DAMOCLES TRIO PLAYS WORKS BY BRAHMS, TURINA, RAVEL, and BARAB

JOHANNES BRAHMS (b. 1833, Hamburg; d. 1897, Vienna)
Piano Trio No. 2 in C Major, Op. 87 (1880/1882) 

          Brahms had a habit of composing chamber works in contrasting pairs. The G Minor and A Major Piano Quartets (1863), the C Minor and A Minor String Quartets (1873), and the F Minor and Eb Major Clarinet Sonatas (1895) are all instances of dark, turbulent creations juxtaposed with sunny, lyrical effusions. In 1880 Brahms apparently set out to compose a similar coupling of piano trios, completing the first movements of a work a Eb Major and another in C Major. The former would not survive the composer's ruthless self-scrutiny, but in the summer of 1882, Brahms completed the latter, adding the final three movements to his celebrated C Major Piano Trio. While one can only speculate about the aborted Eb Major trio, it seems safe to conclude that its companion piece is the tormented, stormy sister. Rarely has the radiantly simple key of C Major been more fraught with chromaticism and tortured rhetoric. 
          From a formal perspective, Brahms's writing is traditional. The outer movements are sonata-rondo forms, framing a set of variations and a scherzo in the second and third movements, respectively. In his harmonic language, rhythmic complexity, and handling of motives however, Brahms reveals himself as a great innovator. In the first movement Brahms borrows freely from the "parallel minor" key, creating enormous tension and suspense through unexpected harmonic twists. Phrases are spun out to enormous lengths, as cadence after cadence is evaded: the powerful sense of resolution at the end registers so tellingly because of the virtually Beethovenian struggles which precede it. A Hungarian flavor pervades much of the mournful second movement, characterized by the sort of unconventional accentuations Béla Bartók would make his own in the twentieth century. The third movement is in conventional ABA form, although Brahms invests the flanking sections with unusually sinister innuendo and mystery, providing contrast with a benedictory oasis in the central episode. "Scherzo" may be Italian for "joke", but only in the fourth movement of his C Major Trio—marked Allegro giocoso— does Brahms indulge in any humor. Most of the major themes have an obviously bouncing, laughing character, but more subtle musical jokes abound as well. Perhaps the most effective of these relates to Brahms's key scheme. A sonata form usually establishes two main tonal regions—the first on the tonic (the principal key), the second on the dominant (the fifth scale-degree of the main key). Brahms ultimately adheres to this layout, but not before pausing to establish a third area on the mediant (the third scale-degree). Throughout the movement Brahms has great fun confounding listeners' expectations with this "joker" key: just when audiences feel sure of where Brahms is heading, he pulls the rug out from under them. For all of the anguish of the first three movements, Brahms concludes his Second Piano Trio in life-affirming joy and celebration.

JOAQUÍN TURINA (b. 1882, Seville; d. 1949, Madrid): 

Trio No. 2 for Piano, Violin, and Cello, Op. 76 (1933)

          Colorful orchestral scores, native-language vocal settings, guitar solos, and piano works come to mind in conjunction with Spanish art music of the last one hundred or so years. Music for traditional chamber groupings—string quartets, piano trios, etc.—does not seem to have flourished in the outputs of major Spanish composers. With his three piano trios, a piano quartet, a piano quintet, a string quartet, and numerous other chamber works in recognizably Spanish idioms, Joaquín Turina is a noteworthy exception. 
           Turina has sometimes been viewed as a poor relation to the Albéniz-Granados-Falla triumvirate, but—while he cannot claim the pioneering status of the first two or the endless capacity for artistic discovery of the last—his unique musical voice merits more serious attention and higher regard. In a perceptive program note entitled “Spanish Music and Culture at the Turn of the Century: Joaquín Turina,” Antoni Pizà of the CUNY Music Department postulated a political interpretation of the composer’s dubious reputation. According to this view, Turina’s loyalty to Franco’s regime earned him the scorn of more progressive-minded musicians and critics, including Gilbert Chase, author of a leading English-language resource on Spanish music. Whatever the underlying motivation, Chase’s complaint of a formulaic approach to composition and a stifled artistic development seems to have subtly infected critical esteem for the composer. In fairness, the charge of a certain sameness in Turina’s output is not groundless, but it presupposes a Beethovenian model of artistic evolution as the sole ideal. By such criteria, the work of Chopin or Brahms must also be judged wanting, since such composers carve out and inhabit their unique stylistic niches early on. Moreover, the adherents to Chase’s perspective ignore the specific characteristics that make the “Turina sound” an instantly identifiable musical presence. Fertile melodic invention, infectious indigenous rhythms, dizzying harmonic parallelisms, shimmering sonorous effects—one imbibes and inhales Turina’s music as much as one hears it. At the same time, the intense sensuality is balanced by a rigorous sense of form and order, the product of Turina’s studies with Vincent d’Indy at the Parisian Schola Cantorum.
In this regard, the music is remarkable not only for its adherence to traditional forms, but for the freedom and creativity with which Turina handles them. In this sense, he does not fit into the neo-classical movement so much in vogue in the 1910's and 20's, because his classicism is of a more sincere and vital nature. Turina doesn’t merely remember earlier styles or pay homage to his musical predecessors: he speaks in the syntax of a seemingly native language. Indeed, as his opus 1—a neo-Franckian piano quintet—demonstrates, Turina’s assimilation of Schola Cantorum compositional techniques was in place even before the composer began to exploit his country’s own musical resources. When he turned to his native land for inspiration, Turina honored Falla’s artistic aspiration in creating Spanish music “with vistas towards Europe.” The three piano trios speak of Spain, but in an international language.
            Turina’s second piano trio is a three-movement work that reconciles traditional musical forms with Spanish folk idioms. After a three-bar introduction, the first movement pursues a theme of Brahmsian heft, symmetry, and rhythm. The earnestness of this opening gesture is balanced by a more relaxed second theme group, that conveys an aura of carefree improvisation above an harmonically static accompaniment. 
         Written in the 5/8 of a Castilian rueda, the second movement functions as a sort of scherzo. Above the meter’s relentless bustle, Turina floats Flamenco-like flourishes as well as more sustained lyrical lines.
            The last movement’s form is less clearly discernible, although the presence of two contrasting theme groups and the return of the first in the home key at the end suggest sonata form. An intensely expressive introduction on shifty chromatic ground yields to the first of these principal themes, stated initially by the piano. Its stark parallelisms are gradually mollified with each successive statement, as Turina furnishes increasingly elaborate counterpoints and accompaniments. As if to balance the first theme’s aura of solemn ritual, the secondary material bursts upon the scene with dance-hall garishness and irresistible syncopation. The movement makes an obligatory nod at cyclical form as well, briefly alluding to the first movement’s main themes, before its ultimate climax and heroic transformation of the primary idea. 



