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PRAZAK QUARTET
-PROGRAM-
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JOSEF SUK (1874-1935)

"" 1

Meditation on the Chorale 'St. Wenceslas\ Op. 35 (1914)
Adagio, ma con moto

FRANZ JOSEF HAYDN (1732-1809)

String Quartet in A Major, Op. 20, No. 6, "The Sun"
Allegro di molto e scherzando
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Adagio
Menuetto (Allegretto)
Finale Fuga (Allegro)
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BOHUSLAV MARTINU (1890-1959)

String Quartet No. 7 (1947)
Poco allegro
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Andante
Allegro vivo
-1
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- INTERMISSION-

BEDRICH SMETANA (1824-1884)

String Quartet No. 1 in E Minor, "From My Life"
Allegro vivo appassionato
Allegro moderato a la Polka (Trio, meno vivo)
Largo sostenuto - piu moto - Tempo 1
Vivace - piu mosso - meno
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JOSEF SUK (1874-1935)
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Meditation on the Chorale 'St. Wenceslas: Op. 35 (1914)
Josef Suk was born on January 4, 1874 in Ki'ecovice, Bohemia. In 1885,
at the age of eleven, he entered the Prague Conservatory to study violin. It
was not until his third year that he began composing seriously. He graduated
in 1891, having composed his Piano Quartet, Op. 1, but stayed an extra year
to study chamber music with Karlus Wihan and composition with Antonin
Dvofak, who had joined the faculty in January 1891. Ile was Dvofak's favorite
pupil, and the two remained personally close, especially after Suk married
Dvorak's daughter, Otilka, in 1898. Under Wihan, Suk played second violin in
what would become the Bohemia Quartet. He played in this group until his
retirement in 1933.
Suk's works can be categorized into two periods. Those from the first period are characterized by a late Romantic style, and by the time he was twenty,
there was a perception that Suk would be Dvorak's heir apparent, much like
Brahms' living up to Beethoven's legacy. However, unlike Dvorak, Suk wrote
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little chamber music. He wrote a few songs, choral and piano music, and
never composed an opera. The death of Dvorak in 1904, and the death of his
wife Otilka in 1905, had a devastating impact on Suk and mark the beginning
of his second style period. Works composed after these events are typically
more introspective, complex, and infused with emotion.
The outbreak of World War I awoke an irresistible desire in many composers and artists to speak out on current events, and to find and establish
their own national identity. Suk's patriotism led him to select three settings
of a text that celebrates St. Wenceslas, the patron saint of the Czech nation,
for his Meditation on the chorale 'St. Wenceslas', Op. 35. He ultimately chose
the text that was the best known. There is particular stress on the third part
of the theme, which originally read: "do not let die neither us, nor the ones
to come!" The thematic treatment is somber and the harmonic structure is
relatively transparent. The awesome simplicity of the music is remarkably
different from other Suk compositions of the same period. The Meditation on
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the chorale 'St. Wenceslas' was premiered in 1914 by the Czech Quartet and
afterwards also arranged for string orchestra. Some have deemed this work to
be equal in quality to Barber's Adagio for Strings.
© Brandylee Dawson-Marsh
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FRANZ JOSEF HAYDN (1732-1809)
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String Quartet in A Major, Op. 20, No. 6, "The Sunn
All the quartets of Haydn's Op. 20 are subtitled "The Sun Quartets"
because of the lovely symbol of the rising sun on the cover of the first edition; in addition, the sixth quartet's cheery warmth and lighthearted grace
have specifically earned it the nickname of "Sun" Quartet.
The first movement, which Haydn directs be played "very fast and jokingly," glows with high-spirited humor. A good supply of delightful motifs
are divided by key into three groups according to the standard sonata form
structure: the playful first group in the home key of A major; the more
lyrical second in E minor; and the mock-military concluding theme of the
exposition in E major. Still more new melodic material is introduced in the
development, and the movement ends with a shortened recapitulation.
The Sturm und Drang emotionality of the Adagio, referring to the
"Storm and Stress" movement which permeated all the arts of the period,
is achieved by the simplest of means. In style, it is an aria sung by the
first violin with a minimal Italian-opera accompaniment of the other instruments. It is in binary form (theme, contrasting theme, return to the
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original), but the second part is little more than an elaborated repetition
of the first. A particular challenge for the players in this movement is to
project the music's expressive qualities while following Haydn's constraining
direction to play everything mezza voce, literally "half-voice," or softly.
The robust, highly rhythmic Menuetto presents a striking contrast to
the subdued preceding movement. Based on custom, a second minuet follows the first without pause; it is called a trio because of the old practice
of using just three players. In this instance Haydn omits the second violin,
and to get the desired tone color, he instructs the three players to play only
on their lower strings, giving the trio a dark-hued, somewhat constricted
tone. The movement ends with a return of the much more graceful, dancelike Menuetto.
In the scintillating Finale, a brilliant example of his Gelehrte (academic)
style, Haydn eschews the traditional sonata or rondo form for a highly complex fugue and avoids all dynamic contrast by keeping it sotto voce, in an
undertone, throughout. The fugue has three soggetti, or brief subjects; a
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bouncy line starting with three repeated notes that is introduced by the
first violin; a descending slower-moving legato one played by the second
violin; and a smooth little rushing figure also stated by the first violin.
Haydn manipulates these three subjects in a highly imaginative way, finally
bringing everyone together in the last four measures for a rousing unison
conclusion based on the first subject.

