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“Which Instrument Matters?” 

 

Trois mythes [Three Myths], Op.3 

Karol Szymanowski (1882-1937) 

 

 

 Karol Szymanowski, the most important Polish composer in the first half of the twentieth 

century, was the direct heir to Frédéric Chopin. In Szymanowski, Poland found a proud outlet for 

a strong nationalist tradition in music.  The composer’s biographer, Jim Samson, has written: 

 

Ultimately Chopin's significance for Szymanowski in his later development was 

of an ideological rather than a purely musical nature.  He was after all consciously 

attempting to lead Polish music out of provincialism into the arena of 

contemporary European music.  Chopin had done much the same for 19th-century 

Polish music, however ephemerally, and that achievement remained for 

Szymanowski a constant source of inspiration. 

 

Decades later, Krzysztof Penderecki (b.1933), Witold Lutoslawski (1913-1994) and Henryk 

Mikolaj Gorecki (1913-2010) collectively did much to give Poland a central role in new music. 

Consequently, the importance of a figure like Szymanowski may not be immediately apparent.  

Without his pioneering work, none of their achievement might have taken place.  Szymanowski 

was not only a key transitional figure, but also a marvelous composer whose music is beginning 

to achieve the recognition and performances it richly deserves.   

 

 Szymanowski was born into a region of Poland that had been annexed to the Czarist 

empire.  His father, a member of the Polish landed gentry, was ardently patriotic, and encouraged 

his five children to cultivate their national heritage.  The entire family was artistic.  Young Karol 

was sent to Vienna at age 13, where he heard Wagner operas, an experience that wrought a 

profound influence on his early development.  (He later renounced all his works written up to 

about 1910.)  Stravinsky, Scriabin, and Debussy all influenced his development thereafter.  But it 

was in the music of his native land that he ultimately found his truest voice.   

 

 The Myths are symphonic poems for violin and piano. Composed in 1915, they are the 

first clear statement of Szymanowski’s violin aesthetic and style. Szymanowski was writing for 

himself and the brilliant Polish violinist Pawel Kochański.  His writing, which reflects both his 

own lyric/poetic bent and Kochański’s formidable virtuosity, is astoundingly difficult. 

Szymanowski uses extensive violin harmonics throughout; in Dryades they suggest Pan’s pipes. 

The second and third Myths use chains of double-stopped seconds and sevenths. The finale opens 

with quarter-tones oscillating underneath a muted D.  

 

 Much later, in 1930, Szymanowski wrote to Kochański’s wife Zofia, “Together Pawel 

and I created in the Myths and the Concerto a new style, a new mode of expression for the 



vioolin, something in this respect completely epoch-making.” He knew these three pieces were 

good, and they remained personal favorites. Along with his violin concerto, the Myths were 

instrumental in giving him an international reputation. Many of the twentieth century’s great 

violinists agreed. Among others, Bronislaw Huberman, Joszef Szigeti, Nathan Milstein, and 

David Oistrakh all performed and recorded Myths. 

 

 Each movement takes an ancient Greek legend as its point of departure. The Nereid 

nymph Arethusa fled the amorous advances of the hunter Alpheus. She sought haven on the 

island of Ortygia, near Siracusa in Sicily, where Artemis transformed her into a fountain. 

Alpheus metamorphosed into a river so that he could continue his pursuit under the sea, in the 

eventual confluence of their waters.  

 

 Narcissus was a beautiful youth incapable of feeling love; the nymph Echo died of grief 

because he did not return her affection. Nemesis punished Narcissus by causing him to see his 

own image reflected in water. Narcissus became so enchanted with his reflection that he wasted 

away and died. 

 

 Pan, the offspring of Hermes, was a satyr: half man, half goat. He looked after woods and 

pastures. Attracted to the Dryades – forest nymphs – he interrupted their frolics, causing them to 

scatter in fear. Szymanowski wrote to the American violinist Robert Imandt in 1923 offering 

insights into the Myths: 

 

It is not to be a drama, unfolding in a series of scenes. . . it is rather a complex 

musical expression capturing the beauty of the Myth. The principal ‘tonality’ of 

the ‘flowing water’ in Arethuse, the ‘still water’ of Narcisse (the motionless, 

transparent surface of the water where the beauty of Narcisse is reflected are the 

general strands . . . In Dryades . . . there are the murmurings of the forest on a 

warm summer’s night, a thousand mysterious voices. Suddenly the sound of Pan’s 

flute. Silence and anxiety. A languorous and balmy melody. Pan appears, 

amorous of the Dryads, their fright . . . Pan leaps away in flight, the dance 

resumes, then little by little everything calms down in the freshness and silence of 

daybreak.  

 

The Myths have ravishing sonorities throughout, related to impressionism but also quite 

individual to Szymanowski’s personal harmonic language. Bitonal and whole tone harmonies 

flavor the score, using the sound world to evoke mythical subject matter.  

