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Notes on the Program:

by Dr. Richard E. Rodda
Bagatelles for Piano, Two Violins, and Cello, Op. 47

Antonín Dvořák

Born September 8, 1841 in Nelahozeves, Bohemia.

Died May 1, 1904 in Prague.

Composed in May 1878.
Premiered on February 2, 1879 in Prague.
Duration: 15 minutes

In 1874, Antonín Dvořák was a little-known Prague musician whose income from his compositions and as organist at St. Adalbert’s Church was so meager that the city officials certified his poverty. That same year he submitted some of his work for consideration to a committee in Vienna awarding government grants to struggling artists whose members were a most distinguished lot — Johann Herbeck, Director of the Court Opera; the renowned critic Eduard Hanslick; and that titan of Viennese music himself, Johannes Brahms. Their report noted that Dvořák possessed “genuine and original gifts” and that his works displayed “an undoubted talent, but in a way which as yet remains formless and unbridled.” They deemed his work worthy of encouragement, however, and, on their recommendation, the Minister of Culture, Karl Stremayer, awarded the young musician 400 gulden, the highest stipend bestowed under the program. The distinction represented Dvořák’s first recognition outside his homeland and his initial contact with Brahms and Hanslick, both of whom were to prove powerful influences on his career through their example, artistic guidance, and professional help. An excited burst of compositional activity followed during the months after Dvořák learned of the award, in February 1875: the G Major String Quintet, Moravian Duets for Soprano and Tenor, B-flat Piano Trio, D Major Piano Quartet, Fifth Symphony, and Serenade for Strings all appeared with inspired speed.
In 1877, Dvořák sent his Moravian Duets to Vienna to support his application for the renewal of his stipend. He received a letter in early December announcing that he had not only been granted another award of 600 gulden by the Viennese Minister of Culture, but that Hanslick and Brahms also wished to help make his music known outside his native Bohemia. Brahms requested that his publisher, Fritz Simrock of Berlin, begin to issue Dvořák’s works, and asked him both to print the Moravian Duets and also to commission a new work from his young Czech colleague. Simrock, much of whose profit was derived from the sale of Brahms’ music, agreed, and in March 1878, he asked Dvořák to write a set of pieces in the Bohemian style modeled on Brahms’ popular Hungarian Dances of 1869 for piano duet. Though the amount Simrock offered was not large — 300 marks, worth perhaps a few hundred dollars today — it was the first substantial sum Dvořák had ever made from any of his works, and he accepted the offer with enthusiasm and alacrity. At this same time, indeed, virtually in alternation with the individual numbers of the Slavonic Dances during May 1878, Dvořák wrote a set of five delightful Bagatelles for two violins, cello, and harmonium, a small reed organ whose wind supply was by foot pedals operated by the player. The unusual instrumentation resulted from the work’s having been written for a group of chamber musicians who met regularly at the home of Josef Srb-Debrnov, a music journalist, friend of Smetana and Dvořák, and devotee of the harmonium. Simrock issued the pieces in 1880. They are often performed today with piano.

The Bagatelles employ the same simple, three-part construction found in many of the Slavonic Dances, and also exhibit some of those ingratiating works’ folklorist flavor in their melodic leadings and rhythmic structure. The first and third of the Bagatelles are both based on a Czech melody, The Bagpipes Are Playing in Pobuda. The second movement is a Minuet incorporating an incessant dotted-rhythm figure reminiscent of the peasant dance, the sousedska. A strong vein of melancholy haunts the fourth movement, which is set as a canon, with the voices in exact imitation. The finale is a genial polka. “In these unpretentious pieces,” wrote Hans-Hubert Schönzeler in his study of the composer, “Dvořák shows his true nature: they are melodious, easy to listen to, and they represent all that was nearest and dearest to Dvořák’s heart — a homely atmosphere, family, friends, warmth.”
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Selected Czech Dances for Piano

Bedřich Smetana

Born March 2, 1824 in Leitomischl, Bohemia.

