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international reputations and the development of new audiences for 
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PRAGUE STRING QUARTET 
Subsequent American and worldwide tours have earned consistent acclaim for the ensem

ble whose current tour represents their ninth visit to the United States. In August, 1978, the 
Prague String Quartet was awarded the International Record Critics' Grand Prize by High 
Fidelity Magazine for its recordinas of the complete Dvorak StriJ'.lg Quartets. 

PROGRAM NOTES 
In 1785, when WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756-1791) was a small fish in a very big 

pond in the musical world of Vienna, Haydn was the most famous musician in Austria. Leopold 
Mozart, in those days before agents and managers, simultaneously showed fatherly affection and 
practical insight by inviting Haydn to his home for an evening of quartet playing in February of that 
year. It was after hearing the B Flat Quartet (K. 458)--on tonight's program--the A Major Quarter (K: 
464), and the C Major Quartet (K. 465) that Haydn turned to Leopold Mozart and declared, "/ 
assure you solemnly and as an honest man that I consider your son to be the greatest composer I 
have ever heard." So touched was Wolfgang by these words that he dedicated his six greatest 
quartets (including the three mentioned) to Haydn with these words: "To my dear friend, Haydn! A 
father who has concluded to send his children into the world at large thought best to entrust them to 
the protection and guidance of a famous man who fortunately happened to be his best friend as well. 
Behold here, famous man and dearest friend, my six children. They are, to be sure, the fruit of long 
and arduous work, yet some friends have encouraged me to assume that I shall see this work 
rewarded, to some extent at least, and this flatters me into believing that these children shall one day 
offer me some comfort. You yourself, dearest friend, have shown me your _approval of them during 
ydur last sojourn in this capital. Your praise above all encourages me to recommend them to you 
and makes me hope that they shall not be entirely unworthy of your good will. May it please you, 
therefore, to receive them kindly and to be their father, their guide, and their friend. From this mo

ment I surrender to you all rights to them, but beg you to regard with leniency the faults which may 
have remained hidden to the partial eye of their father, and notwithstanding their shortcomings, to 
preserve your noble friendship for him who loves them so dearly." 

The B Flat Quartet (K. 458) begins with a short theme resembling a horn call which has inspired 
the name "Hunt." Such an eponym has mnemonic use but hardly describes the movement's inex
haustible subtleties, inventions, and pleasures, for which one does not have to hunt at all, b_ut which 
flow in uninterrupted elegance. Fragments of the first theme are the melodic and rhythmic nidus for 
subsequent subjects and development, giving the movement a sense of order and unity within its 
grace and effortlessness. Much of the movement is a tightly woven skein of ·five notes suggested by 
the second measure of the movement. The more straightforward Menuetto which follows has the 
vitality of Haydn and the subtlety of Mozart. The elf-dance mood of the Trio section progressively en
chants more and more until its final four measures which are pure tinsel. Like some instant friend, or 
suddenly revealed truth, the first few measures of the Adagio, grab the listener in a compelling at
traction whose vise-like grip holds tightly to the end. This slow rhapsodic movement, marked_ piano 
through most of it, is full of dark brooding introspection. The transitions are built from previous 
melodies, often with the cello as leading voice. Echoes of the initial theme recur unexpectedly, 
perhaps most effectively as a whisper just before the close of the movement. The Allegro assai is a 
fast-paced finale, full of unison phrases, jocular echos, and subjects which nudge each other for
ward. The movement ends with a series of eighth notes reminiscent of the first notes of the quartet. 

BOHUSLAV MARTINU (1890-1959) was born in a church tower in Policka, Bohemia. His 
early musical education was modest; his first impressionable _exposure was to church choral music, 
and his first violin lessons were from a local tailor. His progress in the violin was rapid, and by the age 
of eight he was giving concerts of peices by de Beriot and Wieniawski. At sixteen he enrolled at the 
Prague Conservatory of Music, but it was in Paris in 1923, where he first made his real niche in the 
world of music. He rapidly came under the influence of Milhaud, Honegger, Poulenc, and Stravin
sky, but especially his teacher, Roussel. He was a craftsman who did not aspire to a consistent style, 
but he used his immense natural talents in different ways in relation to the various impressions his 



world made on him. His subject matter was at times lofty and at times trivial. One of his first works to 
achieve prominence was "Half- Time", an impression of a soccer game. "la Bagarre" was his im
pression of Lindbergh's landing in France. 

Although he lived most of his life away from his native country (mostly in France and in the 
United States), he was, like Smetana, very much attached to his Czech roots in the poetry, folk song, 
and fate of his home land. He succeeded in blend1ng his nationalistic feelings imbedded in him as a 
youth with the modern musical idiom he had learned in his maturity. His musical output was .enor
mous and includes seven string quartets, composed from 1917 to 1949. The third quartet, written In 
1929, is a merry work of Czech character delicately brittle in sound and contrasting greatly with the 
sonorities of the second quartet which preceded it by a few years. Unlike the other two quartets on 
tonight's program, we do not have first-hand documentation of the composer's feelings about this 
work but he often referred to his chamber music as his most natural medium. 

The nationalistic aspirations which led to the political eruptions of the mid-nineteenth century 
had reverberations in every field of artistic endeavor. Composers discovered a new vigor and focus 
for their talents. After Austria's granting independence to Bohemia in 1860 and the founding of a na
tional opera, BEDRICH SMETANA (1824-1884) returned to Prague from Gothenburg, Sweden, 
where he had been conductor of the Philharmonic Symphony, to be a part of the musical 
renaissance in his homeland. Although Smetana's chamber music output was small (two string 
quartets and one piano trio), he found, as did so many other composers, the string quartet the most 
natural vehicle for his deepest feelings. It was the composer, not an editor, who subtitled the Quartet 
No. 1, in E Minor, "From my Life." Composed in 1876, the quartet was at first rejected by the 
Prague Chamber Music Association because of its "questionable orchestral style" and "insurmoun
table technical difficulties," but it was finally performed in 1879 and, thanks to the sponsorship of 
Liszt, was highly successful throughout Europe. An interesting and perhaps unique aspect of this 
quartet is the fact that the composer gave a program for each movement. What better guide to the 
composer's intentions or the muscial content of "program music" could be found than the pro
gramer's own words? •The following exerpt is from the composer's own sketchy letter to a friend 
shortly after the quartet's publication: "I had no intention of writing any quartet according to the 
customary formulas, on which I worked sufficiently as a young student. For me the design of each 
composition depends on· its subject. I wanted to represent in sound the course of. my life. First 
movement--love of art in my youth, my romantic mood, the unspoken longing for something I could 
not name or imagine clearly, and also a warning as if it were future misgivings of misfortune, such as 
the long note in the finale of the last movement (the high E). It is the fatal high-pitched whistling in 
my ear which in 1874 announced my deafness. Second movement--a Quasi Polka bringing 
memories of happy times as a youth when I would strew the young world with dance pieces. Third 
movement--largo sostenuto, recalling the happiness of my first love for the girl who later became 
my wife. Fourth movement--knowledge of how to make use of national music, joy at following this 
path, until the ominous interruption and catastrophic beginning of deafness - a glance toward my sad 
future." 

Program Notes by Jack B. Mazow 
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