











I PROGRAM NOTES

~

- force: There is much knocking, plucking, and scrap-
ing; quarter tones and impossibly clotted chords

* undermine harmonic integrity. (The knocking has

+ always reminded me of desperate communications

from the ghosts of the dead.) Simple sounds, no

longer moored by functional harmony, attain their

=4 own spooky, solltarv meanings, as in the fractured,

hocketlng passage in the 14th last movement, or the

horrlfymg moment right before the recap of the first

* movement when everything else stops for a chilling

octave at the extremes of the quartet range, or the

devastating last sound of the 13th—a note that swells

# to bursting under the cumulative dramatic pressure.

And yet the intensity and complexity are expressed

by deceptively simple means.The music’s impact is not

" adequately explained by its sounding surface, which

; seems almost too rough or rudimentary to convey the

breadth and depth of the work. We are led to read the

™ music as unfolding according to a psychologically and

L4 dramatically motivated design—a daring course in an

age of abstraction and theory, but one Shostakovich
* had no choice but to follow.

One of the many parallels between Shostakovich's
and Beethoven's late quartets lies in their unusual
formal layouts: in the varying number of movements
and the contrast, function, and inner flow of the
movements, and in the use of materials not always
associated with the Classically balanced, four-move-

v ment quartet--here we find shards of fugue, hymn,
chant folk tune, and opera. Shostakovich's 11th
Quartet is a suite of seven short movements of simple
» scope and suggests the incidental music for a tragic

L puppet play. In the massive, two-movement 12th,
a first movement of not inconsiderable weight and
length is followed by one three times longer and

3 brutally contrasted in character. The 13th and 14th,
-each ostensibly in three movements, are really one-
movement works that reveal different levels and that

, unfold along thesis-antithesis lines.

The late quartets are presented in a symbolic
musical pantomime that is the string quartet’s special
character—Goethe's conversation between four
intelligent individuals. To the arena of conversation,
Shostakovich adds the battlefields of psychology and

& politics. Of all the musical mediums, the string quar-
{ tet perhaps best conveys the actual shape and motion

of human thought. For many composers it is the
greatest challenge, a vehicle for the most personal

expresswn
N

Although the two unequally scaled movements of
the 12th quartet grind against each other in many
ways, their tempos—Moderato and Allegretto, respec-
tively—hover at the brink of identity. Tempo in late
Shostakovich is not expressed in large, contrasting
areas. A nominally multimovement work will actually
seem to move in a single, predominating time flow,
usually slow or moderate, a calm but potent still point
balanced between fast and slow, action and death, and
pregnant with all the possibilities. Shostakovich then
explores vertically, as it were, the faster and slower
layers latent in this mother tempo.

In this way, the 13th and 14th Quartets are mirror
images: in the 13th, the faster grows out of the slower
(and back again), and in the 14th, throughout its basic
fast-slow-fast shape, a tragic undertow continually
pulls a mildly positive and active texture down to
slower levels. The 15th is the most extreme of all, six
adagios played without pause. One wonders what the
remaining nine quartets would have been like, had
Shostakovich lived to complete the cycle.

In the nearly two decades since his death,
Shostakovich's reputation and the meaning of his
music have undergone a remarkable “rehabilitation”
(to use the old term of Soviet historical manipula-
tion). There has been a flood of revisionist literature,
mostly from the West in which we can trace the
metamorphosis of the composer's image from dutiful
party hack, writing in the shadow of the glitzier
Prokofiev, to Avatar of the Future. Shostakovich even
has a newly commerecial profile: recordings of his
Preludes and Fugues have become hits (including one
by popular jazz-turned-classical pianist Keith Jarrett).
Proponents of the “New Simplicity,” such as Arvo Part
and Henryk Gorecki, close stylistic descendants of
Shostakovich's more mournful and static side, are
enjoying an astonishing marketplace success helped
perhaps by their aura of mystical piety, never present
in the work of their spiritual father.

The overwhelming experience of Shostakovich's
music—created by many means, some discussed
here—is that of the direct transmission of mind, of
human feeling. The experience transcends symbolic
and abstract musical/acoustic explanation, so pure
and inhuman but so ephemeral a social phenomenon.
It is spiritual music without the religions of God or
Beauty but possessing an intense human commitment
and compassion.

