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Maestro’s Message
When we had to change our November program and postpone it into 
December, I wanted the PSO to offer all of central Illinois a message of 
hope and unity in music—something joyful, deep, and meaningful to 
people of all beliefs. It seems we need to keep a sense of hope, respect, and 
cohesiveness, to see us through as a community now. Because, despite our 
differences, are we not still one people?

So, the idea of using the baroque concerto grosso became the inspirational 
seed from which this program sprouted. This type of work involves many 
different instruments playing both solo and ensemble parts. They speak 
at times in counterpoint to one another and in other moments sing in 
harmony and unison as one voice. This interplay is a perfect musical 
metaphor for our society; and hopefully, like these three concerti by Corelli 
and Handel, all’s well that ends well. The short Bach works on the program 
resound with an undeniable earnestness and joy for Christmas. 

The ancient chant “Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est...” has always touched 
me deeply. Usually sung on Holy Thursday for the washing of feet, it also 
resonates this season. Both a remonstrance and exultation, not only to 
Christians but to everyone, everywhere. Its message of unity and respect 
(Lest we be divided in mind, let us beware. Let evil impulses stop, let controversy 
cease…) is as important today as ever in the twelve centuries since Paulinus 
composed it. And the first line, Where there is charity and love, there God 
is, shows us the way forward. As I pondered how to set the chant, I was 
struck by its similarity to later musical works expressing similar yearnings. 
I could not help but combine the chorale theme from Bach’s Jesu, Joy 
of Man’s Desiring and Beethoven’s Ode to Joy into my brief setting. I was 
surprised how well they fit together and now wonder if the ancient chant 
also provided them some inspiration. I hope you find it edifying. 

The chant also inspired me to include chanted prayers from other faiths 
on this program and I hope you find them as beautiful as I do. I am deeply 
grateful to those representing Peoria’s faith communities for participating 
in our program with their own messages of hope, peace, and unity. For 
time’s sake I could only include those you will hear and see presently. 
But, had I unlimited airtime, I would have included even more. It was a 
great epiphany for me to discover the utter enthusiasm and collaborative 
spirit of these many faiths in providing a message so sorely needed for our 
community, and the world, at this time. Truly: Ubi caritas et amor, Deus  
ibi est. 

Everyone brings their own gifts and riches to our veritable feast.  This 
multiplicity of contributions is a richness beyond measure. And whether 

a real holiday breaking of bread or an allegorical communing across our 
community, the bounty is cause for celebration, hope, and thankfulness  

So, be hopeful Peoria, the Good News is coming, the Good News is here.
—G. Stelluto

ABOUT THE PROGRAM
Written by J. Michael Allsen, edited by Mae Gilliland Wright © 2020
 
2020 has been a rough year: in America, unrest, poisonous politics, 
and environmental disasters; internationally, a pandemic that has taken 
thousands of our fellow citizens and crippled economies worldwide. In 
these dark times, the holiday season brings light and hope, reflected in 
this Peoria Symphony Orchestra program, A Season of Hope. Uplifting 
Baroque music by Corelli, Bach, and Handel—and a new work by 
Maestro Stelluto—is interspersed with narration and messages of hope 
from leaders of Peoria’s faith communities.

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) did not invent the Lutheran 
church cantata—a multi-movement setting of sacred texts—but his 
cantatas are the finest examples of the form. As the Kantor, or music 
director of Leipzig’s Thomaskirche, Bach was expected to produce a 
cantata every week. The cantata was viewed as an important addition 
to both the selected Bible verse and the hymn of the day, and Bach’s 
texts are often drawn from these 
sources, as well as sacred librettos 
assembled by Lutheran pastors and 
Bach himself. In his first years at 
the Thomaskirche Bach composed 
no less than five annual cycles of 
cantatas: each cycle including some 
60 works, one appropriate to each 
Sunday of the church year, and 
special cantatas for Christmas and 
the main feasts of Advent and Lent. 
Of these 300 works, nearly 200 
survive. Cantata No. 147, Herz und 
Mund und Tat und Leben (“Heart 
and mind and deed and life”) was written as part of the first of these 
cycles, and was performed for the first time on July 2, 1723, the Feast 
of the Visitation. Bach concludes the cantata with a chorus that used 
one of his favorite devices: quoting a chorale tune in the choir, the 
lines separated by an instrumental solo. This chorus, Jesu bleibet meine 
Freude (usually known in English as “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”) has 
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become one of Bach’s “greatest hits,” as ubiquitous at weddings as it 
is during the Christmas season! Like many familiar pieces, however, 
this is familiar precisely because it is so well-written: the perfect 
blend of a serene chorale (here played by organ) and a lovely, flowing 
countermelody.

