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“The Passing of the Torch” 

 

 

Prelude, Gavotte and Waltz for two violins and piano 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975)  

Arranged by Levon Atovmyan (1901-1973) 

 

 Shostakovich was a 20th-century enigma. Scholars and musicians continue to debate 

whether he toed the party line during the Stalin years, or put coded messages of protest into his 

music. Often overlooked amid this controversy is an entirely separate category of Shostakovich’s 

music: the stage and film scores.  

 

 Virtually every Soviet composer wrote soundtracks for films. Shostakovich obtained 

early experience in the medium working as a movie theatre pianist during the last of the silent 

film years. He was surprisingly adept at writing lighter music, short movements often rooted in 

dance rhythms and sometimes bordering on salon sentimentality. The Duos for two violins and 

piano fall into this category. 

 

 They have somewhat convoluted histories. Beginning in 1949, Shostakovich’s friend and 

amanuensis Levon Atovmyan arranged four Suites of short pieces from his film scores, 

incidental music, and some official compositions. Atovmyan’s orchestral compilations - and his 

subsequent arrangement of five movements for two violins and piano - were done with 

Shostakovich’s knowledge and approval. Known as the Ballet Suites Nos. 1-4, they are  regarded 

as Shostakovich’s ‘public musical face’ in the wake of the Zhdanov cultural purge of 1948. This 

music would not offend the authorities. 

   

 We hear three of the five movements. The Prelude derives from “Guitars” in the film 

score to The Gadfly, Op.97. A simple romance, it features a couple of switches to a faster tempo 

in triple meter. Shostakovich’s witty Gavotte is adapted from incidental music to a dramatization 

of Balzac’s The Human Comedy,Op.37. The structure is ternary, the mood flirtatious. The Waltz 

is appropriated from The Tale of the Priest and his Servant Balada, Op.36. Throughout these 

pieces, the emphasis is on the melodic partnership between the two violins, often in parallel 

thirds and sixths. The piano remains almost exclusively in a supporting harmonic role.  

 

 

 

 



Piano Quintet (2017) 

Pierre Jalbert (b.1967) 

 

 Pierre Jalbert’s music makes a welcome début to CMSFW with this afternoon’s premiere, 

which is a highlight of the organization’s 30th anniversary season. Jalbert’s new quintet, whose 

instrumentation matches the iconic ensemble of the Brahms Quintet we hear after intermission, is 

a consortium commission. The co-commissioners are the Arizona Friends of Chamber Music and 

La Jolla Music Society. The first performance took place at the Tucson Winter Chamber Music 

Festival on 19 March 2017. This afternoon is the Texas premiere. 

 

 During the past two decades, Jalbert has quietly and steadily made his way into the ranks 

of America’s most prominent composers. Focusing primarily on instrumental music, he brings to 

his compositions a refined sense of color and impressive handling of instrumental resources. 

 

 Jalbert’s family came from Quebec; however, he was born in New Hampshire and grew 

up in Vermont. He holds degrees from Oberlin Conservatory and the University of Pennsylvania, 

where his principal composition teacher was George Crumb. Since 1996, Jalbert has been 

Professor of Composition and Theory at Rice University’s Shepherd School of Music in 

Houston. From 2002 to 2005, Jalbert served as Composer-in-Residence with the Los Angeles 

Chamber Orchestra.  He has graciously provided the following note for his new piece.  

 

             My Piano Quintet consists of four contrasting movements.  The first 

movement, entitled Mannheim Rocket, is a modern take on the 18th-century 

musical technique in which a rising figure speeds up and grows louder.  

Marked ‘Furioso’, the movement is gradually filled with rising scalar 

figures which build in volume and finally ‘launch’ into space with ethereal 

string harmonics.  At this point, the music becomes almost static, though the 

inner rhythm continues. 

 
              The second movement, entitled Kyrie, is marked ‘Still, chant-like’.  

The principal idea, stated between first violin and viola, is a chromatically 

transformed chant-like motive.  It also features a long, lyrical cello line, 

made up exclusively of natural harmonics, emphasizing the non-tempered 

(‘out of tune’) 7th and 11th partials. 

 

   The third movement is a scherzo in which the strings and piano 

sometimes alternate and imitate each other, reacting to each other’s 

gestures, and at other times, combine and synchronize to produce a more 

blended sound.  A short Trio-like section appears before the return of the 

scherzo music. 

 

                The last movement, Pulse, is made up of perpetually moving 8th 

notes, sometimes harmonically static, but always pushing forward.  The 



work is interrupted twice with short, freer sections, but always returns to its 

pulse-oriented nature. 

 

Terzetto in C major for two violins and viola, Op. 74             

Antonín Dvořák  (1841-1904) 

 

 John Clapham has written that whenever Dvořák started on a new composition, he 

invariably did so to fulfill a personal need.  The background to the Terzetto supports his 

statement.  Scored for two violins and viola, this work dates from early 1887, but its history is 

linked to that of the second series of Slavonic Dances, Op. 72.  The composer completed the new 

Slavonic Dances in their original version for one piano, four hands, in July 1886.  His publisher 

Simrock pressed him for the orchestration, rightfully sensing that there would be an immediate 

market for another set of the popular dances.  Dvořák detested orchestrating, and in any case had 

a strained relationship with Simrock.  He  procrastinated the task, citing as his excuse a trip to 

England in October and November, during which he conducted the premiere and several 

additional performances of his oratorio St. Ludmila. 

