Wednesday, November 1, 2023, 7:30pm
Zellerbach Hall

Sheku Kanneh-Mason, cello

PROGRAM

Johann Sebastian BACH (1685-1750)  Cello Suite No. 2 in D minor, BWV1008
(c. 1720)
Prelude
Allemande
Courante
Sarabande
Minuet I and II
Gigue

Gwilym SIMCOCK (b. 1981)  Prayer for the Senses (2022)

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)  Cello Suite No. 1, Op. 72 (1964)
Canto primo: Sostenuto e largamente
Fuga: Andante moderato
Lamento: Lento rubato
Canto secondo: Sostenuto
Serenata: Allegretto pizzicato
Marcia: Alla marcia moderato
Canto terzo: Sostenuto
Bordone: Moderato quasi recitativo
Moto perpetuo e Canto quarto: Presto

INTERMISSION

Leo BROUWER (b. 1939)  Sonata No. 2 for solo cello (2020)
L-1IL-1IL

This work is dedicated to Sheku Kanneh-Mason
and was commissioned by the Royal Philharmonic
Society through the generous support of an
anonymous donor.

Edmund FINNIS (b. 1984)  Preludes (2021)
Prelude I
Prelude IT
Prelude IIT
Prelude IV
Prelude V

Gaspar CASSADO (1897-1966)  Suite for solo cello (pub. 1926)
Preludio—Fantasia
Sardana
Intermezzo e danza finale

This performance is made possible, in part, by Lance and Dalia Nagel.
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PROGRAM NOTES

Johann Sebastian Bach

Cello Suite No. 2 in D minor, BWV1008
During the years he served as Kapellmeister
to Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Céthen, Bach
was forced by the circumstances of that
court to direct his genius in new directions.
Prince Leopold belonged to the Reformed
Church, whose Calvinist teachings per-
mitted only minimal music during chapel
services, so Bach's artistry as an organist was
not needed. Instead, the composer turned
his attention to secular instrumental music,
creating such masterpieces as the Branden-
burg Concertos, the Well-Tempered Clavier,
the six sonatas and partitas for solo violin,
and the six suites for solo cello.

While it is not surprising Bach should
write an imposing series of works for the vi-
olin, creating such works for the cello took
considerable courage. At this time, the cello
was still considered inferior to its senior
cousin, the viola da gamba, and an instru-
ment suitable only for filling out the con-
tinuo (bass). But Bach always loved a
challenge. And apparently Cothen had a
very fine cellist and gambist, Christian Fer-
dinand Abel. Composed about 1720, the six
Cello Suites remain arguably the greatest
works ever written for the instrument.

In them, Bach creates the illusion that we
are hearing more than one line in the cellos
mostly single-note delivery. This imaginary
contrapuntal activity is bolstered by implied
harmonic movement of great color and
imagination, only occasionally filled out by
multi-stopped chords. As conductor John
Eliot Gardiner writes: “In order to grasp and
‘realize’ Bach’s harmonic movement, both
player and listener are drawn in and re-
quired to complete the creative act””

Dating back to the 16th century, dance
suites were already a venerable form in
Bach’s day. Originating as folk and court
dances, by the late 17th century, they had
become highly stylized—music for listen-
ing, not dancing. Even their international

Opposite: Sheku Kanneh-Mason. Photo by Ollie Ali.

components had become codified. After an
introductory prelude, the Baroque suite
proceeded with a stately allernande of Ger-
man origins, a lively triple-meter Italian
courante or corrente, a slow and introspec-
tive sarabande from Spain, and a vivacious
final gigue or jig from England. Between the
sarabande and the gigue, the composer
could insert his choice of light-hearted
dances known as galanterien.

As Suite No. 2 is in D minor—a key often
associated with tragedy in this era—it is the
darkest and most serious of the cello sextet.
The Prelude sweeps outward in waves from
an arpeggio of the D-minor chord. In this
music in three beats, Bach adopts the feature
of pausing on and emphasizing the second
beat, which is characteristic of the sara-
bande. Late in the movement, the key shifts
to D major, confirmed by the closing multi-
stopped chords.

While the Prelude pursues mostly a sin-
gle-note texture, the assertive Allemande
opens with a bold quadruple-stop chord
and then intensifies its confident gait with
chords and double-stopping. The implica-
tion of contrapuntal lines is strong here, and
startling harmonies make this a weightily
imposing dance. Its polar opposite is the
Courante, a nonstop whirlwind of sixteenth
notes that includes interior duetting lines
within its single-note texture.

The darkest of the movements and the
expressive heart of this suite, the Sarabande
is in a very slow Largo tempo. Bach punctu-
ates its beautiful melodic lines with double
stops, often placed to emphasize this dance’s
important second beat and to prolong biting
dissonances.