 

Five Melodies for Violin and Piano, Op.35 bis  

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 

 

 In the violin world, Sergei Prokofiev is celebrated for his violin concerti and two sonatas. 

His 5 Melodies, Op.35 bis are a delightful complement to the literature for violin and piano. As 

their title suggests – mélodie is a French word for art song, the equivalent of the German Lied  –  

they originated for voice: Five Songs Without Words composed in 1920. Prokofiev had left 

Russia in 1919 in the wake of the Bolshevik Revolution, making his way to America via 



Vladivostok and Tokyo. His most recent composition with voices was the opera The Love For 

Three Oranges, completed in 1919. Its vocal lines were harsh and angular, focusing on the 

irregular rhythms of speech.  

 

 The 1920 songs represented a dramatic stylistic shift, presaging the soaring lyricism that 

would flower in later works like Romeo and Juliet. Prokofiev wrote them for the Ukrainian 

émigré soprano Nina Koshetz, whom he had known in Russia before the revolution. When he 

completed the set in December 1920, he was on tour in California, playing concerts in Los 

Angeles and San Francisco.  His diary entries at the time comment on the Pacific Ocean’s 

shimmering colors at sunset. Those breathtaking seascapes translated into limpid, ingratiating 

vocal lines, supported by a richly flowing piano accompaniment. 

 

 In 1924, Cecilia Hansen, a Swedish violinist who had been a fellow student at the St. 

Petersburg Conservatory, persuaded him that the second song would transfer beautifully to 

violin. He decided to transcribe all five Melodies, enlisting the assistance of the Polish virtuoso 

Pawel Kochański, who had collaborated with him on his First Violin Concerto. Prokofiev was 

delighted with the result, writing to Nikolai Miaskovsky, “The Songs without Words for violin 

and piano came out better than it did for solo voice.” 

 

 Prokofiev dedicated the second Melody to Hansen, the last to the Hungarian violinist 

Josef Szigeti, and the remaining three to Kochański. One has the feeling that the composer was 

capturing each violinist’s personality; surely their playing affected his splendid use of color. 

These five pieces are overlooked jewels.  

 

Piano Quintet No. 2, Op. 26 

Ernst von Dohnányi (1877-1960) 

 

 In today’s world, the surname Dohnányi is justly celebrated because of the music director 

emeritus of the Cleveland Orchestra, Christoph von Dohnányi.  There is, in fact a relationship: 

the composer of this afternoon’s Piano Quintet, Ernst von Dohnányi, was the conductor’s 

grandfather.  The senior statesman of this gifted family was also one of the last century’s most 

gifted pianists, and a major figure in Hungarian composition.  Although Dohnányi’s music has 

been overshadowed by that of his younger contemporaries Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály, he 

remains an important composer and a key stylistic link between late German romanticism and 

the twentieth century. 

 

 Because Dohnányi was a virtuoso pianist, most of his chamber music includes piano, and 

in the earlier works he focuses on the keyboard role almost at the expense of the other 

instruments.  His First Piano Quintet, published as Opus 1 in 1895, is an example.  Yet that early 

piece earned rare praise from no less a critic than Johannes Brahms, who declared: “I myself 

could not have written it any better.”  Nearly two decades later, Dohnányi tried his hand again at 

the same combination in this fine Quintet in E-flat minor.  He composed it in 1914; Simrock 



published it in 1919.  The eminent British scholar Donald Francis Tovey considered this Quintet 

Dohnányi’s most impressive composition, calling it: 

 

. . . a perfect fusion of sonata style with Bruckner/Wagner movement, and a finale 

that gathers up the threads of the first movement with an effect of normality not 

before attained. 

 

 Historically, listeners have assessed Dohnányi’ music as neo-Brahmsian, but this 

fascinating piece reflects a cosmopolitan synthesis.  In the first movement, for example, one 

hears distinct echoes of Gabriel Fauré and Viennese salon music.  Some people hear a lot of 

Strauss in there as well, particularly Der Rosenkavalier toward the end of the finale. 

 

 The second movement, a series of variations on a waltz theme, is a capricious scherzo, 

using the transitions between variations as a vehicle for abrupt mood and tempo shifts. 

Dohnányi’s harmony and texture have a more overt Brahmsian imprint here than in the opening 

Allegro non troppo.  A fugal slow introduction for the string quartet opens the finale, answered 

by a chorale for solo piano; together, they serve in place of a formal slow movement for the 

quintet.  The balance of the finale grows out of the fugue and chorale ideas.  Eventually,  

Dohnáni reintroduces thematic material from the first two movements, cleverly and convincingly 

knitting the whole together.  Throughout all three movements, the piano is less dominant than in 

the earlier piano quintet.  The improved balance and quiet endings lend this work an elegance 

and refinement that make for exceptional listening.   


