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Ivan Fischer's Two Worlds:
Bernstein, the Beatles and
Bohemia

Wednesday, March 11, 2026 - 20:15 - Concertgebouw

Ivan Fischer, conductor - Guy Braunstein, violin - Mirella Hagen, sop-

rano - Olivia Vermeulen, mezzo-soprano

TONIGHT’S PROGRAMME

1 BERNSTEIN 1918-1990
Three Dance Episodes from 'On the Town'

2 BEATLES
Abbey Road Concerto (arr. Guy Braunstein)

3 DVORAK 1841-1904
Selections from Moravian Duets (orch. Tibor Gdtay)

4 SMETANA 1824-1884
Vitava and other episodes from 'Ma vlast'

TOTAL MUSIC
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11

35'

16'

25'

87



Leonard Bernstein
1918-1990
Three Dance Episodes from 'On the Town'

11 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

On the Town was Leonard Bernstein’s first Broadway musical,
a smash hit of 1944 about three sailors on a single day’s shore
leave in wartime New York, racing around the city in search of
fun and romance. It grew out of his ballet Fancy Free (choreo-
graphed by Jerome Robbins), and dance was central to it from
the start. Bernstein later extracted three of its dance numbers
as a concert suite, the Three Dance Episodes, which was first
heard in concert in 1946.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The three episodes are arranged fast—slow—-fast for max-
imum contrast. The first, “The Great Lover,’ is a brassy,
swaggering dance, full of jazzy syncopation and big-band
swagger. The second, ‘Lonely Town: Pas de Deux,’ is the
emotional heart: a tender, bluesy slow dance, an instru-
mental version of the show’s wistful song ‘Lonely Town,’
with aching solo woodwind lines.

The finale, ‘“Times Square: 1944, is the showstopper: a
riot of urban energy built around the show’s most famous
tune, ‘New York, New York’ (“a helluva town”). Listen for




the jazzy percussion, the wailing brass, the sense of a
great city at full tilt, and for Bernstein’s irresistible
rhythmic drive, which never lets up until the exuberant fi-
nal bars.

The Beatles

Abbey Road Concerto (arr. Guy Braunstein)

35 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

The Abbey Road Concerto is a recent hybrid: a violin concerto
built from the songs of the Beatles’ celebrated 1969 album Ab-
bey Road, created by the violinist Guy Braunstein, for many
years concertmaster of the Berlin Philharmonic. Familiar
melodies from the album are interwoven with Braunstein’s
own music, which stitches the songs into the larger shape of a
concerto, and the orchestration is by the composer and ar-
ranger Ljova (Lev Zhurbin).

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Half the fun is recognising the songs, so listen for famous
melodies from Abbey Road surfacing in the solo violin
and the orchestra, with the violin taking the place of the
singer and finding the vocal line in each song.
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But listen, too, for the connective tissue, Braunstein’s
own music, which binds the songs into a concerto shape
rather than a jukebox sequence. Notice how the Beatles’
material is developed and transformed, and how the solo
writing balances tunefulness with real virtuosity. This is
crossover at its most affectionate: concert craftsmanship
in the service of some of the best-loved songs ever writ-
ten.

Antonin Dvorak
1841-1904
Selections from Moravian Duets (orch. Tibor Gdtay)

16 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

The Moravian Duets are among the works that changed
Dvorak’s life. In the mid-1870s he was a struggling, little-
known Prague musician, earning extra money as a piano teach-
er to the family of a wholesale merchant, Jan Neff. It was Neff
who encouraged him to arrange Moravian and Slavic folk songs
for the family to sing, and out of this grew a cycle of duets for
two voices and piano, settings of Moravian folk poetry com-
posed between 1875 and 1881. Rather than simply harmon-
ising existing tunes, Dvorak composed his own fresh, charac-
terful music to the folk texts.



WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

These are miniatures, short and songful settings of folk
verses about love, nature and village life, so listen for the
intertwining of the two voices, soprano and mezzo, weav-
ing together in close harmony, by turns playful, tender
and melancholy. Even orchestrated, the music keeps the
intimacy of its origins as domestic music-making.

