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The embryonic journey of Brahms' Piano Quintet is not unlike the metamorphic journey of the butterfly from larva to cocoon to its final emergence as a miraculous winged creature; or the transformation of the legendary Phoenix who, having lived a long life, burned herself to ashes on a pyre and rose from those same ashes to live again. Granted, the story of the Piano Quintet is not so dramatic. Originally conceived as a string quintet with two cellos, it soon metamorphosed into a sonata for two pianos before its final transformation into this Piano Quintet.

After having rehearsed the string quintet for several months, Brahms' colleague, the violinist Joseph Joachim, wrote to him on April 15, 1863, "I am unwilling to let the quintet pass out of my hands without having played it to you� I do not wish to dogmatize on the details of a work which in every line shows some proof of overpowering strength. But what is lacking is, in a word, charm. After a time, on hearing the work quietly, I think you will feel the same as I do about it." 

Upon receipt of this criticism, Brahms set to work correcting passages to which Joachim had specifically referred. After a private hearing, Brahms still was not pleased. The problem lay in the string writing. Brahms' demands upon the instruments exceeded his understanding of their capabilities. Having recognized this, he sought to rescore the music. The first metamorphosis was about to begin.

By February of 1864, Brahms had transformed the string quintet into a sonata for two pianos. Once again he was disappointed after he performed it from the manuscript with pianist Carl Tausig. However, Clara Schumann, who had studied the original string quintet version, and to whom Brahms also sent the new version for two pianos, had a different take. She wrote Brahms on July 22, 1864, "The work is splendid, but it cannot be called a sonata. Rather it is a work so full of ideas that it requires an orchestra for its interpretation. These ideas are for the most part lost on the piano�The first time I tried the work I had a feeling that it was an arrangement� So please remodel it once more!"

The second transformation came about on the advice of Hermann Levi to form a piano quintet out of the ashes of the sonata. Brahms complied by sending the newest manifestation of the score to Levi, who responded on November 5, 1865, "The Quintet is beautiful beyond words. Anyone who did not know it in its earlier forms of string quintet and two-piano sonata would never believe that it was not originally thought out and designed for the present combination of instruments� You have turned a monotonous work for two pianos into a thing of great beauty, a masterpiece of chamber music�"

Brahms was able to create a hybrid work out of the original string-quintet and two-piano versions, almost as a compromise between himself and his artistic confidants. He thought enough of the sonata to write to his publisher on July 12, 1865, "I still think we must keep the work in mind as a sonata for two pianos. It appeals to me in this form and has also thus appealed to everyone who has played it or heard it�" It would appear that the sonata version is for connoisseurs, as Clara Schumann observed: "These ideas� are only to be recognized by a musician and do not exist for the general public."

Brahms did not pass down the original string quintet to posterity, so it is impossible to compare with the final version. It is hard to imagine that all of the many thematic ideas would "sound" in either of the earlier versions, especially in the two outer movements; the single timbre of the instrumental group in those versions would likely have rendered the music opaque at best. With the contrasting timbre of the piano against the strings, we can readily distinguish individual melodic lines and juxtapositions of thematic fragments in this very rich weave of contrapuntal threads. In this case, Brahms' talent was indeed equal to his genius.


SYMPHONY NO. 3, "SCOTTISH"
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Composed: 1829-1842
Length: c. 40 minutes
Orchestration: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, timpani, and strings


Mozart is probably the best-known child prodigy in Western music history, but Mendelssohn was equally impressive in this regard. The great German poet Goethe, in fact, heard the work of both composers when they were children and felt that Mendelssohn's youthful music surpassed Mozart's in depth of expression. Indeed, by the time Mendelssohn was 15, he had already composed 12 symphonies (all but one for strings only) and many sonatas, works of chamber music, fugues, motets, and two short comic operas. Today, however, we know Mendelssohn mainly as the composer of five later symphonies, at least two of which have achieved a lasting place in the repertory: Symphony No. 3 in A minor ("Scottish") and Symphony No. 4 in A major ("Italian").

Both the "Scottish" and the "Italian" Symphonies derive their inspiration from a "Grand Tour" of Europe, undertaken with the support of his wealthy father, in 1829-1832. The "Scottish" Symphony, however, was completed in 1842, and so expresses the composer's fondness for the Scottish landscape as recollected nostalgically. It begins with a slow, melancholy introduction that presents two distinct melodies. The first is short and simple, but heavy hearted, starting quietly but swelling in volume to match the rising arch of the tune. The opening 16 bars of the introduction were actually sketched in 1829 on Mendelssohn's tour. He wrote the passage in Edinburgh in the chapel where Mary Queen of Scots was crowned. As the composer described it, he "found there the beginning of my 'Scotch' Symphony" in a place which was "now open to the sky surrounded with grass and ivy, and everything ruined and decayed." The somber character of this music derives as much from the sensitive combination of instrumental colors as from harmony or melody: Mendelssohn here mixes a thick wind sonority - focusing especially on the oboe - with the violas.

The second melody, given to the violins, is much more open-ended. The line begins with surface rhythms quickened like an agitated heartbeat; but gradually the melody gives way to short sighing motives. After this, the spiraling string melody is joined by the full orchestra, which tosses a short counter-motif between the cellos and various winds.

The movement proper opens with a faster and much decorated version of the theme that began the introduction. Here the mood is quiet, intense, and agitated, perhaps suggesting the violent storms that greeted the composer during his visit to Scotland. Revealing the generally monochromatic character of this movement, the second theme is based on yet another version of the opening introductory theme and appears in the minor dominant instead of the relative major key (thus giving almost no relief from the prevailing minor mode). The development that follows this theme well illustrates Mendelssohn's fondness for juxtaposing primary orchestral colors, since for time pure strings alternate with pure winds.

