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The 48 First Violins of
The London Philharmonic

Royal Philharmonic Orchestra 
Philharmonia Orchestra

Geoffrey Simon conductor 

Music arranged by Julian Milone
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1	 Songs My Mother Taught Me   Antonin Dvořák (1841-1904) [3.05] 
 
2 Czárdás Vittorio Monti (1868-1922) [4.59]

3 Summertime from Porgy and Bess George Gershwin (1898-1937) [3.01]

4 Intermezzo from Cavaleria Rusticana Pietro Mascagni (1863-1945) [3.08]

5 Sabre Dance from Gayaneh Aram Khatchaturian (1903-1978) [2.17]

6 Romance from The Gadfly Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) [2.38]

7 The Girl with the Flaxen Hair Claude Debussy (1862-1918) [2.38]

8 Hungarian Dance Sergei Rachmaninov (1873-1943) [4.53]

 Total timings  [26.43]

THE LONDON VIOLIN SOUND
GEOFFREY SIMON CONDUCTOR

ARRANGER’S NOTE

Several years ago on tour in what was then 
East Berlin, I was browsing in a music shop 
when an old record caught my attention. On the 
cover was a faded photograph of twenty-four 
violinists standing in a semicircle in concert 
dress. As the text on the record was in Russian 
it gave me little clue as to the name of the 
group or the repertoire, but I was intrigued by 
the photograph and accordingly parted with my 
official issue East German marks. The seed of 
inspiration for this disc was planted.
The recording turned out to be of the “Bolshoi 
Theatre Violinists Ensemble”, formed in 1956 
from the orchestra of the Bolshoi Theatre in 
Moscow and directed by Yuri Reyentovich. The 
group was very successful, giving over two 
thousand concerts before being disbanded 
upon the death of the Maestro. 
Since the beginning of modern violin playing 
at the start of this century, the “Russian 
Method” of teaching has included ensemble 
activities in which the entire class would 
prepare and study a specific piece in unison, 
a practice similar to the now familiar Suzuki 
method. In his autobiography, the brilliant 
violinist Nathan Milstein recalls his studies 

with Professor Stolyarsky in Odessa, and 
particularly the time when the class was 
playing a Tchaikovsky piece and were joined by 
some cellists for an impromptu – if improbable 
– performance. David Oistrakh also studied 
with Stolyarsky and remembers performing 
concerts in a violin ensemble, in order that the 
students, en masse, could become used to the 
concert platform. 
So the violin ensemble has its roots in Russia, 
and many composers from the former Soviet 
Union have written pieces for the medium, 
including Khatchaturian, Rodion Shchedrin 
and Prokofiev, whose solo Violin Sonata Op. 20 
started life this way. Three of the works on 
this album demonstrate how inextricably the 
soul of Russian music is linked to the sound of 
the violin: Khatchaturian’s Sabre Dance, the 
Shostakovich Romance and Rachmaninov’s 
Hungarian Dance.
Playing in a symphony orchestra such as 
the Philharmonia has given me an unrivalled 
opportunity to study the style and technique 
of the great composers, and my objective in 
these arrangements has been to combine the 
added richness of massed violins with the 
original flavour and spirit of each of the works 
we have chosen. In Debussy’s The Girl with the 
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Flaxen Hair, for example, I added a harp, and 
the sound of the violins is diffused into many 
divided parts, as in his orchestral works. 
The harp was retained for the first of our 
two operatic transcriptions, the beautiful 
Intermezzo from Mascagni’s Cavalleria 
Rusticana, while Gershwin’s Summertime 
provided an opportunity to use the pizzicato 
double bass and the extreme low notes of the 
piano to support the violins in achieving a sultry 
“Deep South” sound. 
Gypsy music is another genre which inspired 
arrangements for this disc. Dvořák’s Gypsy 
Song No. 4 – Songs My Mother Taught Me 
– seemed a perfect vehicle for the violin 
ensemble, with its broad cantilena and wide 
dynamic range. In the arrangement of the 
celebrated Czárdás by Monti, I incorporated an 
original Hungarian gypsy theme as a counter 
melody in the friss (fast) section. When a 
solo violin, playing harmonics, imitates the 
panpipes, the accompanying tremolando 
and pizzicato figures recreate the style of the 
cimbalom, that ancient Hungarian instrument 
whose strings are struck by mallets. 
With three of London’s finest violin sections 
playing for The London Violin Sound recording 
sessions, we had a unique opportunity to 

extend the concept of the Violin Ensemble, 
and we hope that the sonority achieved by the 
musicians – and captured by Cala Records’ 
engineers – will add a new dimension to the 
music we have chosen.
© 2003 Julian Milone