The Baroque was the age of tremendously prolific composers. The 
greatest names of the High Baroque—Bach, Handel, Telemann, and 
Vivaldi—produced hundreds (and in Telemann’s case, thousands) of 
musical works. Archangelo Corelli (1653-1713), born a generation 
earlier, composed a comparatively modest number of pieces—
nearly all of his music appeared in a series of six publications, each 

containing a dozen works. He also concentrated 
exclusively on instrumental music: 
solo and trio sonatas, and twelve 
fine concertos, apparently his final 
works. But Corelli’s amazing 
popularity in his own time and 
for decades afterwards made his 
music tremendously influential. He 
established the form and technique 

of sonata and concerto composition 
for generations to follow. Corelli was 
also one of the great violinists of the 
Baroque. Born near Bologna, a 

hotbed of violin-playing in the middle 17th century, he was in Rome 
by 1675, where he quickly became one of the city’s most celebrated 
performers. Contemporary descriptions of his playing always seem to 
mention the more eccentric parts of his character: despite his wealth, 
Corelli was said to dress shabbily, and his eyes would apparently bug 
out and turn red when he played! But it is also obvious that he was 
a player of amazing virtuosity and sensitivity, and was also the most 
important violin teacher of his age.

Corelli’s Opus 6, his only collection of concertos, was published in 
1714, a year after he died. Dating these works is difficult. Corelli 
guarded his music jealously—to publish anything popular in the 
early 18th century was to invite almost immediate piracy—and he 
sometimes waited decades to publish his works. He also worked to 
polish his music thoroughly before allowing it to appear in print. In 

1708, Corelli began to prepare the twelve concertos of Opus 6 for 
publication, but at least a few of them may date from as early as the 
1680s. It did not appear until after his death, but the Opus 6 collection 
was an immediate and enduring hit. The concertos were widely played 
throughout Europe for the next 50 years, and were constantly imitated. 
We open this program with the Concerto Grosso Op. 6, No. 1 in D 
Major. “Concerto grosso” describes a work with a small concertino 
group of soloists (here two violins and a cello) and a small string 
orchestra with continuo. But this concerto also represents an Italian 
tradition of the Baroque, the “concerto da chiesa” (“church concerto”), 
one of five in the Opus 6 collection. All of these were probably 
originally part of lavish celebrations of Mass in Roman churches. 
The Concerto No. 1 is laid out in seven short, but finely-crafted 
movements that illustrate the Baroque’s fascination with touching 
contrasting “affects” or emotions in the course of a work. The first 
two movements are paired: a lyrical Largo for the full ensemble sets up 
a much livelier Allegro that features the concertino group against more 
solemn interjections by the full ensemble. The next two movements 
are also paired: a Largo that has some wistful moments for the soloists, 
and a blazing Allegro led by the violins. The Largo that follows is the 
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most extensive movement in the concerto, opening with a simple 
repeating passacaglia-style bass line, which eventually becomes freer, 
allowing for lovely overlapping and expressive lines from the violins. 
Two bright Allegro movements round off the work, the first a fugue, 
and the finale a brilliant showpiece for the solo violins.

There is a bit of mystery about the origins of four orchestral suites 
by Johann Sebastian Bach. Their precise dates of composition are 
unclear, but most scholars agree that they were probably written 
during the years 1717-1723, when Bach served as the Kapellmeister 
to the Cöthen court of music-loving Prince Leopold von Anhalt-
Cöthen. Leopold’s musical establishment included a fine orchestra, and 
Bach was encouraged to create instrumental music in the latest style. 
Half of the famous “Brandenburg” concertos were written for the 
Cöthen court, as was the majority of Bach’s surviving orchestral music. 
The orchestral suites were probably written for musical programs at 
Cöthen as well. They reflect popular French style, a lengthy and rather 
pompous overture followed by a series of French courtly dances. The 
most famous movement from the suites—and one of Bach’s most 
beloved melodies—is the Air from the Suite No. 3 in D Major, BWV 
1068, often known as the Air on the G String. In the original, which 
seems to have been inspired by vocal style, it is a lovely violin duet 
above a quietly plodding bass. 

