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“The Orient Express to Argentina” 
 
 
ERNST VON DOHNÁNYI (1877-1960) 
Serenade for Strings, Op.10  
 Far less well known today than his contemporaries Bartók (1881-1945) and Kodály (1882-1967), Dohnányi was 

fabulously successful and quite famous in his own time, ranking only behind Liszt among Hungarian composers and 

pianists. He made his keyboard debut at the age of 20, to great acclaim in both Berlin and Vienna. The same year, 1897, he 

won a prize for his first symphony; composition ranked as high a priority as performance from his early years. Fascinated 

with writing music even during childhood, Dohnányi composed 72 works between 1884 and 1895 — by which time he 

had reached the mature age of 18! 

 Under the auspices of the prominent conductor Hans Richter, Dohnányi travelled to London in 1898. With a 

stunning performance of the Beethoven Fourth Piano Concerto, his international virtuoso career was launched. 

Coincidentally, he busied himself on tour by composing; the result was the string trio entitled Serenade on this afternoon's 

program. Although the Op.10 Serenade was Dohnányi's only essay for the string trio ensemble, he was a lifelong 

champion of chamber music. His published works include three string quartets, two string sextets, a piano quartet, two 

piano quintets, and two piano sextets, including one with winds. Dvořák's Terzetto, Op.74 (1887), may have served as a 

model for the Serenade. 

 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians offers these remarks about Dohnányi's music in general and 

the five-movement Serenade in particular: 

 

As a composer he soon discarded the strong early influence of Schumann and Brahms, and by 1902 he 

had found his own language in the Serenade, Op.10. He did not seek to open new paths, but 

concentrated his efforts on expressing the entire Romantic heritage in the perfect forms of the 18th 

century. 

 

If the Piano Quintet, Op.1, may be said to be Dohnányi's first mature work, the Serenade is his first truly original piece.  

His invention manifests itself most clearly in the latter three movements. Both the opening march — which functions 

rather like a fanfare introduction, in keeping with its 18th-century precedents — and the Romanza are charming essays in 

late 19th-century style, pleasant and light. In the Scherzo, however, Dohnányi is bolder. He tackles this electrifying fugato 

movement with vigor and aggression, using more adventurous rhythms and modal scales evocative of Eastern Europe. 

Generally scherzos are shorter movements; this one is longer than either of the two movements that precede it, which 

contributes to our sense of its significance; it is a turning point in the Serenade. Once established, adventurous harmony 

strengthens its hold, lending piquance and novelty to both the substantial Tema con variazioni and the energetic Rondo. 

Cyclic references to the first movement unify the Serenade and draw it to a convincing close.  

 

JOAQUÍN TURINA (1882-1949) 
Piano Quartet, Op. 67 (1931) 
 Like so many early twentieth-century Spanish musicians, Turina began his formal studies in his homeland before 

succumbing to the lure of Paris, which was then Europe’s musical capital. From 1905 to the First World War, he studied 

and worked there, enjoying a distinguished career as pianist, conductor, music critic, and teacher. He developed 

friendships with Isaac Albéniz and Manuel de Falla as well as many prominent French musicians. The interaction with his 

countrymen was crucial to his development as a Spanish nationalist, for Falla and Albéniz encouraged Turina to seek his 

inspiration in Spanish folk and popular music. At the same time, Turina was determined to be accepted as a European 

musician, and strove to master traditional techniques and formal structures. His synthesis of Spanish and European 

elements makes his music distinctive.  

 The Quartet is widely considered to be Turina’s most successful chamber music composition, although it is not 

his most famous. That honor goes to the lute quartet movement, La oración del torero, Op.34, which has become better 

known in arrangements for string quartet and string orchestra. The three movements of the Piano Quartet, Op.67 reverse 

the traditional tempo order; they are arranged slow-fast-slow. That stated, Turina treats the concept of tempo flexibly. His 

first movement shifts several times between Lento and Andante mosso, heightening the contrast between two principal 



thematic groups. The musical language is declamatory and free, suggesting both Iberian Gypsy music and Andalusian 

popular song. Some flashes of blues harmony reminiscent of Gershwin prompt one to wonder whether Turina heard any 

jazz in Paris. Similarly, fleeting moments allude to the café/salon style that flourished so brilliantly in Turina’s French 

contemporary Francis Poulenc.  