Program notes from Melvin Berger, Guide to Chamber Music,
Doubleday, 1989.

BOHUSLAV MARTINU (1890-1959)

String Quartet No. 7 (1947)
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Like other twentieth-century Eastern European composers, Martinu's
life was turned upside down by the deadly chaos of the Second World War.
It had started out normally enough in a small village in Eastern Bohemia,
with his birth into the family of the town watchman. He had early on
demonstrated real musical talent and at age fifteen gave his first violin
recital. One year later he entered the Prague Conservatory of Music
as a violin major. But interest in composition, theater and literature
dominated his time and he was ultimately thrown out for "incorrigible
negligence" after four years.
A stint teaching music was followed by one in the second violin section
of the Prague. Philharmonic Orchestra. He then applied to study composition with Josef Suk, Dvorak's son-in-law. That did not last long either and
he left for Paris where he studied with Albert Roussel and devoted himself
to composition for the next seventeen years, living in great poverty but
gaining recognition on both sides of the Atlantic.
In 1940 he was blacklisted by the Nazis; he fled Paris with his wife
leaving behind everything, including his music in manuscript, and wandered about the available European escape routes for one and a half years
before finally sailing from Lisbon for New York in 1941. He arrived speaking
no English. A commission from Koussevitsky for a first symphony, and support from the music community in New York City and elsewhere on the
east coast allowed him to continue composing. It should give us an idea of

the passion behind the impulse to compose that people like Martinu -
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and Bart6k and Dohnanyi - could keep going despite the disruptions
of flight and exile. illtimately he was appointed Composition Chair at
Princeton University and held a post at the Curtis Institute, before
returning to Europe permanently, in the early 1950s.
Martinu wrote a vast amount of music in all forms, and his chamber
music includes duets, trios, quartets, quintets, sextets, septets, octets and
nonets. Tonight's quartet is the seventh and last of a series begun thirty
years earlier. The String Quartet No. 7 was written during Martinu's stay
in America during the years 1946-4 7, and displays a Czech folk influence
combined with a neo-classical simplicity of form, harmonic expression and
transparency of texture. Rather than developing thematic ideas, Martinu
prefers an alternation of ritornelli (returning passages) and intervening
episodes, in the manner of a Baroque concerto grosso. Melodies are spontaneous and rhythms show vitality. Harmonies are clear, avoiding chromaticism, but finding new associations of simple chord structures. The String