Died May 12, 1884 in Prague.

Composed in 1877 and 1879.

Duration: 9 minutes

Bedřich Smetana, “a composer with a genuine Czech heart” according to Franz Liszt, was one of the seminal figures in the music of his native country. He spent the five years after 1856 abroad, in Göteborg, Sweden as conductor of that city’s Philharmonic Society, but returned to Bohemia in 1861 to join the fledgling school of composers that was seeking to establish a national identity for the country’s music by incorporating into their works folk songs and dances and by writing operas on Czech texts and subjects. In 1862, the National Theater was opened in Prague, and Smetana contributed to its repertory The Brandenburgers in Bohemia in 1863 and, three years later, The Bartered Bride, which was received with immense enthusiasm and quickly became the country’s favorite opera. He served as conductor of the National Theater from 1866 until 1874, and wrote six additional operas for the company. The last years of his tenure, however, were marked by growing criticism, and he resigned in 1874. Free of his duties at the Theater, he turned his attention from the opera to the symphonic poem and produced over the following five years the orchestral works for which he is best known.

Early in 1874, Smetana began to suffer from severe headaches. This symptom came and went, and he noted no other physical problems until October. “One night I listened with great pleasure to Leo Delibes’ Le Roi l’a dit,” he reported. “When I returned home after the last act, I sat at the piano and improvised for an hour on whatever came into my head. The following morning I was stone deaf.” Smetana was terrified. He wrote to his friend J. Finch Thorne that a ceaseless rushing filled his head: “It is stronger when my brain is active and less noticeable when I am quiet. When I compose it is always in evidence.” He tried many unguents, ointments, and treatments during the ensuing months but they brought no relief — Smetana did not hear a sound for the last decade of his life. He continued to compose, but withdrew more and more from the world as he realized he could not be cured, eventually losing his reason (in the margin of score of the 1882 D minor String Quartet he scrawled, “Composed in a state of disordered nerves — the outcome of my deafness”) and ending his days in a mental ward.

Despite the painful difficulties of his later years (which included moving in with his daughter in Jabkenice, some 30 miles northeast of Prague, when his own financial resources gave out), Smetana was remarkably productive in his soundless state, completing three operas, two string quartets, the magnificent cycle of tone poems titled Ma Vlast (My Country), and the two sets of Czech Dances that codified many of the principal dance types of his native Bohemia. Book I, composed in April 1877, comprises four Polkas which Smetana said marked “my progress in this genre,” indicating that, with the exception of No. 3 in F Major, they are more thoughtful and restrained than his numerous earlier pieces in the form. Two years later Smetana was inspired to compose a sequel to Book I of the Czech Dances by an old country fiddler in Jabkenice named Suchy, who wrote down the melodies of several numbers from his peasant repertory and even demonstrated some of the dance steps. For additional source material, Smetana went back to his copy of National Songs of Czechoslovakia, a compendium of 811 traditional tunes published in 1864 by Karel Jaromir Erben (1811-70), a lawyer, museum administrator, archivist for the city of Prague, and the leading Czech folklorist of the era, and created as Book II of the Czech Dances a compact encyclopedia of ten pieces rooted in native dance types, seven of which are free treatments of borrowed themes, three completely original.

The Polka in A minor (Book I, No. 2) is modeled on one of the most characteristic Bohemian dances. The Furiant (Book II, No. 1) borrows a melody from Erben: Farmer, farmer, when you’re the master.
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Duo No. 1 for Violin and Viola, “Three Madrigals”

Bohuslav Martinů

Born December 8, 1890 in Policka, Bohemia.

Died August 28, 1959 in Liestal, Switzerland.
Composed in 1947.
Premiered on December 22, 1947 in New York City by Lillian and Joseph Fuchs.

