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Tuesday, February 10

Approximate duration: 90 minutes, no intermission

Piano Quartet No. 3 in C minor, 	 Johannes Brahms (1833–1897) 
Op. 60 “Werther”

I.	 Allegro non troppo
II.	 Scherzo. Allegro
III.	 Andante
IV.	 Finale. Allegro comodo

Piano Quartet No. 1 in G minor, Op. 25	 Johannes Brahms
I.	 Allegro
II.	 Intermezzo. Allegro ma non troppo—Trio. Animato
III.	 Andante con moto
IV.	 Rondo alla Zingarese. Presto

Wednesday, February 11

Approximate duration: 75 minutes, no intermission

String Trio in B-flat major, D. 471 	 Franz Schubert (1797–1828)
I.	  Allegro

Piano Quartet No. 2 in A major, Op. 26	 Johannes Brahms
I.	 Allegro non troppo
II.	 Poco adagio
III.	 Scherzo. Poco allegro
IV.	 Finale. Allegro

Program



Program Notes
Brahms and his piano quartets
Across this two-night series, we’ll hear 
performances of Johannes Brahms’s 
complete quartets for piano, violin, 
viola and cello. They’re massive 
works, crowning achievements in 
Brahms’s era-defining catalog of 
chamber music. And they span his 
career, just about. 

He started a C#-minor piano quartet 
in 1855 as an up-and-coming 22-year-
old burdened by too-high 
expectations and with quite too much 
on his plate. His mentor Robert 
Schumann, playing oracle in a widely-
published article two years prior, had 
proclaimed young Brahms to be "fated 
to give expression to the times in the 
highest and most ideal manner." 
Naturally, this only worsened 
Brahms’s already meager self-
confidence. How could anything he 
wrote live up to that hyped-up 
prophecy? With only one movement 
complete, Brahms abandoned the 
quartet project. His had enough going 
on, anyway: Robert attempted suicide 
in 1854 and spent the last two years of 
his life in an asylum, visited regularly 
by Brahms. Doctor’s orders, smacking 
of Victorian misogyny, forbade 
Robert’s wife Clara from seeing him. 
Brahms acted as go-between, 
checking on Robert while supporting 
Clara—and, soon enough, developing a 
deep affection for her. They remained 
the closest of friends for the rest of 
their lives. 

Robert died in 1856, and Brahms soon 
took up his mantle, particularly in 
writing piano music, lieder, and 
chamber music. By 1862, thanks to 
Clara’s A-list introductions, he secured 
a place in Vienna’s musical inner 
circle. Brahms at last had entered 
(according to later critics) his “first 
maturity” as a composer, proven by a 
top-notch series of chamber works 
including the monumental piano 
quartets in G minor (No. 1) and A 
major (No. 2).

From 1865 to 1873, Brahms mostly 
turned away from chamber writing, 
focusing instead on vocal, choral and 
orchestral music—more genres on 
which the late Schumann’s shadow 
loomed large. Finally, he returned to 
the piano quartet he had shelved 
nearly 20 years prior, completing it as 
No. 3, now in C minor, by 1875. Here 
was Brahms at the height of his career, 
his fame cemented, his success 

unrivaled. Schumann must have been 
onto something.

With the exception of the opening 
movement of the C-minor quartet 
(that’s the part written in 1855), all of 
this music belongs to Brahms’s 
mature period. There’s a bit of 
Beethoven in the dramatic climaxes, 
the sudden shifts, the extroverted 
swank; a bit of Schubert in the long, 
sinuous melodies. All this takes place 
within large formal schemes, palatial 
in scope and sophistication, endlessly 
animated by a signature Brahms 
technique that allows a piece to 
unfold and evolve continuously from 
the smallest initial unit. The texture, 
too, is fresh: here, the piano isn’t a 
soloist accompanied by miniature 
orchestra, nor is it mere background 
for sonata-style solo strings. In his 
quartets, every voice is an equal. 

