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Program Notes including Verdi, Puccini, and Wagner. Within this long tradition of  
opera geniuses, Rossini is undeniably the finest composer of the 
splendid genre of theater music called opera buffa—operas rich in 
lighthearted and comic antics, filled with singable tunes.

Rossini was a speedy composer and a savvy businessman. By the 
time he wrote his final opera, in 1829, he was a mere 37 years old, with 
40 successful operas behind him, and independently wealthy. And then 
he simply retired. Except for producing some chamber works and two 
serious religious works (also masterpieces), Rossini spent the last 36 
years of his life in relative seclusion and in pursuit of various hobbies 
including, among others, cooking and speculations in fish culture. His 
rather abrupt retirement at the peak of his genius has never been fully 
explained, but his legacy continues to resonate. Aside from creating 
great operas that are still often performed, he nearly single-handedly 
transformed the operatic overture into a discreet and flourishing work 
of art in its own right.

Piano	Concerto	No.	2	in	G	Minor		 Sergei	Prokofiev 
Opus 16 (1st movement) (1891–1953)

With its many dissonances, Prokofiev’s Second Piano Concerto 
makes for uncomfortable listening, plumbing the ugly depths of the 

Winners of the 2014–2015 Competition for Young Musicians
Vincent Liu—Piano

Vincent Liu, 16, a sophomore at Dough-
erty Valley High School in San Ramon, started 
piano lessons at age 5 and currently studies with 
Hans Boepple. He previously studied with Jed 
Galant and David Ross. Vincent’s recent recogni-
tions include being named first-place winner of 
the Marilyn Mindell Senior Piano Competition 
of the Peninsula Symphony, a winner of the 
California Association of Professional Music 
Teachers (CAPMT) Honors Auditions, an alter-
nate in the California State Senior Division of  

the 2015 Music Teachers National Association competitions, and fourth 
place at the Los Angeles International Liszt Competition. In 2014, 
he also won first prize in the San Jose International Piano Competi-
tion, two first prizes and two gold medals in the showcase solo and 
complete concerto categories of the U.S. Open Music Competition, 
a second place at the Zeiter Piano Competition of University of the 
Pacific, and a Helen Elliott Special Award at the Pacific Musical  
Society Competition. Vincent will appear as a soloist with the Peninsula 
Symphony this April.

Vincent’s prior awards include first prize, at age 13, in both 
the Music Teachers’ Association of California (MTAC) and CAPMT 
all-state concerto competitions with the performance of Prokofiev’s 
Concerto No. 3; first alternate, on two occasions, at MTAC and CAPMT 
Northern California concerto competitions; first place at the Menuhin-
Dowling Competition; first place at the East Bay Music Festival solo 
competition on three occasions (at ages 9, 11, and 14); and winner at 
the El Camino Youth Symphony concerto competition, the Marilyn 
Mindell Junior Piano Competition, and the MTAC Alameda Memo-
rial Foundation Scholarship Competition. At age 12, Vincent made 
his orchestral debut performing with the El Camino Youth Symphony. 
The following year he was selected to attend Colburn School Young 
Artists Summer Academy.

 Son of Jian Liu and Bettie Geng, Vincent also is an outstand-
ing athlete; he plays competitive soccer for a club team and his high 
school varsity team. This year, he is a state Olympic Development 
Program player, invited to play with the state travel team at the 
regional championships tournament in Arizona. He is a licensed 
soccer referee and a certified lifeguard. He also excels in academ-
ics; he received Distinguished Honor Roll recognition for scoring 
in the top 1% nationally at the American Mathematics Competition 
(AMC) and was a qualifier for the American Invitational Mathematics  
Examination (AIME).

Misha Galant—Piano
Misha Galant is a 17-year-old junior at 

California High School in San Ramon.  He began 
piano lessons at the age of 6 with his mother and 
current teacher, Olya Katsman. Misha’s musi-
cal heritage spans three generations of pianists:  
in addition to his father, Jed Galant, and his 
mother, it includes his great-grandmother—who 
was a student of Maria Yudina and Vladimir 
Horowitz—and his great-grandfather—who 
studied with Heinrich Neuhaus in Kiev, Ukraine. 

