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Program Notes 
 

GERSHWIN
Cuban Overture

The island nation of Cuba was the object of an Amer-
ican obsession in the early twentieth century. Clubs, 
restaurants, and hotels catering to affluent tourists lined 
the streets of balmy Havana, where George Gershwin 
went on holiday in 1932. He described his time there 
as “two hysterical weeks in which no sleep was had.” 
An orchestral tone-poem in homage to the city soon 
followed, and was premiered by the New York Philhar-
monic under the working title “Rumba for Orchestra” in 
August 1932. 

Because percussion is essential to the Cuban groove—
still a relatively new delight to the Manhattan of Gersh-
win’s era—the composer decided to include a large 
complement of authentic Cuban instruments, some of 
which he actually purchased in Havana and brought 
home to New York. He also carefully diagrammed his 
desired placement of the Latin percussion section, up 
front and center alongside the conductor. Gershwin’s 
impressionistic soundscape, somewhat in the vein of 
earlier music by Albéniz and Granados, liberally quotes 
several Cuban folk melodies like the well-known “La 
Paloma.”

The piece was first heard as part of an all-Gershwin 
stadium evening, by all accounts the most wildly suc-
cessful concert of his brief, brilliant career. Later on the 
title was changed to Cuban Overture. It is still enjoyed 
by contemporary audiences, though performances 
are relatively infrequent in part because of the sizable 
percussion requirements involved. [ca. 10’]

AKIHO
Percussion Concerto (2019)

Percussionist and composer Andy Akiho, a native of 
South Carolina, writes music which reflects his diverse 
background: a specialist in Trinidadian steel pans, he 

has performed with both the Carolina Crown and The 
Cadets drum and bugle corps, and is also an accom-
plished classical solo, chamber, and orchestral per-
cussionist. A composition student of Julia Wolfe and of 
David Lang at Yale University, Akiho writes primarily for 
percussion instruments, seeking to provide players an 
outlet for modern virtuosity while engaging audiences 
in novel ways. His Ricochet (2015), a concerto grosso in 
which a ping pong match acts as a percussion ensem-
ble, has become an internet sensation.

The Percussion Concerto was commissioned by the Or-
egon Symphony Orchestra and premiered with soloist 
Colin Currie in October 2019. Akiho first heard Currie 
perform a concerto by Christopher Rouse at Aspen 
in 2011, and was “blown away” by the opportunity to 
collaborate on a new piece. Akiho also says he has 
long been impressed with the musicianship of HSO 
Principal Percussion Sean Ritenauer. The composer and 
Currie are delighted that the new concerto is coming 
to Huntsville.  

This brand-new work is cast in four movements pre-
ceded by a prelude, with an interlude between move-
ments III and IV. Each movement features a particular 
“pod” of instruments. These include a large assortment 
of ceramic bowls, marimba and rubber band, vi-
braphone with metal and glass bottles, a toy piano, 
and glockenspiel with snare, kick, and brake drums 
to form a “melodic drum set.” The large percussion 
complement within the orchestra itself even sports a 
propane tank, of all things—the resourceful conversion 
of everyday objects into percussion equipments is an 
Akiho trademark. [ca. 31’]       

COPLAND
Symphony No. 3

As upstanding a candidate as any for the “Great 
American Symphony,” Copland’s Third is the last and 
largest of his works in that genre. Written between 1944-
46, it represented his return to the symphony hall after a 
decade primarily focused on music for ballet, film, and 
other special projects. Work was begun during a visit to 
Mexico, and continued a year later at the MacDowell 
Colony in New Hampshire and at the composer’s farm 
retreat in western Massachusetts. There the new sym-
phony was completed just prior to Copland’s engage-
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ment at the first postwar Tanglewood summer intensive. 

Copland’s early studies under the great French ped-
agogue Nadia Boulanger had encouraged his explo-
ration of a large variety of styles and techniques, but 
by the 1940s he had settled into a signature cinematic 
voice dominated by American folk idioms—the sound 
of Rodeo, Appalachian Spring, The Red Pony, and Billy 
the Kid. This new and improved Copland continues to 
divide academics and critics, with some accusing the 
composer of jingoistic pandering and talking down to 
his audience. But Copland’s national and global audi-
ences did not consist solely of academics and critics, 
of course. His wartime shift in tone endeared him to an 
ever wider public while associating his name with an 
instantly recognizable, sensationally suggestive sound-
world. Copland was not unaware that he was dancing 
along the border between art and public relations, 
particularly since, as an almost-openly gay artist and 
intellectual figure, he was a major target of scrutiny 
during the anti-Communist “Red Scare” of the 1950s.     

Like many other notable works of the period, the 
Symphony No. 3 was a commission from the conductor 
Serge Koussevitzky; he may have done more than any 
other single figure to expand and enrich the American 
symphonic repertoire in the mid-century. Copland 
used this opportunity to address the postwar United 
States on a grand scale, conveying in his symphony a 

sense of quiet contemplation trending toward Herculean 
optimism, as if gradually descending from labyrinthine 
mountain passes onto the open prairie rolling westward. 

Copland marks his first movement, “With simple expres-
sion,” a favorite instruction of his; out of this opening 
mood evolves a boisterous climax before the calm, cool 
colors are gradually restored. The second movement is 
a galloping scherzo, the melodies of which incorporate 
certain gestures associated by Copland with the wild 
West. An entirely new momentum gathers in the third 
movement, which develops a theme originally played by 
the trombones in the first movement. 

Though musicologists can confidently date a number of 
the symphony’s motives and themes to aborted projects 
from earlier periods, the single thread running through 
the entire work is the Fanfare for the Common Man, a 
1943 piece for brass and percussion written in honor of the 
Armed Forces in World War II. Copland includes this music 
almost verbatim at the beginning of his exuberant finale, 
at which point it may become obvious to the listener 
that many of the symphony’s ideas are directly related 
to it. Specifically, the signal of two adjacent upward 
leaps—that impulsive, bounding movement which begins 
the fanfare theme—is repeatedly used in a variety of con-
texts, a defiance of gravity which perhaps presages the 
space race and American footprints tracking across the 
plains of the moon. [ca. 44’]     

Soloist 
 
Sean Ritenauer, percussion
• HSO percussionist since 2005; Principal Percussion since 2016
• Performances with New York Philharmonic, National Symphony  

Orchestra, Baltimore Symphony, Malaysia Philharmonic,  
Philharmonic Orchestra of the Americas

• Studio recordings include Moonrise Kingdom, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel 
• Broadway credits include HAIR, Pippin, Something Rotten, and In the 

Heights, among others 
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