stevens
observed, “was not ready for realism of this sort.” By that time, however, the premiere
of the concert suite had gone off without a hitch in that very city, and the suite

proceeded to become one of Bartók’s most successful concert works. Ten years later
there was another abortive attempt to mount the stage work in Budapest, but the
ballet was not produced there until 1946, having by then been presented in several
other European cities. The first American production was given in 1951, with new
choreography by Todd Bolender.
The now famous concert suite, first performed on October 15, 1928, by the
Budapest Philharmonic Orchestra under Ernst von Dohnányi, is simply the first twothirds of the ballet score, breaking off at the point at which the Mandarin reaches the
young woman and their struggle begins—just before her three accomplices set upon
him. Midway through the nine or ten minutes of music following that point in the
complete score, a wordless chorus is introduced. Most commentators have felt that the
inclusion of the final section is pointless without the stage action, thereby agreeing
with the composer that the point at which he chose to end the suite provides an
effective conclusion in the strictly musical sense.
—Richard Freed
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their new world-class performance home,
Helzberg Hall at the Kauffman Center for the
Performing Arts.
Mr. Stern is also the founding artistic director
and principal conductor of IRIS Orchestra in
Germantown, Tennessee. This unique group,
now in its second decade, has been widely
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