Johannes Brahms
Piano Quartet No. 3 in C minor,  
Op. 60 “Werther”
Johannes Brahms was born in 
Hamburg on May 7, 1833, and died in 
Vienna on April 3, 1897. He wrote his 
Third Piano Quartet between 1855 and 
1875. Brahms (on piano) and members 
of the Hellmesberger Quartet 
premiered the work in November of 
1875 in Vienna. The work is scored for 
the standard piano quartet of violin, 
viola, cello and piano.

“On the cover you must have a 
picture, namely a head with a pistol to 
it. Now you can form some conception 
of the music! I’ll send you my 
photograph for the purpose. You can 
use the blue coat, yellow breeches, 
and top-boots.” So wrote Brahms, a 
bit cheekily, to his publisher upon 
completing the Piano Quartet No. 3. 
The reference was to Goethe’s 
lovesick Romantic protagonist of The 
Sorrows of Young Werther, in which 
blue-coated Werther, infatuated with a 
woman married to an older man, takes 
his own life in despair. 

Appropriately, this is the most  
restless of Brahms’s piano quartets, 
shot through with passion, angst  
and confusion—and gestures of  
purest admiration. Some claim to  
have deciphered a secretly 
autobiographical ode to Clara 
Schumann in this quartet. Whether  
or not you buy the speculation, it’s 
hard not to hear this as the music  
of heartbreak.



A brief introduction opens the Allegro 
non troppo: stern octaves sound from 
the piano; self-pitying strings cower in 
answer. In a moment: downward 
twists, shifting shadows in flats and 
sharps, plucked murmurings. A scalar 
flourish from the piano ushers in the 
main C-minor theme: hammers or 
heartbeats (one, two; one, two), dire 
and driving. A bridge in F keeps the 
momentum but with the gentler tone 
of flowing water. We don’t exactly get 
a secondary theme, but rather a 
sequence of several lyrical verses in 
E-flat major, begun by solo piano, each 
a distant relative of the last. Far-off 
tolling bells from the piano commence 
the development section, soft at first 
but leading into furious exchanges 
between keyboard and strings. From 
the tumult emerge shapes familiar 
from the introduction: the piano 
flourish returns, and should lead us 
back to the C-minor main theme. 
Instead, we hear new versions of the 
lyrical secondary melodies, 
transposed not to destined C minor 
but to expectant G major, suspended 
somewhere high and airy. The coda’s 
sudden tumble from this luminous 
space—down to C minor and the dark 
hammer-blows of the main theme—is 
heart-wrenching.

Next comes a prickly staccato scherzo 
in 6/8, still in C minor. Without any 
real trio (the typical contrasting 
middle of a scherzo, often gentle and 
pastoral), it repeats itself in a 
condensed version, then goes out with 
a C-major bang. The Andante which 
follows isn’t a light Brahms intermezzo 
but rather a long, serious movement 
of its own, expanding outward from a 
breathless E-major couplet introduced 
by the high solo cello. The finale 
presents another angsty sonata-form 
drama, equally complex as the first. 
Here the primary material is a 
miniature violin sonata, back in C 
minor, accompanied by harpsichord-
like arpeggios; blink and you’ll miss 
the brief secondary theme in 
continuous sweeping quarter notes. 
The heart of this movement is its 
secret third theme: a sturdy chorale in 
E-flat major, developed restlessly. It 
reappears when least expected: the 
ghost of something dearly lost, or a 
mantra of hope. 

Johannes Brahms
Piano Quartet No. 1 in G minor, Op. 25
Brahms wrote his First Piano Quartet 
in 1861. The work premiered in 
November of 1861 in Hamburg with 

Clara Schumann at the piano; its 1862 
Vienna premiere featured Brahms and 
the Hellmesberger Quartet.

Now here’s the piece which, together 
with its A-major sister and Clara 
Schumann’s invaluable connections, 
earned Brahms his membership 
among Vienna’s musical elite. A little 
shorter than the A-major quartet, this 
is still a massive work, running a full 
40 minutes in performance. And it’s 
the most extroverted and virtuosic  
of the three.