Quartet No. 7 is a happy, unassuming work, which nicely demonstrates
Martinu's germinal technique in the outer movements and displays a sustained breadth of invention in the lyrical Andante, which is reminiscent
of Dvorak.
Martinu once wrote: "It is hard for me to express the happiness I feel
when I start composing chamber music - the delight of leading the four
voices ... In a quartet one feels at home, intimate, happy." In his string quartets, the composer seems to have been able to express musically his own
peripatetic life and longing for his Czech homeland.
© Brandylee Dawson-Marsh and Nora Klein

BEDRICH SMETANA (1824-1884)

String Quartet No. 1 in E Minor, "From My Life))
Bedrich Smetana is known as the first great Bohemian national composer. He was born in Litomysl, Bohemia (later known as Czechoslovakia) in
1824. As a young man, he was quite fond of dancing and was steeped in the
region's folk songs, dances and legends - many of which he later incorporated into his compositions.
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Trained as a pianist, he undertook an increasingly heavy schedule of
composing, conducting, teaching and performing in an attempt to support
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himself and his growing family. Though he spent six productive years in
Goteburg, Sweden, escaping the politically unstable situation in Bohemia,
which was at that time part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he was happy
when he was able to return to Prague. In Prague he subsequently became
conductor of the new National Theater, holding the post from 1866 until
1874. It was during this period of his life that he composed his best known
orchestral works - six tone poems entitled Ma Vlast (My Fatherland), and
the most famous of his operas, the comic opera, The Bartered Bride.
He accomplished this work despite a tragic turn in his personal life. He
had lost his much adored wife to tuberculosis in 1859, having previously
lost three of his four daughters. A second marriage did not prove to be a
happy one. Smetana was also beset at this time by financial problems and
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by political intrigue at the National Theater. Then in 1874 Smetana began
to lose his hearing, and was completely deaf by 1876 when he composed
his String Quartet No. 1.
Smetana was an admirer of Franz Liszt and, like Liszt, he often wrote
programmatic music - music which depicted a scene or told a story. The
use of a program in the composition of chamber music was a new idea at
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this time and Smetana pioneered this approach in his String Quartet in E
Minor, entitled "From My Life". Although the quartet can easily stand on
its own as absolute music, an awareness of the composer's specific ideas as
he worked on the quartet can add interest. Smetana wrote the following
information in a letter to a friend dated April 12, 1878:
"My intention was to paint a tone picture of my life. The first movement
depicts my youthful leanings towards art, the romantic atmosphere, the
inexpressible yearning for something I could neither express nor define,
and also a kind of warning of my future misfortune. The long insistent note
in the finale owes its origin to this. It is the fateful ringing in my ears of the
high-pitched tones which, in 1874, announced the beginning of my deafness. I permitted myself this little joke because it was so disastrous to me.

"
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The second movement, a quasi-polka, brings to my mind the joyful days of
youth when I composed dance tunes and was known everywhere as a passionate lover of dancing. The third movement (the one which, in the opinion
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of the gentlemen who play this quartet, is unperformable) reminds me of the
happiness of my first love, the girl who later became my first wife. The
fourth movement describes the discovery that I could treat national elements in music, and my joy in following this path until it was checked by
the catastrophe of the onset of my deafness, the outlook into the sad future,
the tiny rays of hope of recovery; but remembering all the promise of my
early career, a feeling of painful regret."
A private performance of this quartet was given in Prague in 1878 with
the young Dvorak playing viola. The official premiere was not played until
the spring of 1879. Franz Liszt heard a performance one year later by the
Weimar Quartet and was "warmly appreciative" of Smetana's work.

