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“Virtuosi of Two Centuries: Benny Goodman and Richard Mühlfeld” 
 

ALEXANDER GOLDSTEIN (b. 1948) 
Trio on the Roof for violin, clarinet, and piano (20130 

 
 Fifty years ago, composer Jerry Bock and lyricist Sheldon Harnick made Broadway history with Fiddler on the 

Roof.  Their smash hit musical, adapted from Sholom Aleichem’s Tevye and his Daughters by Joseph Stein, became the 

first show in Broadway history to exceed 3000 performances. Its affectionate treatment of Jewish peasant culture and anti-

Semitism under the Czars challenged traditional expectations about what could succeed on the Great White Way. Fiddler 

on the Roof won ten Tony awards, including Best Musical, and has retained its popularity for half a century, with 

numerous professional revivals and amateur productions. 

 Alexander Goldstein’s Trio on the Roof takes more than its tongue-in-cheek title from the musical. Jerry Bock’s 

songs provide the basis for Goldstein’s composition, which is a sort of free fantasy on four popular songs from the 

musical. The composer has written: 

 

I always admired the freedom of Jewish music expressed by Jerry Bock in Fiddler. I wanted to 

internalize and envision this music from a different perspective: through the prism of changing times 

and music traditions as they have evolved since the musical’s creation. 

 

In my life, the crossover style has symbolized this synergy. That is how Trio on the Roof was born. Part 

1, Rituals, is based on “Tradition.” The second part, From Dawn to Dusk, is jazzy, in 5/4 meter; it takes 

its theme from “Sunrise, Sunset.” Part 3, I Love You Too, is romantic, based on “Do you love me?” The 

concluding Fantasy derives from the festive “If I Were a Rich Man,” which resonates universally with 

men – and women as well – regardless of whether they have Jewish roots. Every one of us on this 

planet shares the sweetness of a dream: what would we do if . . . So: with the help of a little modern 

musical style and a lot of experience, I wanted to share my vision with new audiences. 

 

 Alexander Goldstein was born in Moscow, the son of a French horn player in the Bolshoi Theatre Orchestra. He 

started at the Gnessin Schools of Music at age six, completing his high school and undergraduate education at the upper 

schools and eventually completing a Masters degree in French horn performance and conducting. Goldstein began 

composing in 1976 and has focused primarily on film. To date he has written scores for 27 feature films, some 300 

documentaries, and two silent classics. He has also composed for radio and television, stage works, and some instrumental 

music.  

 Goldstein emigrated to the USA in 1991 and is currently based in Naples, Florida, where he produces 

documentary films and composes. He is a leading authority in music for figure skating and other sports that use music in 

competition.  

 

 * * * * * 

 The balance of the first half consists of seven short works whose common denominator is American popular 

song, with a strong emphasis on George Gershwin. The Ballade on Themes from Porgy and Bess (1935) is an 

arrangement by Robert Russell Bennett (1894-1981), who orchestrated more than 200 musicals by such Broadway greats 

as Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, Richard Rodgers, and Frederick Loewe in addition to Gershwin. Bennett crafted the Ballade 

with Gershwin’s approval.  

 

 Josef Myrow (1910-1987) was one of the Russin emigrés who found success in Hollywood in the 1940s and 

1950s composing film scores. He was nominated for two Academy Awards. His best known song, “You Make Me Feel So 

Young,” became a Frank Sinatra standard. Autumn Nocturne is another of Myrow’s popular ballads. Listeners of a certain 

age may recall hearing it performed by Claude Thornhill and his orchestra and on TV programs such as the Gordon 

Macrae Railroad Hour and The Lawrence Welk Show. Guest clarinetist Julian Milkis has arranged it for clarinet, violin, 



and piano.  

 

 “I’ve Got a Crush on You” originated in one of Gershwin’s less successful shows: Treasure Girl, which closed 

after 68 performances in 1928. When the Gershwin brothers revised the hit musical Strike Up the Band for a 1930 revival, 

they added “I’ve Got a Crush on You” to the new production. Second time around, the tune caught on. It subsequently 

became a standard for such greats as Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, and Linda Ronstadt. We hear an arrangement for clarinet and 

string quartet by Alexander Levkovich.  

 

 The great Eubie Blake (1883-1983) began his career as a pianist in a Baltimore nightclub at age 15. He 

composed his first rag in 1899, and was soon writing songs. His most enduring collaboration was with lyricist Noble 

Sissle. They wrote musicals together and performed as a vaudeville duo in the 1920s. Blake’s other classics include “I’m 

Just Wild about Harry,” “Harlem Moon,” and “Love Will Find a Way.” A ragtime revival in the 1950s established Blake 

as America’s finest rag pianist. The 1978 Broadway show Eubie! celebrated his astounding career. Blake collaborated with 

the popular lyricist Andy Razaf for “Memories of You” (1930). Blake recorded it in 1973 for piano roll. Dick Hyman 

(b.1927) made this arrangement for clarinet and string quartet. 