The second movement at last shifts to a major mode (F), but it maintains an almost non-stop flood of rhythmic activity. The tunes are exuberant and clearly folk-inspired, and most passages rely heavily on the "Scotch snap" rhythm (short-long). Particularly remarkable here is Mendelssohn's orchestration: even though the scoring remains dense most of the way, the choirs within the fabric as a whole appear sharply defined, transparent, even brittle in character.

The slow third movement alternates two main groups of material, arranged in the same A-B-A1-B1-A2 form used in the slow movement of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. The first theme is a vast, long-breathed string melody. Noteworthy here is the way in which Mendelssohn places all accompanimental voices in the background to intensify the passionate character of the principal melody. The contrasting material involves a solemn chordal passage in the low winds and horns; its sober processional quality derives in part from consistent use of a dotted funeral-march rhythmic motive.

The finale possesses a stern vigor, reinforced by the return to A minor, the preponderance of repeated-note motives throughout, and the occasional march-like passages. Mendelssohn offers a profusion of distinct, memorable themes, and one hears again his fondness for juxtaposing the primary colors of the orchestra.

PIANO CONCERTO FOR THE LEFT HAND
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Composed: 1930-31
Length: c. 20 minutes
Orchestration: 3 flutes (3rd = piccolo), 2 oboes, English horn, E-flat clarinet, 2 clarinets, bass clarinet, 2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion (bass drum, cymbals, snare drum, tam-tam, triangle, wood block), harp, strings, and solo piano

Austrian pianist Paul Wittgenstein established a most unusual body of works in 20th-century keyboard literature. Although he lost his right arm during World War I in combat on the Russian front, the feisty musician was determined to continue his concert career, which he had just launched the year before war broke out. To this end, he developed a formidable left-hand technique, and began adapting and arranging works for his own use. In addition, he approached numerous composers - including Paul Hindemith, Erich Wolfgang Korngold, and Benjamin Britten - to create solos, chamber works, and concertos for his unique performing situation.

Wittgenstein was apparently a tough customer to please. When music from Richard Strauss arrived with a typically lush accompaniment, the pianist complained, "How can one hand compete with a quadruple orchestra?" Prokofiev's Fourth Piano Concerto, composed in Paris in 1931, fared even worse. Wittgenstein returned the bold and difficult, though not impossible work, with a curt: "Thank you very much, but I don't understand a single note of it and shall not play it." Not knowing any other one-armed pianists, Prokofiev shelved it where it lay neglected for a quarter of a century. Even Ravel's Concerto for the Left Hand, considered the finest contribution to this unique repertoire, received a rebuke when Wittgenstein saw the long solo cadenza that opens the work. "If I wanted to play without the orchestra, I wouldn't have commissioned a concerto!" Ravel refused to revise the work, however, and the pianist was forced to perform it as written for the premiere on November 27, 1931 in Vienna.

Though Ravel was a master at creating brilliant solo piano works, he had never before tackled a piano concerto. As if to make up for lost time, he found himself writing two piano concertos at the age of 55. The composer had been toying with the idea of writing a concerto for himself for a projected second tour to America, following his overseas triumph during the 1927/28 season. The Wittgenstein commission finally spurred Ravel to action. From spring of 1930 until autumn of 1931, he worked simultaneously on the Concerto in G for his own concerts, and that for the left hand requested by Wittgenstein. While the composer conceived his own concerto as a scintillating divertissement, the Concerto for the Left Hand emerged as a dark, powerful work with tragic overtones, and displays a great deal of resourcefulness and originality on Ravel's part.

It was imperative to the composer that the D-major Concerto not have the slightest hint of being a stunt. "In a work of this kind, it is essential to give the impression of a texture no thinner than that of a part written for both hands. For the same reason, I resorted to a style that is much nearer to that of the more solemn kind of traditional concerto." Indeed, it's a rather soulful work from the pen of the usually elegantly aloof Ravel and ranks among his finest creations.

The Concerto unfolds in a single movement that falls into three sections. An impressive feat of musical legerdemain and illusion, the full sound and texture of the solo part rarely give the slightest hint that a mere single hand is involved. As if to underline the usual domain of the pianist's left hand, the exquisite orchestral scoring leans toward the rich, lower pitches of the ensemble, including English horn, bass clarinet, and contrabassoon, as well as low strings. This approach lends the Concerto a rather somber cast and an apt heroic grandeur.

The almost inaudible onset of the dramatic Lento preamble draws on the low-pitched sounds of contrabassoon, cellos, and basses. The gradual accretion of instruments and dynamics leads to a shattering climax that heralds the powerful grand entrance of the piano. The soloist's initial cadenza commences with a savage survey of the keyboard's nether regions, and sets out the principal themes with force and drama. Later, several solo winds join the piano to comment on and extend the reflective, nostalgia-tinged secondary theme.

Led by the brass, the tempo changes abruptly to a scherzo-like Allegro in furious 6/8 tempo. In an interview given to the Daily Telegraph, Ravel described this segment as "an episode in the nature of an improvisation... introducing a kind of jazz music actually constructed on the themes of the first section." It's a subtle blend of harmonies and rhythms inspired by American blues and jazz, mixed with exotic Iberian elements.

Returning to the territory of the opening, Ravel shows no mercy in the sometimes dreamy, always demanding final cadenza as the pianist traverses all themes, with an emphasis on the second subject. A brief but brilliant coda concludes the work.