For his galanterien dances, Bach selects a
contrasting pair of minuets. Heavy-footed
with multi-stopping, Minuet I is a rustic
dance in D minor, sounding like peasants
invading the court ballroom. Much tamer is
Minuet IT in D major, a lithe dance predom-
inantly played in single notes. Its only devi-
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ance from proper court behavior is its fond-
ness for huge leaps and plunges. The suite
closes with a vigorous, leaping Gigue that
also suggests rustic revels. A persistent
drone on double-stopped lower notes sug-
gest a traditional bagpipe dance.

Gwilym Simcock

Prayer for the Senses

Two of the pieces Sheku Kanneh-Mason has
chosen for this program were commis-
sioned expressly for him by his alma mater,
London’s Royal Academy of Music, as part
of its 200 Pieces project to celebrate its re-
cent bicentennial. Prayer for the Senses
(2022) was written by the brilliant Welsh
jazz pianist and composer Gwilym Simrock,
whose creations effortlessly span classical
music and jazz. Simcock is also a first-class
honors graduate of the Royal Academy and
won the Principal’s Prize for outstanding
achievement. His eclectic range of in-
fluences include Pat Metheny (with whom
he often performs), Chick Corea, and Keith
Jarrett, as well as Maurice Ravel, Henri Du-
tilleux, and Béla Bartok.

Improvisation is a vital element in jazz,
and so Simcock carries this over in Prayer;
the score explicitly instructs the cellist to be
“very free and ‘improvisatory’ throughout”
For example, the wailing open fourths of the
first section are intensified by improvised
slides, and note values are expressively
stretched. This spare, melancholy music
gradually ascends to a high-register cry.
Now the second section takes over with
music of angular leaps and implied duets
that grows progressively faster, then trails
away. The return of the first section expands
on the anguish of the opening music and
drives the cello high into its soprano range.
After a briefer return of the leaping music,
the opening section makes it final appear-
ance. Here listen for a lovely melodic pas-
sage with cello, now muted, singing in its
highest soprano range. The music then ends
as it began.

Cal Performances

Benjamin Britten

Cello Suite No. 1, Op. 72

The British musicologist Donald Mitchell
has described many of Benjamin Britten’s
instrumental works as “profoundly reveal-
ing portraits in sound, not only of the in-
struments but also of the performers. There
can never have been a composer who left so
substantial a part of his legacy in the shape
of a portrait gallery of his virtuoso col-
leagues and friends”

One of the closest of these was the mag-
nificent Russian cellist Mstislav Rostropo-
vich. Britten first met him in 1960 when
another treasured friend Dmitri Shostako-
vich came to England to present his First
Cello Concerto with Rostropovich as so-
loist. At that September performance in
London’s Royal Festival Hall, Shostakovich
invited Britten to share his box and after-
wards introduced him to the cellist. Rostro-
povich immediately asked him to write a
piece for him, to which Britten responded
eagerly: “T'll come to your hotel to discuss it
tomorrow morning”

In fact, over the next decade, Britten
composed five pieces for Rostropovich: the
Cello Sonata, the Symphony for Cello and
Orchestra, and three suites for unaccompa-
nied cello. As Rostropovich recalled, Britten
had signed a mock contract written up on a
restaurant menu promising he would com-
pose six suites for unaccompanied cello,
matching Bach’s sextet. Ultimately, though,
Britten’s worsening heart condition, from
which he would die at age 63, halted the
sequence at just three.

We will hear the first Cello Suite,
Op. 72, premiered at Britten’s Aldeburgh
Festival in June 1965 by Rostropovich.
Though the Bach Suites served loosely as
amodel, Britten’s Cello Suites share no Ba-
roque stylistic allusions, other than each
including a fugal movement. Instead, they
replace Baroque dances with emotionally
probing character pieces, linked together
by four appearances of a solemn Canto
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(song), which serves as a motto theme in-
spiring strongly contrasted variations.
And their harmonic language is com-
pletely of the mid-20th century.

Played in widely spaced double stops, the
slow, sustained Canto offers a poignant
melody that aspires upward, but cannot
reach its goal. Dissonantly grinding har-
monic half-steps (which will reappear in the
succeeding movements) add to the mood of
extreme weariness and struggle—a feeling
Britten must have experienced often as his
heart gave out. Lighter in spirit, the Fuga
craftily uses the style brisé (broken style) of
giving us fragments of different parts within
the line that suggest rich polyphony. Two little
staccato notes are a witty motive throughout
and, played in bell-like harmonics, provide
mysterious questions at the end. It is fol-
lowed by a sorrowfully beautiful Lamento,
played in single notes across the cellos entire

Tony and Emmy
Award-winning actor

Billy Crudup

range and leading eventually to a soprano
high A before plunging to the depths and
the return of the Canto.

