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Bohemian Rhapsodies

Piano Quartet in A minor, Op.1  (1891)  Josef Suk
                                                                    (1874-1935) 
    Allegro appassionato
 Adagio 
 Allegro con fuoco

Terzetto in C Major for Two Violins and Viola, Op.74  (1887)  Antonín Dvořák
                                                                                    (1841-1904) 
    Introduzione: Allegro ma non troppo
 Larghetto
 Scherzo: Vivace 
 Tema con Variazioni  
   

Intermission

Piano Quartet No. 2 in E-flat Major, Op. 87  (1889)                 Antonín Dvořák
                                                                                    (1841-1904) 
 Allegro con fuoco 
 Lento
 Allegro moderato, grazioso
 Finale: Allegro ma non troppo
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Piano Quartet in A minor, Op. 1  Josef Suk 

Josef Suk entered the Prague Conservatory as a violinist at the age of eleven, later 
adding composition courses to his program.  Suk’s final year of study coincided with 
the arrival of Antonín Dvořák as a composition professor at the conservatory.  Suk 
became Dvořák’s favorite pupil, and, eventually, his son-in-law.  Some of Suk’s early 
works, like the String Serenade, clearly took Dvořák as a model, while his master-
piece, the Asrael Symphony, was written as a memorial to Dvořák in 1905.

Dvořák, perhaps as a consequence of having recently composed the piano quartet 
that will close today’s program, suggested that Suk also write a piano quartet.  The 
resulting Piano Quartet in A minor was the first of Suk’s works to be written entirely 
under Dvořák’s supervision.  Both composers were pleased with the work, and Suk 
was allowed to use it as his graduation piece in 1891.  Despite the close contact 
with Dvořák, the seventeen-year-old Suk already shows himself to have an individ-
ual voice in this piece.  In particular, the harmonic language and tight motivic work 
show him to be familiar with (and attracted to) the music of composers younger and 
more progressive than his mentor.   The first movement is based on two apparently 
different themes, the first a vigorous idea in the minor mode boldly stated by the 
strings in octaves, and the second a warm melody in the major given to the cello.  
The two themes are very close in melodic shape, and Suk gradually transforms the 
first into the second to make the connection clear. Dvořák was especially pleased 
with the slow movement, and for obvious reasons.  An expansive melody for the 
cello (which, perhaps, betrays a fondness for Gounod’s Ave Maria) is passed to the 
violin, with some yearning comments from the cello.  The middle section is more 
animated, and becomes quite impassioned before the return of the opening melo-
dy.  The piano, which had been relegated to the role of accompanist for most of the 
previous movement, leaps to the fore at the beginning of the final movement.  This 
finale, like the first movement, makes frequent use of dotted-note figures.  A long 
pedal point (later to become a Suk trademark) leads to a triumphant conclusion.

After leaving the conservatory, Suk began to concertize as second violinist of the 
newly formed Bohemian Quartet, which would become one of the most internation-
ally successful quartets of its time.  Inevitably, Suk’s heavy performance schedule 
reduced his compositional activities, and, although he continued to compose until 
the end of his life, he is best known for his earlier works.  Today, his most famous 
product may be his grandson, the violin virtuoso of the same name.



Terzetto in C Major for Two Violins and Viola, Op. 74                  Antonín Dvořák

By 1887, Dvořák’s compositions were widely performed, and the composer was 
financially secure.  However, while he had revised some youthful works, Dvořák had 
composed no new string chamber music since the C major quartet of 1881.  That 
work was composed for a professional quartet, the Hellmesberger Quartet, as was 
Dvořák’s previous string quartet, the 1879 E-flat quartet, written at the request of 
the Florentine Quartet.  Despite the demand for Dvořák’s works from ensembles that 
were amongst the earliest and most important of standing professional string quar-
tets in Europe, his return to chamber music in 1887 was prompted by an amateur.

The Terzetto for two violins and viola was composed in a single week, and intended 
as domestic Hausmusik, to be played by Dvořák himself as violist, with Josef Kruis, 
a young chemistry student who rented a room in Dvořák’s building, and his violin 
teacher, Jan Pelikán, who had played with Dvořák in the Provisional Theater orches-
tra.  The first movement, although labeled as an introduction, is a self-sufficient 
movement that combines a lyrical and wistful theme with busy, almost neo-Ba-
roque passage-work.  A brief linking passage leads directly to the slow movement.  
Each violin gets a turn with the sweet and gentle melody before a more aggressive 
middle section marked by dotted rhythms.  The movement ends with a return of the 
opening material, decorated with flowing scales.  The third movement is the rhythm 
of a Czech dance, the furiant, which alternates beats grouped in twos (1-2/1-2/1-2) 
with beats grouped in threes (1-2-3/1-2-3).  This distinctive rhythm also figures 
prominently in Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances.  Again, each violin takes a turn playing 
the main theme in double stops (Dvořák carefully allows the chemistry student 
second violinist to stay in first position).  The finale is a somewhat cryptic theme and 
variations, in which the theme sounds like an introduction, and in which the begin-
nings of the subsequent variations are not obvious.

