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Friday Morning Classical Concerts 

Violin Concerto No. 2 
Composer: Béla Bartók 
First performance: 1939 
Run time: 38 minutes 
Listen on YouTube 
 
A concerto is a work for solo instrument with orchestra. The 
soloist—in this case the violinist—performs standing in 
front of the orchestra in a work that showcases the soloist’s 
and his or her instrument’s abilities. Concertos often in-
clude cadenzas, which are short, virtuosic solos unaccom-
panied by the orchestra. In this concerto, there is a cadenza 
at the end of the first movement.  

Béla Bartók was a Hungarian composer who was very inter-
ested in the folk music of his native country. At the outset 
of the first movement he mimics the sound of Hungarian 
folk music. The violin melody sounds as if it is improvised 
(made up on the spot). And it is accompanied by harp and 
pizzicato (plucked) low strings that together imitate the 
sound of a cimbalom (a Hungarian dulcimer). 

Symphony No. 4 
Composer: Johannes Brahms 
First performance: 1885 
Run time: 46 minutes 
Listen on YouTube 
 
A symphony is a major work for orchestra that usually contains four movements. The four movements constitute a sort 
of inside-out sandwich. The “meaty” movements—the longest and most complex—are on the outside (the first and 
fourth movements). And the inner movements—usually a slow second movement followed by a dance-like third move-
ment—are shorter and lighter. This is true in Brahms’ Fourth (and final) Symphony.  
 
This Symphony, like many others, grows in intensity as it builds to the final movement. You can see and hear this as 
instruments are added to the orchestra. The piccolo (a small version of the flute that plays one octave higher), contra-
bassoon (a large version of the bassoon that plays one octave lower), and triangle do not play until the third move-
ment. And Brahms saves the powerful sound of trombones for the final movement.   

Venit Illuminatio 
Composer: Aaron Kernis 
First performance: 2019 
Run time: 14 minutes 
 
Venit Illuminatio literally means “the brightness is 
coming.” Contemporary composer Aaron Kernis creat-
ed “brightness” in this piece using bright orchestral 
timbres (sound qualities): metallic percussion instru-
ments, a prominent celeste part (a small keyboard in-
strument with struck metal plates), very high violins, 
and a soaring flute solo. 
 
Kernis wrote that “Music is something magical. It goes 
beyond words into places where chords and sounds 
take the place of language and punctuation. Some-
times, if I’m very lucky, a chord will burst out inside my 
head as heightened technicolor!” As you listen to the 
world premiere of this piece, what colors do you imag-
ine radiating from the music? 

https://youtu.be/Nf_xnMhJejk
https://youtu.be/0mR0_nFTato
https://youtu.be/ckuUq7im8H4


Activities to enrich student learning 

1. At the concert, you will hear the world premiere of Aaron Kernis’s Venit Illuminatio. The composer has frequently 
spoken about his struggles with writer’s block. Discuss with students the concept of writer’s block: have they ever 
had a hard time coming up with a creative idea, whether that be when they are writing something or creating a 
work of art? What would they do to overcome that obstacle? 

2. The second movement of Bartók’s Violin Concerto and the fourth movement of Brahms’ Fourth Symphony are both  
in Theme and Variation form. Discuss this form with students: it is a form in which a theme (a main melody) is fol-
lowed by a number of variations on that theme. Explore examples of Theme and Variations in visual art (Monet’s 
Haystack paintings are a good example) and music. A very clear example of the form is Mozart’s Ah vous dirai-je 
maman (Variations on Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star). 

3. How a composer chooses to end a symphony can tell the listener a lot about his or her changing worldview. In his 
First Symphony and Second Symphony, Brahms took the route established by his predecessors: the symphonies 
both end in a quick tempo, major key, loud dynamic, and with the full orchestra. In short, they sound triumphant, 
affirmative and optimistic. With his Third Symphony, Brahms changed his tactic, choosing to end quietly. And in the 
Fourth Symphony, Brahms chose to stay in the minor key for the ending. What do you think Brahms was trying to 
convey by ending the Third and Fourth Symphonies in these unusual ways? How do you, as an audience member, 
feel when a symphony ends in non-triumphant way? 

4. Learn from the pros! Discuss how your experience seeing and hearing the SLSO has informed your own music-
making. What did you see or hear the SLSO musicians doing that you could strive toward, both individually and as 
an ensemble? What do you think it would take for you to perform with a professional musical ensemble one day? 

5. Following the concert, complete the following statements with your students: “I noticed…”, “I enjoyed…”, “I won-
der….”  

Know before you go  

Visit slso.org/educationvisits for additional classroom resources including a virtual tour and history of Powell Hall, infor-
mation on the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra, and a Know Before You Go sheet about concert etiquette. 
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