His accomplishments include first prizes 
in the Menuhin-Dowling Young Pianists Competition, the California 
Association of Professional Music Teachers (CAPMT) Bartók and  
Contemporary Music competition, the CAPMT Northern California 
concerto competition and Honors Auditions, the East Bay Music 
Festival, and the Marilyn Mindell Piano Competition. He was the 
state winner in the 2010 concerto competition of the Music Teachers’ 
Association of California (MTAC). As the winner of the Oakland East 
Bay Symphony concerto competition at the age of 12, Misha performed 
Chopin’s  Concerto No. 1 with the symphony in July 2011. Recently, 
he was the winner of the Peninsula Symphony concerto competition 
and performed Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 2 with that orchestra. 
Most recently he was the winner again in both the CAPMT Honors 
Auditions and the CAPMT concerto competition.

Misha has performed numerous times for the Junior Bach Fes-
tival in Berkeley and in master classes with Robert Schwartz, Gilbert 
Kalish, Mack McCray, Paul Hersh, Jean Barr, and Ann Schein. He also 
has performed for William Bolcom, Leon Fleisher, Stephen Prutsman, 
Nelita True (at the Eastman School of Music), Gabriel Chodos (at the 
New England Conservatory), and Boris Berman (at the Yale School 
of Music). In June 2010, at the age of 12, he gave his first full solo 
recital, in Mountain View, and has given a solo recital every year since 
then. In the summer of 2011, Misha participated in the Music@Menlo 
chamber music program and, for the past two summers, has attended 
the Foulger International Music Festival in Utah, where he won the 
concerto competition and performed with the Utah Symphony.  

Misha serves as accompanist for both his former and current 
high school choirs. He also is a member of the Music Students’ Service 
League, an outreach program that gives benefit concerts in retirement 
communities.

Misha is indebted to Sharon Mann of the San Francisco Con-
servatory of Music for her invaluable and inspirational coaching. 

Overture to The Barber of Seville Gioachino Rossini 
 (1792–1868)

The Barber of Seville was premiered in Rome in 1816, when 
Rossini was just 24. It may be his greatest opera—certainly Verdi 
thought so: “For abundance of real musical ideas, for comic verve, 
and for truthful declamation, it is the finest opera buffa in existence.” 
An interesting historical note on the overture is that the original was 
lost shortly after the premiere. Rossini, well supplied with an old chest 
filled with musical snippets, full operas, and manuscripts, reputedly 
then rummaged about in his chest and borrowed the overture of one 
of his earlier operas for The Barber. Not surprisingly, therefore, the 
overture we’ve come to know as that of The Barber of Seville bears no 
thematic resemblance to the opera that follows it. Despite its quirky 
parentage, however, its superlative form and melody have quieted all 
complaints.

Rossini was the world’s favorite opera composer until perhaps 
the middle of the nineteenth century. Having tutored himself on  
Mozart’s exquisite operatic models, Rossini set himself high stand- 
ards for operatic writing, which then, in turn, inspired many others, 



program notes continue on the back page

soul with solo writing that borders on the inhuman in both its technical 
difficulty and its Expressionist extremes. The concerto was premiered 
in St. Petersburg in September 1913, on the eve of the First World War, 
but the original score was destroyed in a fire after the Russian Revolu-
tion. Prokoviev reconstructed and revised the work and premiered the 
new version in Paris in 1924. The concerto was received with hostility 
and lukewarm critical appreciation at both premieres, which is under-
standable, given that the piece’s level of dissonance is less disturbing 
to our twenty-first-century ears than the unspeakable horror it appears 
to be narrating. While celebrating the vitality and athleticism of his 
own ability, Prokofiev produces the pianistic equivalent of a hungry, 
mechanized beast, both despotic leader and fugitive prey. 

Following his First Concerto, the composer expressed his wish 
to create something with “greater depth of content”; the suicide of a 
close friend during the work’s composition may also have contributed 
to the black mood of the concerto. Its enduring value as a work of art, 
however, lies in its honesty. It pulls the soloist into thrilling, industrious 
levels of virtuosity while expressing the despair inherent in society’s 
sacrifice to the capitalist, communist, and military machines of the 
twentieth century.