 The second movement Vivo is scherzo-like, with dance-like elements and piano sonorities evoking the guitar. 

Even more than in the first movement, Turina tends to block the three strings together against the piano as a sonic unit, 

several times in unison. A brief, cadenza-like passage for violin opens the finale, which refers several times to musical 

material from the first movement. As in the opening movement, the tempo shifts capriciously, enhancing the sensual, 

inviting atmosphere of Turina’s music. 

 

 
ASTOR PIAZZOLLA (1921-1992) 
Invierno porteño from Las cuatro estaciones porteñas [The Four Seasons of Buenos Aires] arranged 
for piano trio by José Bragato 
  Nadia Boulanger, the legendary French composition teacher, once told Astor Piazzolla that he should write 

tangos, nothing but tangos, for that is where he would find his greatest success. He later recalled, “Nadia asked where, in 

all my works, was Piazzolla, for [my music] seemed to represent all kinds of things — but not Piazzolla. Once, she heard 

me play tango on the piano, and said to me, `There is Piazzolla — and there is the direction you must take.’” He took her 

advice, returned to his cultural roots, and went on to become one of Argentina’s most beloved popular musicians.  

 Piazzolla capitalized on the universal appeal of his native Argentina’s most famous dance. Before his death 22 

years ago, he was known as the “king of the tango” in his homeland. His list of works is peppered with examples: Etudes 

tanguistiques for flute (1987), Tango Suite for two guitars (1983), Seven Tangos and Milongas for solo guitar (1980), and 

Histoire du Tango (1986). Several more fancifully named works are also tangos: Acentuado & Romantico, Milonga del 

Angel, La Muerte del Angel and Oblivión.  

 After returning to Buenos Aires in the late 1950s, Piazzolla organized a band, then founded the Quinteto Nuevo 

Tango in 1960. He recorded extensively with Quinteto, playing both piano and bandoneón (a relative of the accordion). 

Except for an eleven-year stint in Paris from 1974 to 1985, he spent most of his career in Argentina, performing and 

composing operas, theatre pieces, film scores, and chamber music. As its title implies, Las cuatro estaciones porteñas is a 

suite of four movements. Because Buenos Aires is a port, its citizens are called porteños, thus these segments are portraits 

of Piazzolla’s friends and neighbors, and of his beloved city, in each of the four seasons. Like much of his music, they 

combine jazz, classical, and specifically Argentinian elements.  

 Curiously, these four pieces did not originate as a unified cycle. The first to be written was Verano porteño 

[Buenos Aires Summer], composed in 1965 as part of incidental music for a play by Alberto Rodriguez Muñoz. In 1969 

and 1970, Piazzolla added the other three movements. He did not consider them a unified cycle, and his Quinteto Nuevo 

Tango rarely performed them as such, though they did so in 1970 during the ensemble’s 10
th
 anniversary season.  

 Piazzolla was no purist about the instrumentation of his music; he recorded many of his own works in multiple 

versions for various ensembles. He would surely have been pleased by the broader audience that various arrangements 

have brought to these pieces.  

 The original score of Las cuatro estaciones porteñas was composed for Piazzolla’s quintet: bandoneón [a type of 

button accordion], piano, guitar, bass, and violin. The Díaz Trio plays an arrangement of the Winter movement for piano 

trio by José Bragato, a cellist and composer who was a frequent participant in Piazzolla’s chamber ensembles.  

 

JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 
Piano Quartet in C minor, Op. 60  

       Imagine a man for whom nothing is left and who wishes to put an end to himself.  