___________

The Bohemian composer Antonin Dvořák 
(1841-1904) has elicited divided opinions over 
the years between those who consider him a 
naive writer of good-humoured nationalistic 
music and those who see him as a true musical 
genius, able to write a sublime melody and 
integrate it perfectly within the confines of a 
classical structure. Certainly, the easy flow 
of Dvořák’s music and its happy, uninhibited 
quality, are easily criticised by those who prefer 
to find composing problematic or who think 
that every note should plumb the depths of the 
human soul. The song cycle Gypsy Melodies 
Op. 55, to words by Adolf Heyduk, was written 
between 18 and 23 February 1880 and is from 
the same period as the Violin Concerto and 
the Waltzes for piano. Its seven songs were 
composed for the tenor Gustav Walter of the 

Vienna State Opera, an admirer of Dvořák’s 
writing for the voice. The fourth, Songs My 
Mother Taught Me, begins with a child learning 
a Bohemian song from his mother and ends 
with his teaching it to his own children.
Vittorio Monti (1868-1922) and Pietro 
Mascagni have something other than 
their nationality in common: they are both 
remembered for a single composition. In 
Mascagni’s case, the success of Cavalleria 
Rusticana overshadowed his remaining operas, 
while Monti is known purely for his famous 
Czárdás for violin and piano. Monti was born 
in Naples in 1868 and studied violin and 
composition at his local conservatoire before 
settling in Paris in 1886. After arriving in the 
French capital he studied with Paganini’s 
most renowned pupil, Camillo Sivori, played 
in the Lamoureux Orchestra and taught violin, 
mandolin and composition. Monti was a 
relatively prolific composer and, apart from 
the Czárdás, left an opera, several ballets and 
many other light vocal and instrumental pieces. 
A czárdás is a Hungarian dance, the word 
deriving from the Hungarian csárdo, which 
means a country-inn. It was originally danced 
by daughters of peasants at these country-
inns on Sunday afternoons. Traditionally, the 

czárdás comprises a broad, slow introduction 
– lassu – leading to an impetuous fast section 
– friss. In his version Monti interrupts the friss 
with a slower, grand melody in the major key 
before breaking back into a final, headlong 
dash for the last chord.
“If I am successful,” wrote George Gershwin 
(1898-1937) about his opera in progress, 
Porgy and Bess, “it will resemble a combination 
of the drama and romance of Carmen and 
the beauty of Meistersinger.” Although 
Gershwin had corresponded in 1926 with 
DuBose Heyward, the author of the novel and 
subsequent play, Porgy, concerning a possible 
collaboration, he did not follow up on the idea 
until 1932 and it took him another two years 
to start serious work on it. Porgy and Bess was 
completed the following year, however, and 
received its premiere on September 30, 1935 
in Boston. Despite not being a critical success, 
its first run in New York’s Alvin Theater 
stretched to 124 performances and it has 
become the only American opera to have fully 
established itself in the repertoire. Summertime 
comes at the beginning of Act 1 – it was also 
the first song Gershwin wrote for the opera – 
and is a lullaby sung by a young mother, Clara, 
to her baby.
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Pietro Mascagni (1863-1945) was born in 
Livorno and studied in Milan with Ponchielli. 
When aged twenty-seven he entered a 
competition run by the Milanese publisher 
Sonzogno for unperformed composers, he 
was living in the Apulian town of Cerignola 
teaching the piano and conducting the town 
band. He submitted Cavalleria Rusticana, based 
on Verga’s play of the same name. There were 
some difficulties with this idea. Firstly, the rules 
of the competition stated that only one-act 
operas would be accepted and the original 
play was in two acts; this problem was solved 
with the insertion of the Intermezzo Sinfonico 
in place of the interval. Secondly, time was 
short and Mascagni had not received the 
completed libretto from the writers Targioni- 
Tozzetti and Menasci, so was obliged to start 
without it. Despite this predicament, Mascagni 
finished the piece and was able to meet the 
deadline in March 1890. He was awarded 
first prize and the premiere on May 17 of that 
year was a great success. The audience there 
heard one of the first verismo operas, set in a 
contemporary Sicilian village with red-blooded 
characters and a vivid, down-to-earth plot. The 
composer received over forty curtain calls! 
The Intermezzo marks the end of the Easter 

ceremony and is a simple hymn in F major, 
which derives from an Ave Maria Mascagni had 
written when he was sixteen.
Although Aram Khatchaturian (1903-1978) 
was born in the Georgian capital Tiflis (now 
Tbilisi), he was in fact a native of Armenia. It 
was this which led him to follow his brother, 
Suren, to Moscow in 1921 when he was 
eighteen, as it was perilous for Armenians living 
in Georgia at that time. In Moscow he entered 
the biology faculty of the university as well as 
the cello class at the Gnessin school but soon 
found himself, with the help of Miaskovsky and 
Gnessin himself, spending most of his time on 
composition. Of all the music to have come 
from the former Soviet Union, perhaps that of 
Khatchaturian most embodied the doctrine 
of Socialist Realism. Soviet government 
policy at the time dictated that music should 
be “The People’s in its Form and Socialist 
in its Content” (meaning comprehensible 
to all and venerating the system and its 
leaders). Khatchaturian’s style was upheld as 
a paragon by the Soviet Ministry of Culture 
because his music was melodious, robust 
and colourful by nature. In 1948, however, 
even he was criticised by the government. His 
reaction was publicly to relent and accuse 
himself of “infatuation with technique and 

