Terre Haute Sinfonietta March 2004 Script 

FROM RAG TO ROCK


All societies have music in the popular idiom and the U.S. is no exception. The program today will feature music that has a character and history that is distinctly American and whose influence has been felt around the world.  There is a lot of history and music between ragtime and rock-n-roll, but in order to keep this concert to a manageable level we have arbitrarily limited what we will play.   

The problem in programming a concert of popular American music is the element of time.  There is an immense amount of Ragtime and Rock-n-Roll songs to choose from.  This program will offer a tiny fraction of what has been written in these idioms.  We have tried to program songs that are both influential and well known to the public.  One thing is certain; without ragtime there would be no rock-n-roll.  

Ragtime began as a style to syncopate or “rag” the rhythm of existing songs in the mid 1890’s. Originally, piano players performed rag music in the brothels of New Orleans just as a young Johannes Brahms, the German composer had played in a Hamburg, Germany brothel early in his career.     

In the decade known today as the “gay nineties” there was a group of black musicians, who spread the syncopated rhythms of ragtime. To show how language evolves as well as music, the term “Gay” refers to a happy time when there  was general prosperity and no major wars, not its generally accepted meaning today. Ragtime was most popular during the decade that bridged the dawning of the 20th century, but the years 1905-1910 might be considered the “golden age” of ragtime.  Ragtime would sweep the nation and gain popularity in Europe, but ragtime was American to its core.  It came from the people and would prove to be the most revolutionary musical force to come out of America up to that time. 

“RAGTIME”

We open the program with music from the 1981motion picture called “RAGTIME”. The film was based on E.L. Doctorow’s novel by the same name, was directed by Milos Forman, who also directed “Ammadeus” and featured the last performance of the academy award-winning actor James Cagney.  The film is the story of one black man’s struggle to overcome prejudice and seek justice in the racial and ethnic mosaic that was New York City in the year 1906.  Composer Randy Newman wrote the modern score in the period style.  Today’s arrangement by James Kessler contains the songs: Ragtime, Your Daddy’s Son, Buffalo Nickel, Photoplay, Inc, The Crime of the Century, and Wheels of a Dream. 

“RAG”  

While Ragtime began as a single piano solo, it soon was being performed by any number of other instruments. Here is a duet featuring the Sinfonietta’s Principal Flutist Richard Cooper and Principal Clarinetist L. Edward Harbour.  Composed by John Rutter it is simply called “RAG”.

“MAPLE LEAF RAG”

The most prolific composer of Ragtime music was Scott Joplin.  Musicologists believe Joplin wrote about 600 songs but only about 50 were ever published.  The most famous of these was “Maple Leaf Rag”, which sold hundreds of thousands of copies in the first ten years after it was published in 1899. Here is an arrangement that was edited by the well-known American composer and teacher Gunther Schuller. 

“TIGER RAG”

The Original Dixieland Jazz Band composed another popular rag called the “Tiger Rag”.  In an arrangement by Vern Reynolds that features members of the Sinfonietta Brass Section we hear “Tiger Rag”.  Members of the ensemble are James Chesterson and Ron Dunbar on Cornets, Jeff Colvin on Horn, Kevin Forbes on Trombone, and Anne Alsip on Tuba.  Ladies and Gentlemen, Tiger Rag.

“THE ENTERTAINER”

In 1973 a motion picture called “The Sting” told the story of two “con men” who put a sting on a high roller from New York.  The film which starred Paul Newman, Robert Redford, and Robert Shaw won seven Academy Awards and sparked a national revival of one of Scott Joplin’s most popular rags called “The Entertainer”. Composer Marvin Hamlisch won Academy Awards for adapting and arranging the music of Scott Joplin for this film.  
With the success of Scott Joplin’s last two rags, he was given and retained the title of, “The King of Ragtime”. Joplin believed to his dying day that his ragtime compositions could stand the test of being compared with classic European compositions.  Time has proved him right. Joplin’s compositions are complex, idiomatic and marked by genius. Assistant Conductor James Chesterson will now lead the orchestra in the John Cacavas arrangement of “The Entertainer”. 

“ TWO BY BERLIN”

If a single songwriter were to be chosen to epitomize the era of Tin Pan Alley in the 1920’s and 30’s it would certainly be Irving Berlin.  Born in Russia in 1888, he came to America when his father, a Jewish Cantor, fled the Cossack Pogroms.  Berlin’s rise to fame and fortune as an icon of American popular music is one of the great American success stories.  Berlin’s song “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” which was composed in 1911 was an instant success and made Berlin a recognized composer of popular music.  However, ragtime was on the wane and the newer “Blues” was catching the fancy of Americans.  In “Two By Berlin” we hear arrangements by Edward Siennicki, of “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” and “ Play a Simple Melody”. The last song may be familiar to you from a recording duet featuring Bing Crosby and his son Gary. 