SEYMOUR BARAB (b. 1921, Chicago, USA)

Bab Ballads (paraphrased) (1994)

Seymour Barab has enjoyed a highly successful career as both cellist and composer. As a chamber musician, he has promoted contemporary as well as early music, through his work in the New Music Quartet, the Composer’s Quartet, and New York Pro Musica. As a composer, he has been especially associated with musical theater and has become particularly identified with works for young audiences. His opera Little Red Riding Hood was the first American opera staged in post-Mao China, and Philip Marshall, another opera, received a Pulitzer Prize nomination. Mr. Barab’s work has been recognized by the National Opera Association, which awarded him a Lifetime Achievement Award in 1998.

Dedicated to Robert Sherman, Bab Ballads is one of Seymour Barab’s numerous creations for narrator and instruments. Bab was the pen-name of William Gilbert, before he became Arthur Sullivan’s famous collaborator. The witty word plays and zany situations are delightfully captured by Barab’s popular-sounding but subtly complex musical language. Alluding to his occasional liberty with Gilbert’s poetry, the clever Mr. Barab has provided the following note: 

Dear Audience;

Some of these verses (written, no less,

By the immortal Gilbert of G. and S.)

Contain an occasional phrase or word

More a joy to behold than to be heard.

So if a locution or two’s been changed

Or a compound sentence rearranged

Or a syllable spared unnatural stress,

No disrespect’s meant to W. S.

How lucky for me that G. Is *P. D.!

Apologetically yours, S. B.

*Public Domain, in legal affairs,

Means damages cannot be sought by heirs.

MAURICE RAVEL (b. 1875, Ciboure, France; d. 1937, Paris, France)

Trio (1914)

Maurice Ravel was busy at work on his sole essay for piano, violin, and cello in the summer of 1914, when war broke out in Europe. Eager to support his country’s efforts, Ravel hurriedly completed the trio, which he had contemplated as early as 1908, and was tending to wounded French soldiers on the front by September. In a note to Maurice Delage dated August 4, 1914, Ravel alludes to his frame of mind while feverishly finishing work on the trio: “Yes, I am working with the sureness and lucidity of a madman. But as I work, something gnaws at me, and suddenly I find myself sobbing over my music! Naturally, when I come down and face my poor mother, I must appear quite calm and even amusing...but will I be able to keep it up?”

Whatever internal turmoil Ravel may have been experiencing while composing his trio, the work is widely considered the apex of his chamber music production. Throughout, Ravel’s commitment to orthodox musical forms is balanced by his fascination with exoticism. The first movement is a sonata form, the main theme of which features a variant of the traditional Basque zortziko dotted rhythm. Much of the development section presents the theme with a pentatonic accompaniment, and the recapitulation combines the two contrasting themes of the exposition. The movement ends with a celestial turn from the prevailing A minor to the relative major C. The second movement is essentially an old-fashioned scherzo and trio, but the subtitle “Pantoum” alludes to the “pantun,” a Malaysian poetic form. Asian influences make themselves felt through the pentatonicism of certain themes, but elsewhere the decadent Viennese world of “La valse” is evoked in the madcap waltzing episodes. Still other themes suggest the influence of American blues. Metrical shifts and combinations of widely divergent themes and textures contribute the movement’s zany impact. 

The two concluding movements seem to reflect the contemporary political scene more strongly. Subtitled “Passacaille,” the tragic third movement recalls the traditional Baroque “passacaglia” more in spirit than in literal adherence to the actual form. The slow, stately pace of the persistent main theme, the static rhythm, and the inexorable build-up to a shattering centrally placed climax suggest the dignified, solemn world of the Baroque variation form, but the unyielding emotional desolation seems to echo the desperation of Ravel’s Europe in 1914. The fourth movement “Final” emerges from the Passacaille’s dark ending without a break. The concluding movement is another sonata form, again abounding in Asian influences. The first theme is especially pentatonic in flavor, and the Asian character is further underlined by numerous parallel fourths and fifths in the piano part. The secondary material features blazing chords in the piano, heroic and triumphant in effect. The temptation to construe a military inspiration behind this material is too great to resist. The “Final” dazzles in its virtuosity and frank bombast, but compositionally it is also a tour de force. Most impressive are the complex stretti (successive overlapping statements of a theme) in the development section and coda and the numerous combinations of diverse themes. The trio ends in a strident but victorious assertion of A Major, a complete transformation of the first movement’s tender, shadowed A Minor. 
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