Duration: 17 minutes

Martinů was one of the 20th century’s most prolific composers, producing over 400 scores in a wide variety of styles in all musical genres. He wrote with ease, seldom revised, and released everything he composed, so his total output is uneven in quality. His early works show both the influence of French Impressionism (in their harmony, orchestration, and mood) and a certain interest in Czech folk song. His move to Paris in 1923 broadened his views, and, after a brief experiment with jazz and ragtime, he drew upon Stravinsky, Les Six and, especially, Roussel to devise a new stylistic direction. His discovery of the music of Corelli and Vivaldi in the late 1920s lent his works of those years a touch of then-fashionable neo-classicism. During the 1930s, he rediscovered his Czech heritage, and its influence led him to a musical language that was more mellow, lyrical, and direct, qualities especially prominent during his American years, when nostalgia for his homeland was painfully strong.

Martinů first became acquainted with the genre of the Elizabethan madrigal in the early 1920s, when the touring English Singers performed in Prague. He was attracted to the rich textures created by the madrigal’s interweaving lines, and polyphonic devices are given greater prominence in his works of the following years. In 1937, he stretched the original vocal associations of the title to instrumental music by applying it to a four-movement trio for oboe, clarinet, and bassoon to denote the work’s multi-voiced fabric. In 1942, he wrote a Madrigal-Sonata for Flute, Violin, and Piano, and a year later composed the Five Madrigal Stanzas for Violin and Piano. For chorus, he created sets of Czech Madrigals in 1939 and 1948; the Four Madrigals on Moravian Folk Poetry were among his last completed compositions. One of Martinů’s most delightful chamber works — the Duo No. 1 for Violin and Viola, “Three Madrigals” — was written in New York in 1947 for the American brother-sister virtuosos, Joseph and Lillian Fuchs. Martinů drew from this diminutive ensemble an astonishing variety and richness of sonorities and textures for these three movements (arranged fast–slow–fast), which are marked by buoyant sprung rhythms, a melodic style that hints of the composer’s eastern European origins, and a collegial equality between the participants.
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Quintet in A Major for Piano, Two Violins, Viola, and Cello, B. 155, Op. 81

Antonín Dvořák

Composed in 1887.
Premiered on January 6, 1888 in Prague.

Duration: 36 minutes

By the time that Dvořák undertook his Piano Quintet in A Major in 1887, when he was nearing the age of 50, he had risen from his humble and nearly impoverished beginnings to become one of the most respected musicians in his native Bohemia and throughout Europe and America. His publisher, Simrock, saw the possibility of financial gain on the chamber music front at that time, and he encouraged Dvořák to compose a piece for piano and strings. To meet Simrock’s request, in the spring of 1887 Dvořák dusted off a Piano Quintet in A major he had composed in 1872 but filed away after its premiere as a failure. His attempts at revision proved futile, however, so he decided to compose a completely new Quintet in the same key, which he did between August 18th and October 8th at his recently acquired country summer home at Vysoká. The composition was enthusiastically received at its premiere, in Prague on January 6, 1888, and quickly became a favorite of chamber players throughout northern Europe and Britain. 

Dvořák’s range of expression, melodic invention and skill at motivic elaboration are abundantly evident in the Piano Quintet’s opening movement. The cello presents a lovely melody, almost folkish in its simple phrasing and touching directness, as the main theme. This motive progresses through a number of transformations before the viola introduces the subsidiary theme, a plaintive tune built from a succession of short, gently arching phrases. The main theme, rendered into the melancholy key of the viola’s melody, returns to close the exposition. Both themes are treated in the expansive development section. A full recapitulation and a vigorous coda round out the movement.

As was typical of the folk form, the Dumka that occupies the Quintet’s second movement uses the slow, thoughtful strain of the opening as a returning refrain to separate episodes of varying characters. The movement may be diagrammed according to a symmetrical plan: A–B–A–C–A–B–A. The “B” section, quick in tempo and bright in mood, is led by the violin before being taken over by the piano. “C” is a fast, dancing version of the main Dumka theme given in imitation.