experimentalism”. His ballet Gayaneh, based on 
an earlier score called Happiness, was written 
in 1942 and revised in 1957. Its most famous 
number, Sabre Dance, was composed in a 
single evening and only included in the ballet at 
a very late stage.
The years 1953-1955 were momentous in 
the life of Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975). 
Stalin died on March 5, 1953, after which 
Shostakovich wrote his Tenth Symphony, 
regarded by many as his finest orchestral 
work. The composer’s memoirs – his highly 
controversial, dramatic and disturbing book 
Testimony, published in 1979 – reveal finally 
that the piece is about Stalin’s years in power 
and that the second movement is, roughly 
speaking, a musical portrait of the dictator. 
The first performance, given on December 
17, 1953 in Leningrad, had a mixed critical 
reception, for all that the symphony’s 
“programme” remained, of course, a strict 
secret. Arguments about the tenth symphony 
raged within the Composer’s Union throughout 
1954 and Shostakovich was to write just two 
pieces during the year.
In December his wife Nina died suddenly and 
in January, 1955 his mother fell ill. Looking 
after her throughout the spring and summer, 

he composed little apart from the score to the 
film The Gadfly, directed by Faintzimmer. It is 
a credit to Shostakovich’s professionalism and 
inspiration that he turned out a score of such 
cheerfulness when in the depths of depression. 
His mother died that November and to 
complete the tragic circle he made a disastrous 
second marriage in the summer of 1956. 
The music from The Gadfly was assembled 
into a twelve-movement suite by Lev Atoumian 
and the Romance is the eighth of these. It was 
subsequently popularised as the theme of the 
British television series, Reilly, Ace of Spies.
Achille-Claude Debussy (1862-1918) was 
born in Saint-Germain-en-Laye in France. He 
had little early formal musical training, but 
did enter the Paris Conservatoire in 1873 
where he was considered an unpredictable 
pianist and, as a composer, a rebel against 
traditional methods of harmony and theory. 
He appeared to eschew conventional musical 
forms, producing no symphonies, concertos or 
piano sonatas. Instead, he became one of the 
greatest of all musical innovators, making the 
imaginative leap to bring the Impressionism 
(a term he never liked) of French painters of 
his day to music. Behind such evocative titles 
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as La Mer or Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faun, 
however, lie tautly constructed examples 
of symphonic form: the ravishing sonorities 
and luminous poetic imagery mask highly 
disciplined concepts of melodic and harmonic 
invention.
The 24 Preludes for Piano are another 
illustration of “art concealing art,” although 
here Debussy made the subtle point of 
inscribing each title only at the end of the 
piece. La fille aux cheveux de lin was a poem 
by Leconte de Lisle which Debussy first set 
to music in 1882. It later became the eighth 
of his 12 Preludes for Piano – the first book 
of the set, composed early in 1910 – and is a 
deceptively simple, song-like piece based on a 
theme of falling and rising thirds.
Sergei Rachmaninov (1873-1943) was 
unabashed by certain descriptions of his work: 
“I hold this man in the highest esteem: he has 
written magnificent film music,” a sarcastic 
Stravinsky once uttered of him. “Sentimental 
swill” was Richard Strauss’s riposte when 
asked to conduct one of his works. “My 
music is the product of my temperament and 
therefore Russian,” wrote Rachmaninov, “I 
simply write down what I hear in myself, as 
naturally as possible.” It is certainly true that 

Rachmaninov’s music appeals more to the 
senses than to the intellect, but this was a 
conscious part of his musical credo: to convey 
the soul and the spirit of the homeland, the love 
and sadness in his heart.
Although he entered the St Petersburg 
Conservatoire at age nine to study the piano, 
he soon began to compose and by the time 
he was eighteen had completed his first 
piano concerto. After graduating from the 
Moscow Conservatoire in 1892 he was offered 
a publishing contract with Gutheil and the 
following spring saw the first performance 
of his opera Aleko at the Bolshoi Theatre. 
It was a triumph and, encouraged by this, 
Rachmaninov composed easily during the 
summer and autumn of that year. He finished 
his Op. 4 songs and wrote the Fantasie-tableaux 
for two pianos, the orchestral fantasy The 
Rock and two Morceaux de Salon for violin and 
piano, the second of which is the Hungarian 
Dance heard here. This piece is a high spirited 
dance in D minor with a lush middle section in 
which one hears a premonition of the mature 
Rachmaninov. 

© 2003 Julian Milone
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 Recorded in All Hallows Church, Gospel Oak, London, 14 May 1994 

Producer & Editor –Tim Handley
 Engineer – Nicholas Parker

 Mastering – AudioEdit Ltd, London
 Concept and Arrangements – Julian Milone
 Programme Notes – © 2003, Julian Milone
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