The first movement, which we hear tonight, begins quietly, 
with the first of two haunting melodies that provide the work with its 
necessary element of human vulnerability. As the piano develops the 
long, open-ended theme, the orchestra shifts to a contrasting texture 
built on jerky, mechanical textures typical of Prokofiev, leading to a 
piano cadenza that synthesizes and further develops all the previous 
material with a frightening aggression. The climax conjures the return 
of the orchestra like some dark display of sorcery: Prokofiev brings 
in the low brass and thunderous strings to swallow the soloist with 
a diabolical sound only hinted at in the piano cadenza. Only after 
this mad scenario does the energy subside into the resigned mood of  
the opening.

Clair de lune Claude Debussy 
 (1862–1918) 
 arr. Arthur Luck 

Although others, notably Franz Liszt, were at the forefront 
of stylistic change during the nineteenth century, it is surely Claude 
Debussy who forever established entirely new ways of thinking about 
the fundamental ways of defining and composing music in Western 
culture. And along the way, he composed some of the most original, 
creative, and beautiful music in the repertoire. His name is indelibly 
linked with what is popularly called “musical Impressionism,” and he 
largely worked within a musical style that made little use of many of 
the characteristics of a musical tradition that dominated the concert 
halls of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Debussy’s specifically 
French way of looking at things was quite a refreshing contrast to the 
ideas and methods of the German-speaking composers that had held 
sway in concert halls for a couple of centuries. 

Debussy was not much interested in systems of musical com-
position wherein each part had a rational, expected, and traditional 
relationship to every other part. Rather, he focused on listening to 
musical sounds in new ways—considering them just intrinsically, not 
for how they might fit into a hierarchy. He opened up new ways of 
composing and listening, and the musical world was changed forever. 

The universally loved “Claire de lune” is the third movement 
of a suite for solo piano entitled Suite bergamasque, which Debussy 
began composing in 1890, when he was 28 years old, and published 
in 1905. The inspiration for this movement, a delicate evocation of 
moonlight, was the poem “Claire de lune” by Paul Verlaine. 

Arthur Luck—a former member and librarian of the Philadel-
phia Orchestra—masterfully re-created in this artful arrangement of 
the familiar piano work the delicate blend of orchestral colors that 
unequivocally suggests Debussy. 

Piano Concerto No. 3 in D Minor Sergei Rachmaninoff 
Opus 30 (Finale) (1873–1943)

Rachmaninoff completed his Third Piano Concerto in the sum-
mer of 1909 and took it with him that fall on his first tour of America. 

He gave the premiere of the Third, with Walter Damrosch conduct-
ing the New York Symphony, on November 28, and although well 
received, it did not supplant the popular Second. “Musicians loved 
it,” Rachmaninoff said, “but not the audience or critics,” who found it 
too complicated; only in the late 1920s, thanks to the young Vladimir 
Horowitz, did it earn widespread acclaim.

Rachmaninoff said that he wrote the Third “for elephants,” and 
with its massive chords; cascading and leaping octaves; high-speed 
runs; dense counterpoint; and wide-spaced, busily embellished tex-
tures, it does demand a pianist with strength, dexterity, control, and 
stamina—and big hands. But the virtuosity always serves dramatic 
and expressive ends. Although more rhapsodic than the Second, the 
Third is also structurally subtler, more sophisticated and organic, 
and Rachmaninoff demonstrates a Liszt-like gift for imaginatively 
transforming themes. 

A prevailing mood of dark, impassioned lyricism is quickly 
established in the opening movement (not heard tonight). In the finale, 
which is the third movement, the brooding quality returns, but where 
the first throbbed, the third gallops; its opening theme is a sounding of 
the charge. Themes from the first movement reappear in the middle,  
in a kind of poetic meditation, and in the faster coda, the concerto 
drives almost deliriously to a close.

Romeo and Juliet Fantasy-Overture 
 Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
 (1840–1893)

In 1869 Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky was an up-and-coming  
composer. Just 28 years old, he had produced numerous piano works, 
songs, a symphony, and an opera. But he had not yet created anything 
that could be called a great success in terms of either critical or popular 
acclamation.