Though the Scherzo bears the subtitle Furiant, the movement sounds more like a quick waltz than like the cross-rhythm dance of Bohemian origin. The central trio is occupied by a quiet, lilting metamorphosis of the Scherzo theme.

The Finale, woven from formal elements of sonata and rondo, abounds with the high spirits and exuberant energy of a Czech folk dance. The playful main theme is introduced by the violin after a few introductory measures; contrasting material offers brief periods of repose. The development section includes a fugal working-out of the principal theme. A quiet, hymnal passage in the coda provides a foil for the joyous dash to the end of this masterwork of Dvořák’s maturity.

©2011 Dr. Richard E. Rodda
Biographies:
Jeremy Denk, piano

American pianist Jeremy Denk has steadily built a reputation as one of today’s most compelling and persuasive artists. This season he releases his first solo recording, Jeremy Denk Plays Ives. He also returns to Carnegie Hall for his second solo recital, and a concerto appearance featuring Liszt’s First Concerto with the Philadelphia Orchestra and Charles Dutoit, after performances together in Philadelphia. He has appeared at the Italian and American Spoleto festivals, the Santa Fe and Seattle chamber music festivals, the Verbier and Mostly Mozart festivals, and the Bravo! Vail Valley and Bard Music festivals. He has participated in many premieres, including Jake Heggie’s concerto Cut Time, Libby Larsen’s Collage: Boogie, Kevin Putz’s Alternating Current, and Ned Rorem’s The Unquestioned Answer. In 2004, Mr. Denk met and first performed with violinist Joshua Bell at the Spoleto Festival and was invited on a recital tour, sparking off a musical partnership that continues today. They recorded Corigliano’s Violin Sonata for Sony Classical and tour together regularly. In his widely-read blog, Think Denk, he writes about some of his touring, practicing, and otherwise unrelated experiences, as well as delving into fairly detailed musical analyses and essays. After graduating from Oberlin College and Conservatory, majoring in piano and chemistry, Mr. Denk earned a master’s degree in music from Indiana University as a pupil of György Sebök, and a doctorate in piano performance from The Juilliard School, where he worked with Herbert Stessin. A 1998 winner of the Young Concert Artists International Auditions, he is a 2010-11 Artist of the Chamber Music Society.
Erin Keefe, violin

Winner of an Avery Fisher Career Grant, violinist Erin Keefe is garnering praise worldwide as a compelling artist. This season she appears with orchestras in Japan, Poland, New York, New Jersey, and Minnesota in addition to performing recitals in Chicago, Washington, DC, Austin, New York, Poland, and Japan. Last season she performed with the Korean Symphony Orchestra at the Seoul Arts Center, the Sendai Philharmonic Orchestra in Japan, Romania's Philharmonic Orchestra Mihail Jora in Italy, and the Göttingen Symphony in Germany. She recently took the grand prize in the Valsesia Musica and Torun international violin competitions, the Schadt Competition, and the Corpus Christi International String Competition, and was silver medalist in the Carl Nielsen, Sendai, and Gyeongnam International violin competitions. She has appeared at the Marlboro, OK MOZART International, Music@Menlo, Music from Angel Fire, Mimir, Ravinia, Seattle, Bridgehampton, and Bravo! Vail Valley chamber music festivals. A former member of Chamber Music Society Two, she has participated in three CMS releases on the Deutsche Grammophon label including works by Dvorák, Mozart, Respighi, and Haydn. Ms. Keefe received her bachelor's degree from The Curtis Institute of Music, where she studied with Arnold Steinhardt and CMS Artist Ida Kavafian, and her master's degree from The Juilliard School under Ronald Copes.

