RONEN CHAMBER ENSEMBLE

Program Notes for December 7, 2004

Johann Sebastian Bach: Ciaccona from Partita No. 2 for Solo Violin in D minor, BWV 1004   

—notes by Cathleen Partlow Strauss

From 1717 to 1723 Bach lived and worked in Köthen. He was in his early thirties and had already fathered seven children (four living) when his first wife died. Shortly after his wife's passing he met and married Anna Magdelena. This time frame is also notable musically because of Bach's chamber music compositions, inspired by his service to the 23-year-old talented music enthusiast, Prince Leopold von Anhalt-Köthen. Prince Leopold hand-picked his court orchestra from virtuosos found in Berlin and spent nearly a quarter of the total revenue from his princedom on his hobby. Matters of state ultimately pressured his ability to fund such an expensive hobby and motivated Bach to move on to a new position.  However, this period saw the creation of some of Bach's most popular instrumental works including the Brandenburg Concertos, the solo violin sonatas and partitas, the cello suites and the Well-Tempered Clavier Book I. 

In the Partita No. 2 in D minor, Bach added a chaconne (or ciaccona) to the four common dance movements. It follows the Gigue to conclude the Partita. This Chaconne is one of Bach's most beloved instrumental movements. Its sixty-four variations demonstrate the full range of eighteenth-century violin technique. It is frequently performed separately from the Partita, and has been transcribed for other instruments. Originally a dance from Spain, it has a slow pulse in three and is often in a minor key. Bach's Chaconne uses the rhythm of a sarabande, with the stress on the second beat. The chaconne is a continuous theme and variations in which a four-measure subject is repeated and varied. The subject or theme occurs as a scheme of harmonies. The first and last chords are generally fixed, but the middle ones can be substituted, giving the movement its feel of variation. Bach demonstrated his genius in the D minor Chaconne effecting changes in the variations mostly by the use of thematic transformations and chord substitutions. 

George Rochberg: Trio for Clarinet, French horn and Piano (1948, rev. 1980)

—notes by Larry Combs

George Rochberg is one of the leading composers of 20th century America. He has written an opera, choral works, symphonies and numerous other orchestral pieces. His chamber works include seven string quartets and works for many instrument combinations from duos to octets. He has taught at the Curtis Institute and at the University of Pennsylvania, where he was chairman of the music department. From 1951 until 1960, he was Director of Publications for Theodore Presser Company. His numerous writings on music were published in 1984 under the title, The Aesthetics of Survival. In his compositions he followed 20th century trends; however, in the 1960s, he confirmed his convictions about the role of music in society when he said: "Music is not engineering and I stick fast to my conviction that music retains a deep connection with existence as we feel rather than think it."

His Trio for Clarinet, French horn and Piano was revised more than 30 years after it was written, but no significant changes were made, according to Rochberg. He "just edited" the score from the vantage point that one is able to look at an earlier work with greater clarity. 
A tonal work, the first movement is based loosely on sonata form. Rochberg creates a powerful tension by combining two themes using counterpoint -- one with a fast melodic motion and the second (a cantus firmus or fixed melody) with slow melodic motion. The second movement, marked Adagio, falls into three sections. The very soft opening presents the clarinet and muted horn in a parallel melodic counterpoint. The piano then enters alone following with a varied repetition. In the second section, the wind instruments join the piano with the instruments calling one another using a melodic third interval. The composer writes in this section "out of the realm of personal, subjective feeling into the realm of nature." This atmospheric music builds and becomes more agitated, then subsides into a molto adagio with the muted horn "like a distant fanfare." The clarinet echoes, with an expressive line that leads to the softest moment in the piece. The piano makes a sudden crescendo to an intense fortissimo, and then reaches a louder climax with the entire ensemble. The opening material returns, now divided between all the instruments, and the piece closes quietly.

Ludwig van Beethoven: Septet in E-flat major for Winds and Strings, Op. 20

—notes by Larry Combs

Considered by some to be Beethoven's most popular work, the opus 20 septet was very successful at the time of its composition. "They liked this septet," wrote Beethoven to his publisher. Indeed, many arrangements for various combinations were made by the composer. Originally performed at a private party of Prince Schwarzenburg, this septet is perhaps modeled after Mozart's K. 334 Divertimento for Strings. The two works share the same number and arrangement of movements, including a theme and variations.

The Septet's six movements display a wide variety of musical styles and moods. The brief Adagio introduction announces the grand scale of the work with its full forte chords stated by the entire ensemble. The dominant role the violin plays throughout the work is made clear in this opening. A light-hearted Allegro con brio first movement is followed by a more introspective Adagio second movement, which has an elegant clarinet cantilena. In the third movement Minuet, Beethoven borrows a theme from his own opus 49 piano sonata in G (which was not yet published at the time). For the fourth movement, Beethoven employs his favorite form, a theme with variations. The theme, in this case, is taken from a simple folk tune from the lower Rhine, "Ach Schiffer, lieber Schiffer." The fifth movement is a genial Scherzo, beginning with a horn call, and highlighting the cello in its elegant trio section. A brief march introduces the sixth movement, bringing to mind the funeral march that Beethoven used in his third symphony. The exuberant main theme is stated initially by the violin, and then by the winds. A solo cadenza by the violin precedes the recapitulation of the main theme, and the work is brought to a rousing conclusion with a flurry of virtuosic violin scales and arpeggios.

