
Program Notes by Gerard Haas 
 
Christmas Symphony              Gaetano Maria Schiassi (1698-1754) 
Schiassi, the Italian singer, violinist, composer, and impresario, was one of dozens of 
versatile Italian musicians responsible for Italy’s dominance of the 18th century European 
music scene. While his name has not remained as well-known as those of his famous 
Italian colleagues—musicians such as Alessandro Scarlatti, Arcangelo Corelli, and 
Antonio Vivaldi—his prolific musical accomplishments were well received and regarded 
during his lifetime. His career included violin and vocal performances with the 
Accademia Filarmonica in his hometown of Bologna, musical supervision at the courts 
of various nobles in Germany and Italy, and the establishment of an opera house in 
Lisbon, for which he composed 10 operas. Throughout his career, he composed music for 
the Church—four oratorios, many sonate da chiesa (church sonatas), and symphonies. 
 
Schiassi’s Christmas Symphony, formally titled “Sinfonia pastorale per il santissimo 
natale di nostro Jesu,” is one of several manuscripts that have been preserved (most of 
his works were never published). Schiassi’s composition—one of countless Italian 
compositions describing the nativity—is a perfect exemplar of the Italian Baroque 
instrumental style: a single melody line (homophonic) supported by a transparent 
accompaniment. The four-movement structure follows the pattern established by Corelli, 
whose sonate da chiesa and concerti grossi would go on to solidify the four-movement 
symphonic form. While each movement is in the same key—D—the third movement 
introduces the minor mode, the use of which was an innovation coming into general use 
at the time. The work’s phrasing is based on a call-and-response pattern, in which a theme 
is played loudly, or at a high pitch, followed by an almost identical response, played more 
softly, in a lower octave. The work’s last movement, Andante, is composed in the typical 
pastoral style, a relaxed melody in 12/8 time, intended to convey a picture of shepherds at 
ease. Schiassi’s symphony beautifully displays the élan and repose of the accessible 
Baroque Italian style—a style that, almost 300 years later, continues to please and charm. 
 
“White Christmas”                                          Irving Berlin, Arranged by Bruce Chase 
This holiday classic was first performed by Bing Crosby on Christmas Day, 1941, on the 
NBCC radio show, The Kraft Music Hall. According to the Book of Guinness World 
Records, “White Christmas,” with over 500 recorded versions, is the most-recorded 
Christmas song of all time, and the version sung by Bing Crosby is the best-selling single 
recording of all time. 
 
“A Carol Festival”                                              Arranged by Hawley Ades (1908-2008) 
“Joy to the World”     Isaac Watts and George Frederic Handel 
“We Three Kings of Orient Are”   John Henry Hopkins 
“It Came Upon a Midnight Clear”   Edmund Sears and Richard Willis 
“O Little Town of Bethlehem”   Lewis Redner 
“Hark, The Herald Angels Sing”   Charles Wesley and Felix Mendelssohn 
“Silent Night”      Joseph Mohr and Franz Xaver Gruber 
“O Come, All Ye Faithful”    John Francis Wade 
 
Music was an early feature of the Christmas season and its celebrations.  The earliest 
chants, litanies, and hymns were Latin works intended for use during the Christmas 
liturgy.  Carols, as we know them today, developed during medieval times as rounds for  



singers or dancers with instrumental accompaniment.  The form eventually found its 
place in France as Christmas songs, intended to be sung by all present.  Because the 
Protestant Reformation also encouraged congregational singing in the vernacular, the 
singing of carols spread throughout Europe.  Along with people, the songs immigrated to 
the United States and have continued to thrive. Today, traditional carols continue to be 
sung, while new ones performed in styles as diverse as Jazz, R&B, and Country are 
composed each holiday season. 
 