Arguably the most successful of all Baroque composers in his day, 
George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) was already an international 
star when he moved to England permanently in 1717. For many 

years he was successful as a 
composer and promoter of 
Italian opera. By the late 1730s, 
however, English audiences, had 
tired of Italian opera, with its 
elaborate dramatic conventions 
and ridiculously convoluted plots. 
Faced with financial ruin, Handel 
discovered—or rather, created—a 
new form, the English oratorio. 
It was a financial masterstroke. To 
produce opera involved costly sets, 
costumes, and stage machinery, 

and even more costly (and temperamental) prima donnas and castrati. 
However, Handel produced his oratorios with local soloists and 
choristers at a fraction of what his operas had cost. The new works, 
which told familiar biblical stories (in a language that the audience 
could understand!), were phenomenally successful. Long after Handel’s 
death, and long after his operas and instrumental works had faded from 
memory, his oratorios were being performed again and again, and they 
have never fallen out of the repertoire.

One of the English traditions Handel adapted was connected to St. 
Cecelia, the patron saint of music and musicians. Even in Protestant 
England she was celebrated annually, though British celebrations 
tended to take on a much more secular tone. They focused more on 
the power of music rather than her more specifically Catholic legend. 
By the 1680s, large musical celebrations were held in London each 
year, the centerpiece of each being an ode written in her honor, which 
was set to music by one of the best composers of the day. In 1697, 
poet John Dryden wrote the ode Alexander’s Feast, an imaginative 
description of the music at a feast for Alexander the Great... which 
manages to bring in St. Cecelia at the end. It had already been set 
to music by Jeremiah Clarke and two later composers when Handel 
composed his oratorio-style version of Alexander’s Feast. First presented 
in London in February 1736, the ode was a sensational success: it was 
one of only two vocal works by Handel that was printed in full score 
during his lifetime. (This score was actually included in a statue of 
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Handel commissioned in 1738.) 

Handel inserted three instrumental concertos into Alexander’s 
Feast, including the Concerto Grosso in C Major, HWV 318 
heard here. It is in four movements beginning with a lively 
Allegro that is filled with short, brilliant passages for the soloists. 
The minor-key Largo is dominated by soulful playing from the 
concertino. The third movement, Andante non presto, is playful and 
dancelike throughout. Finally, the orchestra ends with an intense 
and fugal Allegro. 

The chant Ubi caritas (“Where charity and love are, there God 
is”) dates from the ninth century, with a text by Paulinus of 
Aquileia (a.k.a. St. Paulinius II). It is a traditional part of the 
Catholic Maundy Thursday liturgy. This peaceful, modal melody 
is perhaps best known to modern singers in a gorgeous 1960 
choral setting by Maurice Duruflé, but here it is the inspiration 
for a new instrumental setting by Maestro Stelluto. In this work, 
the chant melody combines with the chorale tune Jesu bleibet 
meine Freude (“Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”)—also heard in its 
original version to close this program. Continuing on the theme 
of joy, it also incorporates the famous “Ode to Joy” melody from 
Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9.

Corelli’s Concerto Grosso Op. 6, No. 8 in G minor, like No. 1, 
is a “church concerto,” and it is also the most famous of several 
Italian “Christmas concertos.” It was designed to be played in 
church during the Christmas vigil. The first of six movements 
(Vivace—Grave) moves from a tense opening to wistful music 
that creates a sense of hushed anticipation. Next is a fiery 
Allegro. In the brighter third movement, a pair of gentle Adagios 
surround a brief and nervous central Allegro. Following this are 
a chirpy Vivace and an aggressive, dancelike Allegro. The are no 
direct “Christmas” references until the last movement. A feature 
of nearly all Italian “Christmas concertos” was the Siciliana—a 
gentle, lilting dance with pastoral associations that represented 
the shepherds of the Christmas story. Corelli’s concerto 
concludes with a lush version of the dance, marked Pastorale.  
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