  

 In addition to his gifts as an arranger, Hyman is one of America’s great jazz composers and pianists; he has also 

worked extensively in film and is a respected writer on music. Hyman’s Clarinata was originally for clarinet and piano. 

He subsequently arranged it for solo clarinet and clarinet choir, and for clarinet and string quartet, as we hear it this 

afternoon. Clarinata’s rapid passage work and light humor are guaranteed foot-tappers.  

 

 When Billie Holiday recorded “Gloomy Sunday” in 1941, it became a big hit despite its dark lyrics. According 

to urban legend, it was the ‘Hungarian suicide song,’ banned by the BBC during World War II as being bad for morale. 

(Ironically its composer, Rezsö Seress, did commit suicide in 1968.) Ukrainian-born Alexei Shor (b.1970) based The Last 

Gloomy Sunday on Seress’s storied tune. Though he holds a Ph.D. in mathematics from Penn State, Shor has made his 

career in music in this country. He has long been composer-in-residence at the Salomé Music Festival in Long Island’s the 

Hamptons.  

 

 The first half of this afternoon’s program concludes with Gershwin’s Promenade, perhaps better known by its 

original title, “Walking the Dog.” George and Ira Gershwin arrived in Hollywood in August 1936, having agreed to 

provide music for RKO Radio Pictures’ Shall We Dance, starring the legendary Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. 

“Walking the Dog” was an instrumental interlude in the film. A piano solo arrangement was published in 1960 with the 

title Promenade. 

 

 Shall We Dance was released on 7 May 1937. Nine weeks later, George Gershwin was dead. Promenade 

[Walking the Dog] has survived as one of his treasured short instrumental works: sassy and flirtatious. We hear Stanley 

Silverman’s arrangement for clarinet and string quartet. 

 

 * * * * * 

RENDEZVOUS for clarinet and string quartet 
Alan Shulman (1915-2002) 
 
 When Alan Shulman died twelve years ago, The New York Times called him “a music master as comfortable with 

jazz as with the classical idiom.” In London’s The Independent, Martin Anderson opened his obituary with a quotation 

from one of Shulman’s colleagues.  

 

“Alan had the greatest ear of any musician I ever came across. He had better than perfect pitch. I’ve 

simply never met anyone like him.” Thus the trumpeter Eddie Bailey on the composer and cellist Alan 

Shulman, whose music was embraced by classical musicians as prominent as Toscanini, Barbirolli and 

Cantelli but who was also happy producing light music that took his name, via NBC radio, into millions 

of American homes. 

 

That lighter side is what we hear in Rendezvous.  



 In 1937, Shulman joined the newly-formed NBC Symphony under the direction of Arturo Toscanini. The 

following year, he and his brother Sylvan, a violinist, founded the Stuyvesant String Quartet, which became a leading 

interpreter and advocate for new music. Shulman studied cello privately with Emanuel Feuermann beginning in early 

1940. He also studied composition with Paul Hindemith from 1941 to 1942, when he joined the Merchant Marine.  

 Benny Goodman invited the Stuyvesant Quartet to play a movement of the Mozart Clarinet Quintet with him on 

a live radio broadcast in August 1946. Shulman was vacationing in Maine’s Rangeley Lake area. In an era before interstate 

highways, he was reluctant make the long trip to New York for performance of a single movement. He proposed that 

Benny commission a new piece for clarinet and string quartet for the broadcast. Goodman agreed, and Shulman wrote 

Rendezvous with Benny, which they played instead of the Mozart. Goodman never played the work again, so Shulman 

subsequently removed his name from the title.  

 The piece opens with a sober string introduction. The texture has the elements of a chorale with a bit of imitation 

among parts. With the clarinet’s entrance, Shulman breaks into a lively jazz riff. A slower middle section merges the 

sedate string writing with popular inflections, until the clarinet accelerates to a recapitulation of the up-tempo music, 

closing on a fortissimo blues chord.  

 Rendezvous has had staying power. Clarinetists from Artie Shaw to Richard Stoltzman have performed and 

recorded it. The Stuyvesant Quartet’s 1946 broadcast with Goodman was released on Bridge Records for the first time in 

2005.   