Arnaud Sussmann, violin
Winner of a 2009 Avery Fisher Career Grant, violinist Arnaud Sussmann is a multi-faceted and compelling artist who has performed as soloist throughout the United States, Central America, Europe, and Asia, and at such venues as Carnegie Hall, Avery Fisher Hall, Alice Tully Hall, the Smithsonian Museum, and the Louvre. He has appeared with the New York Philharmonic, American Symphony Orchestra, Monaco Chamber Orchestra, Nice Orchestra, Orchestre des Pays de la Loire, El Salvador National Symphony Orchestra, and Tanglewood Music Center Orchestra. A former member of Chamber Music Society Two, he continues to appear with CMS. His 2010-11 season includes a tour of Israel, an appearance at the Cartagena Music Festival, and a performance with CMS on PBS' Live from Lincoln Center. He has performed with many of today's leading artists: Itzhak Perlman, Menahem Pressler, Joseph Kalichstein, Miriam Fried, Paul Neubauer, Fred Sherry, and Gary Hoffman. Winner of several international competitions including the Hudson Valley Philharmonic String Competition, the Andrea Postacchini Competition, and the Vatelot/Rampal Competition, he has recently recorded works of Beethoven and Dvořák with CMS artistic directors David Finckel and Wu Han. He studied at The Juilliard School with Boris Garlitsky and Itzhak Perlman, who chose him to be a Starling Fellow, an honor qualifying him as Mr. Perlman's teaching assistant for two years.
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Paul Neubauer, viola
Violist Paul Neubauer's innate musicality distinguishes him as one of this generation's quintessential artists. This season he continues as orchestral and chamber music director of the OK MOZART Festival and returns to Carnegie Hall to per form with the Emerson String Quartet. He also performs and records Joan Tower's Purple Rhapsody for viola and orchestra. He premiered his own piece written for Ms. Tower: Joan, Your Phone is Always Busy for solo viola at Joan Tower's 70thbirthday concert in September. Schumann-Romance, a CD with CMS pianist Anne-Marie McDermott was recently released. He has also recorded works written for him: Wild Purple for solo viola by Joan Tower; Viola Rhapsody, a concerto by Henri Lazarof; and Soul Garden for viola and chamber ensemble by Derek Bermel. He has premiered concertos by Tower, Penderecki, Picker, Jacob, Lazarof, Suter, Muller-Siemens, Ott, and Friedman. At age 21 he became the youngest principal string player in the history of the New York Philharmonic, appearing as soloist in over 20 performances during his six-year tenure. He has performed with over 100 orchestras throughout the United States, Europe, and Asia, including the Los Angeles, Helsinki, and Royal Liverpool philharmonics; the National, St. Louis, Detroit,Dallas, and San Francisco symphonies; and the Santa Cecilia, English Chamber, and Beethovenhalle orchestras. A faculty member of The Juilliard School and Mannes College, Mr. Neubauer has been an Artist of The Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center since 1989.

Andrés Díaz, cello

Cellist Andrés Díaz has earned acclaim for his "strongly personal interpretive vision" (The New York Times) and "bold and imaginative" playing (Boston Globe). Winner of first prize in the 1986 Hamburg International Cello Competition, he was recipient of a 1998 Avery Fisher Career Grant. His orchestral appearances include performances with the Atlanta Symphony under the late Robert Shaw; the American Symphony at Carnegie Hall; the symphony orchestras of Milwaukee, Seattle, and Rochester; the Chicago Symphony at the Ravinia Festival; and the National Symphony Orchestra. His recital appearances include Alice Tully Hall, the Library of Congress, Jordan Hall, the Gardner Museum, the Ambassador Auditorium in Pasadena, and the San Francisco Performances Series. As chamber musician, he is a member of the Díaz String Trio and has frequently performed with the late pianist Samuel Sanders. On the Dorian label, the duo released Brahms's Sonatas for Piano and Cello; Russian Romantics, a compilation of short Russian works; and American Visions, featuring works of Barber, Bernstein, and Foote. His 2003 release, in memory of Samuel Sanders, features works of Martinù, Lutoslawski, and Rachmaninov and won the Classical Recording Foundation Award. An associate professor at Southern Methodist University, Mr. Díaz plays a 1698 Matteo Goffriller Cello with a bow made by his father, Manuel Díaz.

