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QUARTET NO. 15 in D Minor, K. 421. ........... MOZART
Allegro moderato
Andante
Menuetto
Allegretto, ma non troppo

QUARTET NO.2 in F Major, Op. 92 .......... PROKOFIEV
Allegro sostenuto
Adagio
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QUARTET NO. 14 in A Flat, Op. 105 ............. DVORAK
Adagio ma non troppo - Allegro appassionato
Molto vivace
Lento e motto cantabile
Allegro non tanto
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PRAGUE STRING QUARTET
Czechoslovakia has long been famous for the excellence of its
string quartets, and for the past twenty years the Prague String
Quartet has justly held its place at the top of the roster. Founded in 1955 by its first violinist, Bretislav Novotny, the Quartet
soon won recognition throughout Europe. In 1965 the Quartet
made its first world tour which included North and South
America, Japan, New Zealand, Australia, India and the USSR.
United States audiences, who until then had known the ensemble only through its recordings, were so responsive that the
Quartet was invited to play a thirty-concert tour across the
country the following season. Subsequent American and
worldwide tours have earned consistent acclaim. In August,
1978, the Prague String Quartet was awarded the International
Record Critics' Grand Prize by High Fidelity Magazine for its
recordings of the complete Dvorak string quartets.

PROGRAM NOTES
The lives of WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756-1791) and
Joseph Haydn touched only briefly, in 1784, when Mozart was invited to a
series of soirees at the Esterhazy Court where Haydn was the Kappellmeister.
Yet the sparks of these encounters during which the two musicians played
chamber music together kindled the most profound mutual respect between
them. Mozart at twenty-eight was not well known as a composer, and he struggled for commissions; Haydn at fifty-two was the most famous musician in Vienna. After hearing three of Mozart's quartets, Haydn took Mozart's father aside
and told him: "I declare to you before God as an honest man that your son is the
greatest composer I know, either personally or by name." It sometimes takes a
genius to recognize a genius because the fickle Viennese were very slow in
understanding Mozart's music. Even after his death, Mozart 'was described by
one critic as a "pianist with spoiled ears." The musical public ot1
today is more In, >;
clinded to favor the opinion of Haydn, who said, "If Mozart had written nothing
but his string quartets and the Requiem, they alone would have been sufficient
to make him immortal."
Of the six string quartets which Mozart dedicated to Haydn after their brief
but fateful visit, the Quartet No. 15 in D Minor, K. 421 , is the only one in a
minor key. In its tension , mystery, and sadness, it resembles the Piano Concerto

in D Minor. This sadness, which is the pervasive and unifying feature of the
quartet, is not the fist-shaking anger of Beethoven or the depression and pathos
of Tschaikowsky, but the half-poignant, half-resigned sadness found in much of
Mozart and the best of Schubert.
Without introduction a haunting theme played sotto voce immediately sets
the mood of the opening movement. After four measures, it is repeated an octave higher with contrasting force. Through the entire movement, the sense of
tension is heightened both by contrasting dynamics and by chromatic figures.
The Andante in 6/8 time is gentle and light -- but not light-hearted . Even with its
artful hesitations and graceful arpeggios, one is never far away from the melancholy mood that is clearly heightened in the Menuetto. How different the
minuet has become in Mozart's hands from the stylized minuets of the earlier
Classical period. One can hardly imagine dancing partners bowing and smiling
to this serious music. Even in the charming trio section where the solo violin introduces a cheerful meldoy, the relief is slight and temporary. The Allegretto
· rna non troppo is a theme and set of variations all of which are in the same
mood. The last variation in D Major is more restful than happy, but with the
return of the main theme the movement ends with all the intensity and
seriousness with which it began.
When S ERGEI PROKOFIEV (1891-1953) died March 5, 1953, the front
pages of the newspapers of the world were full of articles about the death of a
more famous Russian, Joseph Stalin, who died on the same day. One of the
Houston newspapers thought the composer's death newsworthy enough to inc~a small ~ ~alL~hottom.aLits .crowd__cl__

front page that day. As their deaths coincided in time, the lives of these two men
had crossed years before in ways that had had fateful effects on Prokofiev's life.
The composer, an honest, but abrasive and uncompromising man, was not interested in politics at all. Yet he barely managed to escape the cultural purges of
1937, and it was Stalin himself who intervened on Prokofiev's behalf.
In 1940 Prokofiev left his first wife and married the niece of one of Stalin's
close associates. The two of them -- along with other artists and musicians --were
evacuated to the safer atmosphere of Kalchik in the Kabardino-Balkar Republic
in the Caucasus. While he lived in this peaceful valley, he became fam1liar with
the Moslem people of the area and their folk music, some of whose themes he
was to use in his String Quartet No. 2, Op. 92, subtitled "Quartet on Karbadian
Themes, " which was composed in 1941 . This Quartet, as well as most of Prokofiev's music, considered so innovative and puzzling by many of his contemporaries, is actually melodic and easy to follow even for the unsophisticated
listener today. True it may not be the cup of tea of those whose musical tastes
stopped at "La Donna m obile"; nevertheless the propulsive rhythms and bleak
dissona nces are always clearly organized and cleverly inventiv~.
The first movement, Allegro sostenuto is vigorous and at-1~mes harsh, but
also melodic, the melodies returning again and again until at !,pe end, where
dissonances are most pronounced , they sound familiar and natura.!. The Adagio,
based on a Caucasus love song, has a beautiful melody begun by the cello . The
movement is full of decorative figures played high on the violin while the bass
rumbles in contrast below. As in so much of Prokofiev's music "straigh t", or simple, melodies are interspersed with sudden departures into the music of the
twentieth century. The third movement, Allegro, has a fast pace of rhythmic,

e

heavy accents. After a downward passage on the violin, the cello picks it up in a
cadenza . The full complement join and rush to the abrupt end.
I

,
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ANTONIN DVORAK (1841-1904) returned to Prague in 1895 after his
successful three year sojourn in the United States. Secure in the affections of his
countrymen and considered one of the greatest composers in Europe, Dvorak's
joy was unbounded and was expressed in his music of that period. The String
Quartet in A Flat, Op. 105, which was finished in December, 1895, was the last
quartet he composed, and it is full of warmth and tenderness. A cello figure
begins the first movement with a slow introduction which subtly leads to the
faster main section. The figure then recurs in different guises and returns again to
end the movement. In the Molto vivace, the first violin is bright and twinkling.
The second subject is more flowing . The entire movement is happy and dancing. The Lento e molto cantible has the straightforward melodic appeal of a soft
song. The middle section, ushered in by triplets on the cello, is more sinister, but
it is brief and only makes us appreciate the sweetness of the Rossini-like singing
quality of the first theme when it returns. The last movement, Allegro non tanto, has Bohemian dance rhythms and a jubilant ending.
Program Notes by Jack B. Mazow
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