 

 Upon his return to Prague, he tackled the laborious chore of orchestrating the Slavonic 

Dances.  After completion of that task in January 1887, he turned with relief to the Terzetto, 

composing all four movements in a scant two weeks.  A highly personal work, the Terzetto was 

written for pleasure, intended for performance by Dvořák himself (as violist) and two friends.  

One of the violinists was to be Josef Kruis, a young chemistry student who resided in the same 

lodging house as the composer; Kruis's teacher, one Jan Pelikán, a member of the National 

Theatre orchestra, was the other.  Ironically, the Terzetto proved to be too difficult for Kruis, 

prompting Dvořák to compose some easier Bagatelles for the same instruments.  Eventually he 

rewrote them for violin and piano; they were published by Simrock as the Romantic Pieces, Op. 

75.  But the Terzetto has carved its own unique niche in the chamber repertoire. 

 

 Though the Terzetto has four movements, its first two are played without pause, which 

contributes to the sense of smaller scale one perceives in this composition.  Intimacy and 

sweetness result from the thinner texture.  In the last two movements, the viola reaches 

frequently into its lowest range, at times valiantly trying to cover for the absent cello part.  By 

and large, however, Dvořák succeeded well in meeting the challenges of balance presented by 

his unusual ensemble.  He was particularly successful in the scherzo (a characteristic Bohemian 

furiant), and the fine set of ten variations with which the work ends. 
 
Quintet for Piano and Strings in F minor, Op.34 (1865) 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

 

 One of the darkest musical canvasses of Brahms's entire career, the Piano Quintet 

underwent several metamorphoses before it crystallized in its current form.  The music dates 

from 1862, although it was not published until 1865. Originally Brahms intended it for string 



quintet.  His friend and chamber music collaborator Joseph Joachim persuaded him that the 

string ensemble, even enlarged by the second cello, was insufficient to do justice to the work's 

musical climaxes and symphonic conception.   

 

 Switching to the keyboard, whose sound could achieve a more orchestral breadth, 

Brahms chose to rewrite the work as a sonata for two pianos; in this version it was performed in 

Vienna in April 1864, more than two years before the Quintet’s première. (The two piano 

version was published in 1871 as Op.34a.) With two pianos at his disposal, Brahms achieved the 

power and clarity he sought, but he remained dissatisfied with the forfeiture of string color and 

timbre.  He finally arrived at a synthesis of piano and strings. The result – in the version we hear 

– is a chamber music masterpiece that has been called the climax of his first maturity. 

 

 The overall impression this quintet creates is one of grandeur and monumental tragedy.  

Perhaps because it underwent such extensive reworking, it is filled with a profusion of melodic 

ideas.  If the grand scale and impassioned mood of the quintet as a whole are Beethovenian, its 

melodic abundance, particularly in second themes and in the slow movement, is more 

Schubertian. 

 

 Brahms's opening movement is initially restrained and tragic. Piano, first violin and cello 

state the theme in stark unison before the full ensemble lashes forth with a series of angry, 

defiant musical utterances. These two contrasting ideas furnish much of the material that Brahms 

develops in the expansive Allegro non troppo. Along with a related motive that is introduced by 

a falling, sighing half-step, these musical ideas will recur in subtly altered form throughout the 

entire quintet.  

 

 The slow movement, in tripartite [ABA] form, shares the dreamy, lyrical quality of the 

analogous movement in the early Piano Sonata in F minor, Op.5.  Piano introduces Brahms’s 

material in parallel thirds and sixths, with syncopated octave commentary from the strings. Hints 

of minor mode inflect the harmonies with an Eastern European flavor. Brahms is at his most 

Schubertian in this lovely movement.  

 

 The scherzo is expansive and massive, with thunderous passages that call to mind the 

scherzo of the Beethoven Fifth Symphony.  Brahms sets up a splendid contrast between the 

pizzicato pedal of the cello and the sinuous, syncopated meanderings of first violin and viola in 

unison. Their quiet opening statement switches meter briefly to introduce a rat-a-tat-tat reference, 

still pianissimo, to the first movement. Then the full ensemble explodes into the Beethoven 

allusion. The gentler side of Brahms’s musical personality manifests itself in the Trio, whose 

melody draws on the heritage of folk music. Still, there are grandeur and majesty in these 

gestures.  

 

 A mysterious slow introduction – the only one in Brahms’s chamber music –  opens the 

finale. Marked Poco sostenuto [A bit sustained], that introduction is one of the sections for 

which strings were essential to deliver the desolate quality that Brahms desired. The balance of 



the finale is an abbreviated sonata/rondo. Brahms gathers momentum slowly, deceiving the 

listener with apparent switches of temperament, for there is much humor in this music to mitigate 

its darkness. Very likely the entire movement served as a structural model for the finale to the 

First Symphony (1862-1876). 

 

 The quintet culminates in a magnificent, oversize coda that shifts into overdrive. Brahms 

recasts the main theme first in 6/8 time, then by syncopation, driving it toward its dramatic 

conclusion.  Symphonic in its conception, the quintet is a masterpiece of the chamber music 

literature, providing a profound and memorable listening experience.  