Listen for the unmistakable Dvorakian fingerprints that
so charmed Brahms: the natural, song-like melodies with
their folk lilt, the gently swaying dance rhythms, and the
bittersweet shifts between major and minor that give
even the happiest songs a touch of wistfulness. Each duet
is a little scene; let the voices and the orchestral colours
paint them, and enjoy this glimpse of the unaffected, me-
lodious art with which the young Dvorék first won the
wider world.
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Bedrich Smetana
1824-1884
Vitava and other episodes from 'Md viast'

25 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

Ma vlast (‘My Homeland’) is Smetana’s supreme patriotic
statement: a cycle of six symphonic poems, composed between
1874 and 1879, celebrating the landscapes, legends and history
of Bohemia. Astonishingly, Smetana wrote almost all of the
cycle after he had gone deaf in 1874 (only the opening
Vysehrad was largely finished before), hearing the music only
in his inner ear. Tonight’s programme presents episodes from
the cycle and ends with its most beloved movement, Vltava.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Vltava is a musical journey down a river, so follow the wa-
ter. Listen at the start for two intertwining flute and clari-
net lines, the two little springs that form the river’s
source, which gradually swell as more instruments join
and the stream grows. Then the great river theme arrives:
a broad, flowing, slightly melancholy melody in the
strings that recurs throughout, carrying us downstream.

Along the way, listen for the vivid scenes Smetana paints:
hunting horns in the forest; a rustic peasant wedding (a
village polka); a magical, shimmering night scene with
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moonlit water-nymphs (hushed strings, harp and high
woodwind); and the churning turbulence of the St John’s
Rapids, where the orchestra roars and crashes. Finally the
river broadens into a majestic major-key statement of the
main theme as it flows through Prague, with a grand quo-
tation of the noble ‘Vysehrad’ castle motif before it
sweeps away into the distance. In the further episodes
from M4 vlast, listen for the same vivid storytelling,
Smetana conjuring his beloved homeland entirely from
memory and imagination.



Tonight’s artists

Guy Braunstein violin

The Abbey Road Concerto is doubly Guy Braunstein’s: he cre-
ated it, and he plays it. Few performers could be better suited:
a violinist of the highest pedigree (a former Berlin Philhar-
monic concertmaster) who is also the composer who heard a
violin concerto hidden inside the Beatles’ album and brought it
into being. Hearing him play his own labour of love, making
the violin ‘sing’ these beloved songs, is the heart of the even-
ing’s first half.

Guy Braunstein, born in Tel Aviv in 1971, is a violinist, con-
ductor and composer of wide-ranging gifts. Trained in Israel
and the United States (his teachers included Glenn Dicterow
and Pinchas Zukerman), he was appointed concertmaster of
the Berlin Philharmonic in 2000, remarkably elected unanim-
ously by the players although he had never played in an or-
chestra before. He held the position until 2013, leaving to con-
centrate on his solo, chamber and conducting careers. A musi-
cian of restless creativity, he is also increasingly active as an
arranger and composer, most strikingly in his Abbey Road Con-
certo, his own violin-concerto reimagining of the Beatles’ al-
bum, which he performs here.



Mirella Hagen soprano

Dvorak’s Moravian Duets are intimate two-voice songs, and
they depend on a true partnership of singers blending in close
harmony. Soprano Mirella Hagen brings a bright, flexible voice
to the upper line, pairing with the mezzo Olivia Vermeulen to
capture the folk freshness and tender interplay that first
charmed Brahms in these little gems.

Mirella Hagen is a soprano who studied in Stuttgart and began
her career in the opera studio of the Staatsoper Stuttgart. She
sang in the ensembles of Theater Regensburg, Opera Vlaander-
en, Oper Dortmund and the Staatstheater Braunschweig before
pursuing a wide-ranging freelance career, and at the Bayreuth
Festival she sang Woglinde and the Woodbird in Frank
Castorf’s Ring under Kirill Petrenko. Since 2024 she has been
professor of voice at the Hochschule fiir Musik und Tanz Koln.
Her bright, agile soprano is well suited to the folk-inflected
charm of Dvorak’s Moravian Duets.



Olivia Vermeulen mezzo-soprano

Mezzo-soprano Olivia Vermeulen, a singer who has worked
with Ivan Fischer before, supplies the lower voice in Dvorak’s
Moravian Duets, her warm, expressive tone intertwining with
Mirella Hagen’s soprano. Together the two voices bring out the
intimacy and folk-flavoured charm of these settings, music
written for shared, domestic music-making and here lifted
onto the concert stage.

Olivia Vermeulen is a Dutch mezzo-soprano who has estab-
lished herself as a versatile and acclaimed soloist on the inter-
national stage. She studied in Detmold and in Berlin (with Julie
Kaufmann), and made her Paris Opera debut in 2019 in Scar-
latti’s Il primo omicidio under René Jacobs. Equally at home in
Baroque opera, Mozart, song and contemporary music, she has
sung Mozart’s Die Zauberflote with Ivan Fischer and the Bud-
apest Festival Orchestra and appeared at major European
houses and festivals; her recital album ‘Dirty Minds’ won both
the Preis der Deutschen Schallplattenkritik and the Edison
Klassiek Prize. Her warm, characterful mezzo is ideally suited
to the folk-song world of Dvorak’s duets.
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