© Margaret Bragg

THE PRAZAK QUARTET
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The Prazak Quartet, one of today's leading international chamber music
ensembles, was established in 1972 while its members were students at the
Prague Conservatory. Since then, the quartet has gained attention for its
place in the unique Czech quartet tradition and for its musical virtuosity.
The 197 4 Czech Music Year saw the Prazak Quartet receive the first
prize at the Prague Conservatory Chamber Music Competition. Within
twelve months their international career had been launched with a performance at the 1975 Prague Spring Music Festival. In 1978 the quartet took the
first prize at the Evian String Quartet Competition as well as a special prize
awarded by Radio France for the best recording during the competition.
Further prizes were awarded at various other Czech competitions.
For nearly thirty years, the Prazak Quartet has been at home on music
stages worldwide. They are regular guests in the major European musical
capitals-Prague, Paris, Amsterdam, Brussels, Milan, Madrid, London, Berlin,
Munich, etc.-and have been invited to participate at numerous international
festivals, where they have collaborated with such artists as Menahem
Pressler, Cynthia Phelps, Roberto Diaz, Josef Suk and Sharon Kam. Highlights for the 2000-2001 season include performances in Paris, Amsterdam,
Dresden, Frankfurt, Berlin, Venice, Madrid, Sevilla and at the Festival in
Schwetzingen.
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In North America, the Prazak Quartet has performed in New York
(Carnegie Hall, Lincoln Center, 92nd St. Y), Los Angeles, San Francisco,
Dallas, Houston, Washington, Philadelphia, Miami, St. Louis, New Orleans,
Berkeley, Cleveland, Tucson, Denver, Buffalo, Vancouver, Toronto and
Montreal.
Their 2002-2003 North American tours will bring them to audiences
in New York (Carnegie), Houston, Dallas, Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver,
Tucson, Chicago, Indianapolis, Palm Beach, Oberlin, Berkeley, Costa Mesa
and La Jolla.
The Prazak Quartet records exclusively for Praga/Harmonia Mundi
and, to date, has released twenty award-winning CDs. In addition to
numerous radio recordings in France, Germany, the Netherlands, and
the Czech Republic, the Prazak Quartet has also made recordings for
Supraphon, Panton, Orfeo, Ottavo, Bonton and Nuova Era.
VACLAV REMES was born in Usti, and studied at the Prague Conservatory with Marie Voldanova. During this time, he drew attention to himself
by winning the National Competition of Violinists in Pisek in 1973. As a
student of the Academy of Fine Arts in Prague - in the masterclass of
Professor Novotny - he was awarded third prize in the international
Competition of Prague Spring. He joined the Prazak Quartet in 1973
and performs on a Lorenzo Guadagnini violin, ca. 1730.
VLASTIMIL BOLEK was born in Zermanice, Ostrava. He studied at
the Conservatory of Music in Ostrava, and graduated from the Prague
Conservatory in 1974. He continued his studies at the Academy of Fine
Arts in the masterclass of the renowned professor, Mrs. Hlounova, and was
finalist of several national competitions. He joined the Prazak Quartet in
1976. In addition to his activities in the Quartet, he appears as soloist
with orchestra and in recital. He plays a 1995 Tomas Pilar violin.
JOSEF KLUSON was born in Vysoke Myto, studied viola at the
Conservatory of Music in Prague, and continued his studies at the
Academy of Fine Arts in the masterclass of Josef Kodousek, a member of
the Vlach Quartet. During this time, he was awarded many prizes in both
viola and chamber music competitions. Together with Josef Prazak, he

founded the Prazak Quartet in 1972. In addition to his activities in the
Prazak Quartet he appears as soloist and often gives masterclasses. His
instrument is ·a 1985 viola made by Tomas Pilar.
MICHAL KANKA drew attention to himself while still studying at the
Prague Conservatory and at the Academy of Fine Arts where he was a student
of Josef Chuchro. He won top prizes and laurels in many competitions
including Prague (1982), and Munich (1983 and 1986). He has performed
successfully both in the Czech Republic and abroad as soloist with leading
orchestras and in recital, and has recorded numerous CDs including the
complete sonatas by Beethoven and Martinu. He has been a member of
the Prazak Quartet since 1986. Mr. Kanka performs on a 1710 Giovanni
Grancino cello (State Collection).
The Prazak Quartet appears by arrangement with David Rowe Artists.
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- NEXT CONCERT -

Vermeer String Quartet
with Ueli Wiget, Piano
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 3, 2002 8:00
MOZART-QUA RTET IN

P.M.
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BARTOK-QUAR TET No. 2
SCIIUMANN -QUINTET,

OP. 44
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