 

QUINTET IN B MINOR for clarinet and strings, Op.115  
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 
 

 Brahms's completed his fourth and final symphony in 1885, more than a decade before his death.  His final 

works, the Eleven Chorale Preludes for Organ, Op.122 and Four Serious Songs, Op.121, both date from 1896.  After the 

last symphony, his thoughts seemed to turn away from the grandiose toward the intimate and introspective.  That is not to 

say his late music is without drama; rather, there is a greater proportion of poignancy to passion, expressed through 

individual music-making as opposed to large ensemble.  In the four sets of Klavierstücke Opp.116-119, for example, 

pianists have one of the richest troves in the entire keyboard literature and certainly a magnificent segment of the Brahms 

canon.  A similar wealth of songs and chamber music stands out among the compositions from Brahms's late years. 

 Four of them involve clarinet:  the Trio in A-minor, Op.115 and Quintet on this program, both composed in 

1891, and the two Sonatas for Clarinet and Piano, Op.120, composed in 1894.  In his orchestral compositions, Brahms is 

known to have favored French horn, with its warmth and timbral flexibility; much earlier, he incorporated horn into the 

fine Trio, Op.40 (1865).  Clarinet was his preferred instrument among the orchestral woodwinds.  His intense exploration 

of the clarinet's chamber possibilities resulted from a desire to write a piece for Richard Mühlfeld (1856-1907), whom he 

had first encountered in Meiningen at the time that orchestra performed the premiere of the Fourth Symphony in 1885.  

Mühlfeld had begun his career in 1873 as a violinist in the Duke of Meiningen's court orchestra.  As a youth he had also 

studied clarinet, and in 1879 he became principal clarinetist of the Duke's orchestra.   

 Mühlfeld played privately for Brahms in 1891.  The composer, now nearly 60, had composed nothing in nearly a 

year.  Delighted with Mühlfeld's wonderful sound and technique, he set to work immediately on the Trio and Quintet.  

Upon completing them, he wrote to the Duke's wife, Baroness Heldburg: 

 

Your Mühlfeld is the greatest master of his instrument and I will not even think of having these works 

played anywhere else but at Meiningen.   

 

 The most obvious precedent for Brahms's Quintet is Mozart's immortal Quintet in A, K.581, written for Anton 

Stadler; however, Carl Maria von Weber had also composed a Clarinet Quintet in E-flat, Op.34 (1816) that Brahms 

doubtless knew as well.  Indeed, many historians have noted that Mühlfeld inspired Brahms in much the same way that 

Stadler inspired Mozart and Heinrich Baermann fired Weber's imagination.  Still, all three composers retained a 

distinctive, individual style and Brahms left his own intensely personal stamp on his Clarinet Quintet.  Probably the 

greatest difference between his quintet and Mozart's is the manner in which he combines the woodwind instrument with 

the strings.  Whereas Mozart treats the clarinet in a concertante fashion, that is, with clarinet called on for some measure 

of soloistic display even though it is technically an equal part of the ensemble, Brahms integrates the clarinet more fully 

into the chamber texture.  His use of the woodwind instrument's color is extremely subtle. 

 The Quintet is cyclic, which means that musical material appearing in the first movement is reworked and re-

introduced in subsequent movements.  Sometimes this takes place via direct quotation; more often, it occurs after having 



undergone some transformation that leaves the original idea altered but recognizable.  Brahms's metamorphosis is 

particularly subtle and understated, with the undulating sixteenth notes in parallel thirds and sixths that open the work 

serving as germinal material for virtually the entire composition.  By structuring the Quintet in this way, Brahms makes all 

four movements essentially into an extended set of variations, with an emphasis on the Finale, the only formal set of 

variations in the piece, and there merged with aspects of rondo form. 

 One aspect of the Quintet's individuality is an ambiguity between B minor, the home tonality, and its relative 

major, D major, which is clearly implied in the opening measures.  This tonal uncertainty is inherent to the questioning 

nature of the music, a thoughtful demeanor that serves as another hallmark.  Like so many other compositions from 

Brahms's final years, this is not so much music of gesture and drama.  Its focus is on nuances of instrumental color and 

motivic development.  The composer's biographer Karl Geiringer, who considered the Quintet one of Brahms's most 

beautiful pieces of chamber music, saw it as retrospective. 

 

Pictures of the past, pleasures and sorrows, longing and hope, pass before the elderly master, who 

expresses them once again in delicately restrained and melancholy tones. 

 

The character of the clarinet is, of course, integral to the entire work.  For those lucky enough to be discovering this piece 

for the first time, just watching and listening to the interaction among the five players is an engrossing experience.  

Listeners to whom Op. 115 is an old friend reap a different reward, that of the ever-present freshness and magic that attend 

great music.   

 