Tchaikovsky had recently met Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev, a 
self-taught composer who led a circle of amateur composers promot- 
ing Russian musical traditions. Balakirev was the least successful 
of the lot, yet he had an eye for talent and a head full of ideas and 
attempted to direct everyone in his circle in matters of composition. 
Tchaikovsky had just finished an orchestral work titled “Fatum” 
(“Fate”) and dedicated it to Balakirev, who then offered feedback as 
to why the piece hadn’t been well received.

Tchaikovsky weathered the criticism, recognizing that “Fatum” 
suffered from a lack of focus. The two continued to correspond, and 
in August Balakirev arrived in Moscow and suggested a project with 
a built-in focus, an orchestral piece based on Shakespeare’s Romeo 
and Juliet.

Tchaikovsky tackled the theme sincerely but couldn’t make 
headway. “I’m beginning to fear that my muse has flown off,” he wrote 
Balakirev. The latter happily wrote back with organizational sugges-
tions, opinions on which keys to use for each theme, and even a sketch 
for the music for “sword clashes.” Tchaikovsky followed this advice 
and finished his first draft, forwarding the main themes to Balakirev.

Balakirev responded by pronouncing some themes thoroughly 
unsuitable (more like Haydn than church music, he said) and others 
only half-finished—but praising the love theme.

Tchaikovsky premiered the work on March 16, 1870. The 
result was not encouraging, although one critic also praised the love 
song. Tchaikovsky began rewriting, taking Balakirev’s criticisms 
as his guide. He replaced the original introduction with a chorale  
theme and reworked sections depicting the feuding families. The new 
version, published in 1870, was first performed in February 1872. And 
in 1880, 10 years after his first reworking of the piece, Tchaikovsky 
rewrote the ending, finally giving the piece a conclusion that Balakirev 
had desired.

The work opens with a quiet chorale of clarinets and bassoons. 
The strings enter with some foreboding but then join the woodwinds 
with a series of prayer-like, calm chords, accented by fluid glissandi 
from the harp. A first interruption, with trembling timpani, seems to 
subside into the peaceful theme, but not for long. A single chord passed 



Competition for Young Musicians
Recordings due September 27, competition October 18, 2015.

Livermore-Amador Symphony is a member of the Livermore Cultural Arts Council and a resident company of the Bankhead Theater.  
See the Cultural Arts Calendar at www.independentnews.com.

Next Concert—“Fantastic Flute,” April 11, 2015—featuring Annie Wu as flute soloist.
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Program Notes

Element 116

Element 116 is a band composed of mainly middle school stu-
dents from several Livermore-area schools. The band is named after 
Livermore’s own element, Livermorium. Under the lead of director 
Matt Finders, a renowned jazz musician and composer, the band plays 
a mix of jazz, Latin, rock, and swing. The band is sponsored by the 
Livermore Valley Educational Foundation and is open to local student 
players with skill and passion for public performance.

(Element 116 director Matt Finders’ parents are Ken and Marcia 
Finders, who have many connections with LAS. For example, Marcia 
is a longtime Guild member who served on the 1997–98 steering com-
mittee.—And Element 116 clarinet /piano player Elsa Friedmann is 
the daughter of LAS director Lara Webber!)

back and forth between strings and woodwinds grows into the agitated 
theme of the warring Capulets and Montagues. Whirling woodwinds 
are echoed by swirling strings, punctuated by onslaughts of percussion.

The action suddenly slows, the key dropping from B minor to 
D-flat to the accompaniment of tolling horns. The English horn sounds 
the opening bars of the famous love theme. The strings enter with a 
lush, hovering melody over which the flute and oboe eventually soar 
with the love theme once again.

The recapitulation proceeds, with the themes brought back 
with more intensity. But the love theme breaks into fragments and 
is overwhelmed by the feud subject in a climax capped by a timpani 
roll. A muted death knell sounds, and the wind chorale plays quietly, 
perhaps signifying the friar’s sad reflection on the horror the warring 
families have wrought. The love theme is heard one last time over 
a dark, chromatic bass before ending in four bars of abrupt chords, 
fiercely proclaiming the tragedy of the lovers’ deaths.
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