Despite Dvořák’s hopes that the Terzetto would be played in his home, he overes-
timated young Kruis’s abilities, and the piece was first performed by professionals 
at a Prague music society concert.  Dvořák atoned by composing an easier work for 
Kruis and Pelikán (the Miniatures, Op. 75a).  Dvořák in no way felt that composing 
for amateurs involved lowering his standards.  As he wrote to his publisher, Fritz 
Simrock, “my work brings me as much pleasure as if I were writing a major sym-
phony…[the Miniatures] are, of course, aimed at amateur musicians, but didn’t 
Beethoven and Schumann also once write little pieces, and look what they came up 
with!”



Piano Quartet in E-flat Major, Op. 87                                             Antonín Dvořák 

Simrock was particularly happy to publish these short works for string trio from 
Dvořák, since the biggest market for sheet music was in accessible pieces appropri-
ate for domestic settings.  In fact, the question of what kinds of works Dvořák should 
concentrate on had been a contentious one for some time, with Simrock constantly 
reminding Dvořák that large symphonic works were not financially viable propo-
sitions, and nagging him to provide more short piano pieces, songs and chamber 
music.  Perhaps surprisingly, a new piano quartet was near the top of Simrock’s 
wish list.  In July of 1888, he wrote “I would always be happy with a piano quartet 
from you.  You promised me one some time ago.  How do things stand with it?”  
Simrock returned to the subject twice in December, suggesting that two piano quar-
tets would be even better than one.  Perhaps significantly, in Simrock’s last letter of 
1888, he also complained that Dvořák’s works were not selling in Vienna (and were 
faring poorly in Austria in general) on account of nationalist tensions, and discour-
ages Dvořák from describing his work as “Slavic.”

When Dvořák did finally provide Simrock with a piano quartet in 1889, he had craft-
ed a work that would appeal to audiences in public performances by professional 
musicians, while also taking into account the amateur performers who were most 
likely to purchase the sheet music.  He also had to balance the likelihood that overt-
ly Czech elements would be poorly received in Vienna with the success of “exotic” 
works like the Slavonic Dances outside of Austria.  Despite Dvořák’s long-standing 
reputation as a sort of uncomplicated man of the countryside, he was a highly 
sophisticated and clever manipulator of musical styles to suit his ends, and the 
E-flat major piano quartet is an excellent example of his ability to speak to multiple 
audiences at the same time.

The piano quartet opens with a distinctive and declamatory motive, stated by all 
three stringed instruments without accompaniment.  This is the sort of gesture that 
would immediate communicate to a concert audience, and be easily recognized 
when returning in various guises later in the movement.  The more attentive audi-
ence member might notice that the fourth note of the motive sounds out of place, 
perhaps even wrong, and hear it as a sort of problem to be addressed.  Indeed, the 
climax of the movement is a grand statement of the opening motive in the piano, 
with the fourth note “corrected” to a more conventional pitch.  Meanwhile, the ama-
teur performer, looking at the music, would realize that the “wrong” note – B natu-
ral – is a clue that keys that include that pitch will be important (the second theme 
occurs in both G major and B major).

Similarly, the slow movement is attractive by virtue of its concentration on the 
presentation of melodies, to the near-total exclusion of development or connective 



material, and by the strong contrasts of character between sections, while also 
playing the kinds of subtle harmonic games alluded to above.  The third movement 
is the one that probably would have been most appealing and accessible, both to 
audiences and to domestic players.  The main theme, a kind of graceful waltz, is 
juxtaposed with an exotic melody over a drone in the manner of a Chopin mazurka, 
and then repeated with the piano imitating a cimbalom (or perhaps a music box?).  
The finale is a vigorous movement that can’t decide what key it is in, wavering 
between minor and major and different tonics before finally arriving safely home.

Like Dvořák himself, both the Terzetto and the E-flat major piano quartet quickly 
made it to the New World, and, unlike the composer, traveled all the way to the Bay 
Area.  In 1894, Dvořák received a letter from the violinist Sigmund Beel (born in 
Oakland, studied in Berlin with Joseph Joachim) containing a program for the first 
performance of the piano quartet in San Francisco.  The quartet was “received with 
the greatest enthusiasm,” at Beel’s concert society, which had also performed the 
“beautiful Terzetto for strings.”

— Notes by Dr. Derek Katz
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Ives Collective concerts are possible because of YOUR generosity! 
Charitable support covers more than half of the programming expenses, 
allowing us to provide you and all of our audience members with 
extraordinary concerts and memorable music at affordable prices. 
Every gift is important because, without contributions from you and 
others, our lowest priced ticket would be well over $100! 

You may help the Ives Collective with your one-time or recurring 
generous tax-deductible donation in three easy ways: 
•  through our website at www.ivesquartet.org,  
•  add a donation to your subscription or ticket order, or 
•  contact: Executive Director, Pam Lampkin, at 650.224.7849 or 
    plivesquartet80@gmail.com to discuss how you can make a 
    difference to our ensemble.  

Thank you from the Board of Directors and musicians. 
Susan Freier & Stephen Harrison, Artistic Directors
Anne Baldwin, Treasurer 
Mark Faigenbaum, Secretary 
John Houghton
Jane Troy Johnson
Kamyar Mohajer
Judy Rock
Pam Lampkin, Executive Director 
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Mission
The Ives Collective presents powerful live music experiences

through fresh and informed interpretations of established
masterworks and under-appreciated gems.

_______________________
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