Brahms penned these gloomy words to Hermann Deiters in 1868, describing the first movement of his C-minor piano 

quartet. At that point he had already wrestled with the piece — then a single-movement work-in-progress — for well over 

a decade. Six years later he was still struggling with the same recalcitrant, lugubrious movement. A letter to his friend Dr. 

Theodor Billroth dated 23 October, 1874 refers to it as “… a curiosity — an illustration for the last chapter in the life of 

the man in the blue coat and yellow vest.”  

 The allusion is to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), the seminal work of the 

Sturm und Drang movement. The story concerns a sensitive, artistic young man torn by poetic fantasies and hopeless 

passions. In the final scene, dressed in a blue coat, a yellow vest, yellow hose, and top boots, Werther shoots himself with 

a pistol. Werther was particularly influential in the early romantic era, even precipitating a wave of suicides. (It also 

spawned a men’s fashion trend that stretched to Paris and London as well as the German-speaking countries.) The novel 

remained popular throughout the 19
th
 century. 

 In his piano quartet’s first movement, Brahms clearly identified with Werther’s depressed and despairing 

emotional state. Werther was still on his mind nearly a year later, when he wrote to his publisher Fritz Simrock, who was 

readying the Opus 60 quartet for publication. The letter, which is filled with Brahms’s dark, self-deprecating humor, 



reports a good rehearsal of the quartet, then adds: 

 

Whether you consider me enfeebled by age or narrow-minded, or hold the opposite opinion, I am only now 

finally learning a few things — this quartet is half old, half new — the whole creature is therefore good for 

nothing! Furthermore, you might display a picture on the title page. Namely a head — with a pistol pointing at it. 

Now you can form an idea of the music! I will send you my photograph for this purpose! You could also give it a 

blue frockcoat, yellow trousers, and riding boots, since you appear to like color prints… I mustn’t send the 

quartet to you in Bönigen — it turns the most beautiful blue sky foggy.  

 

 Despite its relatively high opus number and publication date of 1875, when Brahms was 42, the C-minor Piano 

Quartet shares many characteristics with the works of Brahms's youth. As the letter quoted above implies (“half old, half 

new”), the quartet's origins are from the mid-1850s, a dreadful time when Robert Schumann was in the final stages of the 

illness that claimed his life in 1856. Brahms, then in his early 20s, was spending considerable time with Schumann's wife 

Clara, attempting to balance his sense of responsibility to the Schumann family, loyalty to his ailing mentor and friend 

Schumann, and his growing love for Clara. These conflicting emotions found expression in a torrent of anguished and 

troubled music, including parts of the First Symphony (also in C minor) and the First Piano Concerto. The first movement 

of this piano quartet is a representative example. 

 Brahms was an exacting critic of his own work. After setting the unsatisfactory quartet movement aside for a 

number of years, he subjected it to extensive revisions. All told, he worked on Op.60 for twenty years, from 1855 to 1875. 

The remaining three movements were added during the 1860s, accounting for subtle differences in texture. Whereas the 

first movement is athletically dominated by the keyboard, for example, the strings assume a more equitable balance in the 

latter three movements. Brahms’s final two movements are terse and compressed, making them more consistent with his 

mature instrumental style.  

 Among the quartet's unusual features is the lyrical second subject in the opening Allegro non troppo, where 

Brahms incorporates variation elements into a sonata-form. The scherzo smoothly interjects several meter switches 

between 6/8 and 9/8, and the slow movement is a glorious melodic foray for the cello in its higher register. Musicologist 

Ivor Keys has written of the closing Allegro comodo: 

 

The finale is chiefly notable for the nearly perpetual motion of its pattering accompaniment... The five-

bar chorale-like phrases for the strings are almost the only occasions when the accompaniment stops. 

Towards the end these recur in C major, but the last pages, though marked tranquillo, still have a heavy 

admixture of the minor. The man with the blue jacket and yellow vest [another reference to Goethe’s 

Werther] has the last word. 
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