Perhaps inspired by Debussy’s String
Quartet, the quirky Serenata is played piz-
zicato and twisted rhythmically and har-
monically by the conflicting half-step
motive. Throughout his life, Britten was a
committed pacifist, and the next movement,
Marcia, seems to reflect this with its gro-
tesque mimicking of trumpet calls in frail
harmonics and hollow drumming played
with the bouncing wood of the bow. Mid-
way; a plaintive, protesting melody in higher
range emerges, but cannot silence the infer-
nal drumming.

The third entrance of the Canto is the
most tortured of them all as well as the most
passionate, emphasizing the grinding of the
dissonant half steps. From it emerges the
Bordone (drone) underpinned by a constant
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low D, over which an enigmatic melody de-
velops, punctuated by pizzicato. It fades into
the final character piece, the Moto perpetuo,
a frantic flight of bees buzzing around the
half-step dissonance. From this, the Canto
reappears, much as we heard it at the begin-
ning. The two pieces merge into each other,
with the buzzing having the final word.

Sonata No. 2 for Solo Cello (2020)

Leo Brouwer

Born in Havana, Cuba in 1939, Leo
Brouwer is a guitarist, conductor, and one
of the most important contemporary com-
posers for the classical guitar. He has also
written scores for more than 100 films, the
most famous being the 1992 Mexican film
Like Water for Chocolate. From a musical
family, Brouwer began studying the guitar
at 13 and eventually traveled to the US for
training in guitar and composition at the
Juilliard School and the Hartt College of
Music at the University of Hartford. Having
written a Cello Sonata in 1960, 60 years later
he was inspired to write the Sonata No. 2 by
his admiration for Kanneh-Mason’s artistry.
As Brouwer writes, “The Sonata No. 2 was
composed expressly for the excellent cellist
Sheku Kanneh-Mason. His special sound
and professionalism, even at his young age,
motivated me greatly to make my second
sonata for this instrument. It is really very
difficult for me to talk or write about my
music: I prefer to compose it and not to ex-
plain it. Thanks to Mr. James Murphy;, chief
executive of the Royal Philharmonic Society
for encouraging these projects in favor of
the cello repertoire in the 21st century and
promoting young talent”

Preludes (2021)

Edmund Finnis

Edmund Finnis’ eloquent Preludes is the
other Royal Academy bicentennial commis-
sion for Kanneh-Mason. The cellist was im-
mediately drawn to Finnis’ music: “His style
really appealed to me, because his focus is

Cal Performances

always on the subtlety and variation of
sound the cello can create. He explores bow
speed and the full range of the contact point
of the bow on the string. You can hear notes
sparking out from different parts of the in-
strument, which creates such an exciting
sound” Kanneh-Mason was also struck by
Finnis’ affinity with the instrument. “He has
adeep understanding of the cello and of how
to communicate through the instrument.
The cello was his own instrument, which
helps, but his understanding of subtlety and
color is very true to what I focus on as well”

Born and raised in Oxford, England,
Finnis began his musical training as a
choirboy at the New College chapel. He re-
ceived a Leonard Bernstein Fellowship to
study at Tanglewood and earned his doc-
torate at London’s Guildhall School of
Music. Today he is a professor of music at
the Royal Academy.

When Kanneh-Mason gave the premiere
of Preludes in November 2021, the (Lon-
don) Times enthused: “The real standout
was Edmund Finnis’ five Preludes for solo
cello, which made the instrument sing,
speak, trace shapes in the air, growl in the
depths, and reach up to the ether” Prelude I
emphasizes the cello as lyrical singer, with a
spiraling folk-like melody that expands as it
repeats. In Prelude II, tremolos grow and
intensify out of silence; these repetitious
patterns evoke musical minimalism. Prel-
ude II capitalizes on the cellos resemblance
to the human voice with brief chant-like
phrases in which one can almost hear
words. In Edward Bhesania’s words: “No. IV
grows out of the calm, with deep-breathing
bass notes beneath ethereal harmonics.
Marked ‘Wavelike, No. V encapsulates the
ebb and flow, the energy and motion of
surging water.’

Suite for Solo Cello

Gaspar Cassado

Born into a musical Catalan family in Barce-
lona in 1897, Gaspar Cassadd began study-



ing the cello at age seven and at nine, per-
forming at his first public concert, so
impressed the great Pablo Casals that the
Catalan virtuoso offered to teach him. Sup-
ported by the government of Barcelona,
Cassad6 moved to Paris for years of study
with Casals, in the process absorbing the dy-
namic French cultural scene and studying
composition with Maurice Ravel and Ma-
nuel de Falla. By the end of World War I, he
embarked on an international virtuoso ca-
reer of his own.