“ROCK AROUND THE CLOCK”

The impact of Rock-N-Roll music had worldwide repercussions when it first appeared in the early 1950’s. Since the late 1950’s rock music has dominated the American popular music scene.  Six legendary men were at the center of early rock.  They were Bill Haley, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Elvis Presley.  One of the earliest to popularize the term Rock-N-Roll was Alan Freed a Cleveland disc jockey in 1952, but it was not until 1955 that the rock style was fully formed and took command of its audience. Billboard Magazine, the trade journal of the popular music industry listed “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and the Comets as the top song of 1955.  Here is our version of this legendary tune arranged for orchestra by Bob Cerulli. 

“ THE BEST OF THE BEATLES”

Something happened in the early 1960’s when a British group called “The Beatles” gave new direction and vitality to the rock era.  For the week of April 4, 1964 the top five songs on Billboard’s Top 100 chart were all by the Beatles.  The Beatles not only evolved rock music they also wrote the best ballads.  In the following arrangement by Calvin Custer you will hear; Got to Get You Back in My Life, When I’m Sixty-Four, Michelle, and Get Back.  

“ROCK MASTERPIECES”

The success of the Beatles in America sparked an invasion by other British groups, all enjoying considerable success on their own.  Along with these groups many homegrown American rock stars began to emerge.  These produced such rock songs as the next arrangement by Bob Cerulli.  James Chesterson is back on the podium to direct “Three Dog Night’s “Joy to the World” and “Proud Mary” made famous by Tina Turner.

“CROCODILE ROCK”

In 1974 Elton John came out with an album that introduced the song “Crocodile Rock”. 
To add spice to our performance today we are delighted to feature the dancing troop from the Nancy Sauer School of Theatrical Dancing, under the direction of Wendy Personette.   Please welcome the Nancy Sauer School dancers in “Crocodile Rock”

“BEATLES MEDLEY”

Some sixty percent of all recordings sold in America in the 1960’s and 70’s both singles and albums, were by the Beatles.  Songs by John Lennon and Paul McCartney, because of their superb melodies and spirit have earned entry to the roster of America’s favorite music.  This can be attributed to the fact that they were among the most talented songwriters and performers in the entire history of popular song.  Now, some forty years later we are still celebrating their first appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show in February of 1964. The following medley arranged by Manny Mendelson uses the full orchestra to capture the variety of moods expressed in the Beatles music.  This medley has Eleanor Rigby, Yesterday, Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and When I’m Sixty-four.  

“DO WAH DIDDY DIDDY”

We are happy to bring back another troup from the Nancy Sauer School to offer their interpretation of a song that first appeared in an album by Manfred Mann in 1964. It has a crazy title called “Do Wah Diddy Diddy”. Have fun with us.

“MOTOWN FOREVER”

Once again Jim Chesterson conducts the orchestra in a small tribute to the now famous Motown sound.  Created in Detroit Michigan, Motown gave birth to an almost endless list of rock stars such as the Supremes, and the Temptations to name just two.  In the following arrangement by Larry Moore you will hear, My Girl, I Heard it Through The Grapevine, and I’ll Be There. 

“HANG ON SLOOPY”

In 1964 a group called The Down Liners came out with this next tune called “Hang on Sloopy”. In their final appearance you will be pleased to see our guest dancers adding their talents to this number.  

“BEETHOVEN’S FIFTH”

We close the first half of this program with the unique and fascinating disco-rock version of the opening theme of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony simply called “Beethoven’s Fifth”.

Rock has become an important member of the once scorned “establishment” with evidence of its respectability and power at every hand. However, there are hints of restlessness for a new direction.  History suggests that soon there will be another stylistic shift.  Prophecy is risky so we will not attempt to make one, but we feel sure we can safely say that the greatest impression in rock came from one performer: Elvis Presley.

After this there will be a brief twelve-minute intermission where we welcome you to punch and cookies in the lobby. Please hurry back and join in our excitement as the “Mayor of Rock-N-Roll” performs a tribute to Elvis Presley.   

Before playing this number, Dr. Melendy will bring back the other guest artists, dancers, narrator, and assistant conductor.  The orchestra will then close with Beethoven’s Fifth.  

INTERMISSION 12 MINUTES

Second half features Bruce Borders “The Mayor of Rock-n-Roll” and the music of Elvis Presley.
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