Program notes by Paul H. Epstein




PROGRAM NOTES v
Y

Quartet in G Minor, Op. 10
DEBUSSY

The period around 1890 was a crucial time in
Debussy's life. The composer had just returned to
Paris after a two-year Prix de Rome residency in
Italy and was eager to rid himself of the restraints of
the academicians. One of the first works in which he
struck a new artistic direction was the Quartet in G
minor, which, along with “L'Aprés midi d'un faune”
from the same time, established what is called the
Impressionist style in music. Its varied tonal effects,
soulful beauty, and freedom of form and structure
provide an excellent musical counterpart to the
Impressionist paintings and Symbolist poetry of

the time.

The opening notes of the first movement are
of overriding importance. They make up the germ,
the melodic cell, from which the entire quartet
unfold and grows. This germinal motif is a rather
rough-sounding motto; rhythmically complex and
melodically convoluted, it zigzags back and forth
within a comparatively limited tessitura. A distin-
guishing feature is the rapid three-note ornamental
fillip at the central turning point.

Following the short motif and its repetition,
three other melodies are heard. They come between
restatements of the motif, each time, though, in
a slightly different form. The various themes, and
especially the opening motto, are then heard in an
imaginative procession of transformed shapes and
guises—now surging with great passion, now stated in
stentorian splendor, now stretched and drawn out in
length, now plaintively sung—until the movement
races to its climactic resolution.

The second movement offers a profusion of
sparkling tonal effects, led by the viola playing an
obstinately repeated, quickened version of the motif.
Above, beneath, and all around this ostinato figure,
the other instruments furnish brilliant pizzicato
flourishes and scintillating cross-rhythms. The cello
brings this section to a close and establishes the
murmuring accompaniment for the first violin
playing the opening motif in leisurely augmentation.
Sections of new and derived melodic material follow,
including a rhythmically attractive pizzicato passage
in which the original motto is transformed into five-
beat meter. Then, just as the cello seems to be start-
ing the murmuring accompaniment again, the move-
ment fades away.

After false starts by the second violin and viola, ,
the third movement starts with the first violin softly
singing a languid melody that rocks gently back and *
forth in pitch. The viola next seizes one fragment of
the melody and expands it into a slightly faster
theme. Another theme, also introduced by the viola#
includes the three-note figure of the opening motto, , |
It is worked up to an impassioned climax before a
return of the quiet rocking theme brings the move- #:
ment to a subdued conclusion. N

The introduction to the final movement,
also based on the original motif, continues the quietp
mood. The music grows somewhat more animated .,
as the cello starts a fuguelike passage, using a further
transformation of the germinal motif. The fast part
of the last movement then starts with a rapid, cluster;
of-notes theme in the viola. From the final notes of
this theme, Debussy spins out another melody.

The shared notes of both themes become the accoms.
paniment for the motif, this time in grandiose elonga-
tion. A reminder of the opening theme of this move”
ment leads to a coda and conclusion that provide a ,,
final, exciting glimpse of the considerably altered
germinal motto. a

Completed early in 1893, the quartet was dedisy

cated to the Ysaye Quartet, which gave the first per-

formance in Paris on December 29, 1893. v
Program notes by Melvin Berger from Guide to Chamber Music %
published by Anchor / Doubleday
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{
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The Emerson String Quartet is one of the premier
chamber ensembles of our time. The Quartet's cred-
its include an exclusive Deutsche Grammophon
recording contract, four Grammy awards including
“Best Classical Album”, Gramophone Magazine's
Record of the Year award, and a schedule of more «-a
than 100 concerts each season. During the 1999—
2000 season, the Quartet will perform in many of
the world's music capitals, including New York, e
Washington, D.C., Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia,
San Francisco, Hamburg, Paris, Zurich and Rome.

In the spring of 2000, the group will perform the
complete cycle of Shostakovich Quartets in two five-

concert series to be presented at Lincoln Center's ‘
e,

Alice Tully Hall and at the Barbican Center in Lon-
don. A disc of the Shostakovich quartets recorded