“Sleigh Ride”                                                                     Leroy Anderson (1908-1975) 
Anderson is an American composer best known for his short and enthusiastic popular 
compositions that express the optimism and exuberance of the American character.  His 
works, such as “Blue Tango,” “Fiddl-Faddle,” “The Syncopated Clock,” and “The 
Typewriter,” combine snappy rhythms, clever melodies, and ingenious orchestration into 
works that embody American fun. “Sleigh Ride,” composed in 1946, was ironically 
inspired by a heat wave while the composer was spending July in Los Angeles. It became 
a hit after it was recorded by the Boston Pops Orchestra.  Optional lyrics were added in 
1950 by Mitchell Parish, and the piece has endured to become one of the most performed 
musical treats of the holiday season. 
 
The Many Moods of Christmas, Suite One                 Robert Shaw & Russell Bennett 
The suite is a medley of well and less known Christmas songs, which include “O Come, 
All Ye Faithful,” a French carol “Patapan,” and the classic, “Silent Night.” 
 
The work was conceived by Robert Shaw (1916-1999), a choral and orchestral conductor 
who was considered the dean of American choral conductors.  Shaw, who hailed from 
Red Bluff, California, founded his name sake choral in 1948. He toured extensively in the 
United States and abroad, performing everything choral, from glee club favorites and sea 
shanties to Bach's B Minor Mass, Verdi's Requiem, and Beethoven's Missa solemnis.  His 
recordings of Christmas and holiday music, including four Many Moods of Christmas 
suites and Handel's Messiah, remain benchmarks of choral singing. 
 
Robert Russell Bennett (1894-1981), known as Russell, was an American composer and 
arranger best known for his orchestral arrangements of Broadway and Hollywood 
musicals.  He also orchestrated arrangements of the songs of Berlin, Gershwin, Porter and 
Rodgers.  He arranged The Many Moods of Christmas specifically for the Robert Shaw 
Choral and Orchestra in 1963, which has been repeatedly recorded since then and 
remains a seasonal favorite and best seller. 
 
Nutcracker, Selections, Op. 71                           Piotr Ilyitch Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) 
Ballet, as we know it today, was put on the map by the collaboration of the French ballet 
master, Marius Petipa, Maître de Ballet of the St. Petersburg Imperial Theatres, and the 
symphonic composer Tchaikovsky. The ballets staged by Petipa combined dance and 
mime to present choreographed musical dramas, raising the style of what was then 
becoming classical dance to new heights. Prior to Tchaikovsky, the music for these 
works, which had developed in France as simple accompaniment for decorative 
divertissements at social gatherings or the court, was not much more than a pleasant 
rhythmic backdrop for the motions or moods of the dance. All that changed when 
Tchaikovsky composed the music for Swan Lake (1877) and Sleeping Beauty (1890).  As  
a result, the innovative Petipa engaged Tchaikovsky to compose the score for Nutcracker 



(1890). The work’s premiere was not a success; critics pointed out that Nutcracker was 
under-rehearsed, and the story was ill-conceived. But those who listened to the music 
responded enthusiastically. One attentive listener wrote “…it is a pity that so much fine 
music is expended on nonsense unworthy of attention, but the music in general is 
excellent: that designated for dances is dansante and that designated for the ear and for 
the fantasy is imaginative. Of Tchaikovsky’s three ballets…Nutcracker is the best, its 
music indeed not for the normal ballet audience.”  With additional rehearsals and a 
tightening of the plot, Nutcracker soon became a favorite in the Mariinsky repertoire. 
 
Today’s performance presents a selection of two dances from Act II. The Sugar Plum 
Fairy, who has been Clara’s guide in the candy kingdom, and her handsome cavalier 
dance a romantic “Pas de deux.”  The ballet ends with the “Final Waltz and Apotheosis,” 
in which the fairy and cavalier rise and dance lighter than air, while Clara tells her 
Nutcracker she wishes the adventure would never end.  But, next morning, she awakens 
under the Christmas tree with her Nutcracker still in her arms. 
 
The first complete production outside of Russia took place in England in 1934 and the 
first complete US performance was seen in San Francisco in 1944.  Since then, 
Tchaikovsky's utterly magical soundscape, inhabited by Clara and her beloved nutcracker 
turned Russian prince, continues to be performed for young and old throughout the 
world. 
 


