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Piu mosso

ca. 14 mins.

Alexander Uriyah Boskovich (1907-1964)
Song of Ascent for symphony
orchestra (1959-60)

Andante moderato
Allegro con brio

Song of Ascent is the first of the five works Boskovich
wrote in the last years of his life; it was completed in 1960.
That same year, the work was awarded First Prize in a
competition sponsored by the Israel Philharmonic
Orchestra, and in 1961 it was premiered by the IPO
under Gary Bertini. In 1967, the IPO performed the piece
again under the renowned Russian conductor, Genady
Rozdestvensky, who wished to play it in Russia. This never
happened because in June 1967 the the Six-Day War
broke out and the USSR severed its diplomatic relations
with Israel.

Song of Ascent forms a sort of a bridge between the 1940s
and the Eastern Mediterranean style and the 1960s
looking into the future. The work's inspiration came,
among others, from two topics that Boskovich was very
interested in: the Hebrew language and the Bible. Although
Hebrew was not his mother tongue, he loved it deeply and
studied it incessantly. He read the Bible every day. The
contents and lyrical beauty of the Song of Songs and the
dramatic intensity of Psalms idiom enchanted him and
were an endless source of inspiration for him. He also read
about Judaism and studied Kabalah and the Book of
Zohar. He was interested in the Philosophy and Mysticism
of the Far East too. All of the works composed during the
last five years of his life contain a poetic idea and reflect
mystic-symbolic elements transformed into music. "The
source of inspiration of this composition”, said the
composer, "is the book of Psalms, the chapters of Song

1r

of Ascent, in particular chapter 122, 'l was glad when they
said unto me, let us go to the House of the Lord’. It is my
feeling, that these Psalms express the yearning to ascend
to Zion, to the House of the Lord, and on a more abstract
level, the ascent of the spirit and the soul to the divine - the
ascent which has no end and is timeless. The fonging, as
well as the ascent, are eternal".

In the Hebrew alphabet each letter also has a numerical
value. The name of the composer's son David, when
written in Hebrew, is equivalent to the numbers 4-6-4. By
breaking down the time value of this pattern into half,
2+3+2 quarters, Boskovich used it for the rhythmic
structure of the Song of Ascent. Adding 2+3+2 results in
7, which has a symbolic meaning in Judaism. The number
7 appears as a leitmotif throughout the work - as metre, as
the number of tones in a melodic form and as a component
of the musical structure.

The opening theme of the work (7 tones and a 7/4 metre),
is the genetic cell from which the entire work generates.
The work's three movements begin with a short
introduction and conclude with a coda. Each movement
has it own climax. The coda of the third movement is the
apex of the ascent. The movements are linked into one big
unit by interim segments of serene lyrical atmosphere. The
music flows incessantly. The musical structure is explained
by the composer as "the mounting tide of emotions, with
some appeasing stations in it".

Miriam Boskovich
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