Since Casals was one of the finest expo-
nents of the Bach Cello Suites, it was inev-
itable that Cassadé would absorb his love for
these works, which featured in nearly all his
lessons. And that in 1926 he would write his
own dance suite for unaccompanied cello,
substituting Spanish dances—an opening
zarabanda, a Catalan sardana, and an An-
dalusian jota—for Bach’s allemandes, cou-
rantes, and gigues. However, a zarabanda, an
intensely Spanish-flavored version of the
sarabande, is the subject of the opening Pre-
ludio—Fantasia. This is a consummate vir-
tuoso workout for the cello that displays a
vast range of technical skills as well as the en-
tire compass of the instrument. It also in-
cludes a souvenir of Cassadd’s time in Paris:
a quote of the famous opening flute solo of
Ravel's Daphnis et Chloé, which returns later
to close the movement.

The national dance of Catalonia, the sar-
dana is a circle dance for the community
gathered in the town’s central plaza. It is ac-
companied by a little wind band led by a
flaviol (a small wooden flute) and an accor-
dion. In the opening of Cassadd’s Sardana,
the cello playing in high harmonics, imitates
the sound of the flaviol summoning people
to the square. Enclosing a slower, sultry mid-
dle section, this dance evokes the accordions
low droning throughout.

The Crowden

School

Inspiring whole-child
education for grades 3-8,
rooted in the collaborative

art of chamber music

A slow, meditative Intermezzo introduces
the final movement and returns periodically
to haunt the vigorous Danza finale that fol-
lows. This is a passionate jota, popular
throughout Spain, but especially in Andalu-
sia, the land of flamenco. The cello conjures
the clicking of castanets and the arpeggio
flourishes of the guitar as it ebbs and flows
to a high-speed virtuoso close.

—Janet E. Bedell © 2023

Janet E. Bedell is a program annotator and
feature writer who writes for Carnegie Hall,
the Metropolitan Opera, Los Angeles Opera,
Caramoor Festival of the Arts, and other mu-
sical organizations.
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ABOUT THE ARTIST

ellist Sheku Kanneh-Mason’s career

and performances span the globe.

Whether performing for children in
a school hall, at an underground club, or in
the world’s leading concert venues, his mis-
sion is to make music accessible to all. After
winning the BBC Young Musician com-
petition in 2016, Kanneh-Mason’s per-
formance at the wedding of the Duke and
Duchess of Sussex at Windsor Castle in
2018 was watched by two billion people
worldwide.

Highlights of the 2023-24 season include
the Last Night of the Proms with the BBC
Symphony and Marin Alsop and perform-
ances with the Los Angeles Philharmonic,
Orchestre de Paris, Orquesta Nacional de
Espafia, National Symphony Orchestra of
Ireland, Oslo Philharmonic, Chicago Sym-
phony, Gévle Symphony, Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic, Royal Philharmonic (on tour
in Germany), Cincinnati Symphony, New
York Philharmonic, Detroit Symphony, and
San Francisco Symphony. With his sister,
Isata, he appears in recital in Japan, Singa-
pore, and South Korea in addition to an
extensive European recital tour. Kanneh-
Mason will also perform a series of duo re-
citals with guitarist Plinio Fernandes as well
as continuing his solo cello recital tour in the
US and Canada. He returns to Antigua,
where he has family connections, as an am-
bassador for the Antigua and Barbuda Youth
Symphony Orchestra. Since his debut in
2017, Kanneh-Mason has performed every

Cal Performances

summer at the BBC Proms, including in
2020 when he gave a breathtaking recital per-
formance with his sister Isata, to an empty
auditorium due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

A Decca Classics recording artist, his
2022 album, Song, showcases his innately
lyrical playing in a wide and varied range of
arrangements and collaborations. Kanneh-
Mason’s 2020 album Elgar reached No. 8 in
the overall Official UK Album Chart, mak-
ing him the first ever cellist to reach the UK
Top 10. Sheet music collections of his per-
formance repertoire, along with his own ar-
rangements and compositions, are published
by Faber.

Kanneh-Mason is a graduate of London’s
Royal Academy of Music where he studied
with Hannah Roberts and in May 2022 was
appointed as the Academy’s first Menuhin
Visiting Professor of Performance Mentor-
ing. He is an ambassador for the Juvenile
Diabetes Research Foundation, Future Tal-
ent, and Music Masters. Kanneh-Mason
was appointed a Member of the Most Excel-
lent Order of the British Empire (MBE) in
the 2020 New Year’s Honors List. He plays
a Matteo Goffriller cello from 1700 that is
on indefinite loan to him.

www.shekukannehmason.com

Sheku Kanneh-Mason appears by arrange-
ment with Enticott Music Management.

Sheku Kanneh-Mason records exclusively
for Decca Classics.