The opening Allegro offers a sprawling 
sonata that continuously develops at 
least (depends how you count them) 
five themes across a varied landscape. 
The winding path leads from a somber 
G-minor leaping-and-reaching scene-
setter, through many responses and 
transformations, all the way to a 
high-spirited lyrical song in D major, 
brimming with passion. In the coda, 
the piano takes center stage for a 
dramatic crescendo that subtly 
incorporates all of the themes. Instead 
of a spritely scherzo in the second 
movement, Brahms offers a gentle 
intermezzo. Here it’s a sweetly 
expressive dance in C minor featuring 
the hushed tones of muted strings and 
una corda piano. Its response, like the 
A-flat major Trio in the middle, is 
light-footed and elusive. More  
serious is the Andante con moto, a 
long and episodic movement opening 
with a rich, warm air for strings in 
E-flat major that leads, eventually,  
to a grand, ringing march for the  
whole quartet. 

But the heart of this work is its rondo 
finale, a furious and colorfully 
ornamented fiddle frenzy in G minor 
propelled by the piano’s thumping 
bass drone. On the surface, it’s 
stereotype stuff, more in the 
exoticising tradition of German 
pseudo-Romani rondos (going back at 
least to Haydn) than Brahms’s mature 
style hongrois works and their subtler, 
more respectful appropriations of 
Hungarian-Romani dance music. Yet 
it’s a jewel of a finale, highly complex 
in design but never seeming contrived, 
thanks to the constant free variation 
of the main theme and the dazzling 
virtuosity of all four parts throughout. 

Franz Schubert
String Trio in B-flat major, D. 471 
Franz Peter Schubert was born in 
Vienna on January 31, 1797, and died 
on November 19, 1828, in Vienna. He 
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began his String Trio in B-flat in 
September of 1816, completing only 
the first movement and a fragment of 
the second. The work was neither 
finished or performed during his 
lifetime; heard tonight is the first 
movement, scored for a standard 
string trio of violin, viola and cello. 

Probably no composer has ever 
written as much music in as little time 
as Franz Schubert did during his 
“miracle years” of 1815 and 1816. By 
September of 1816, he had completed 
300 solo songs, dozens of partsongs, 
four masses, four singspiel operas, 
four symphonies, seven string 
quartets, and myriad smaller works—
all before turning twenty years old. 

We can cut him some slack, then, for 
not finishing the String Trio in B-flat,  
of which only the first movement is 
complete. It’s brief and breezy, 
working out a sunny pair of Mozart-like 
themes towards a quick and  
gentle ending. 

Johannes Brahms
Piano Quartet No. 2 in A major, Op. 26
Brahms wrote his Second Piano 
Quartet in 1861, and the work was 
premiered in November of 1862 in 
Vienna by the Hellmesberger Quartet 
with Brahms at the piano. 

This one’s the biggest of all Brahms’s 
instrumental works, longer even than 

his grandest symphonies. Of the three 
piano quartets, it’s the most lyrical 
and beautiful, sustained by long 
melodies that bloom gradually and 
organically across massive formal 
structures. No fiery finales or spritely 
scherzos here: every movement is a 
tuneful long-form poem sung at a 
gentle, dignified pace. 

In the opening A-major Allegro non 
troppo, an affable little triplet gesture, 
rocking between two pitches, provides 
the secret seed for a flowering garden 
of melodies. Like a well-kept 
greenhouse, the clarity of the 
structure, nearer to a straightforward 
sonata than the corresponding 
movements of the other quartets, 
politely guides our appreciation. More 
complex and still more colorful is the 
E-major slow movement, featuring 
sweeping style hongrois piano 
flourishes following a wonderfully 
textured opening in which muted 
strings add translucent embellishment 
to the piano’s theme: melody and 
background in the same voice at the 
same time. The scherzo waltzes gently 
through an expanded design. Likewise, 
for the finale, we’re treated with 
another full sonata, contrasting a 
buoyant, syncopated main theme with 
more restrained responses and 
culminating in a jolly coda.
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About the Artists
Following her London debut at 
Wigmore Hall, pianist Sally Pinkas has 
garnered universal praise as an 
eloquent and versatile performer. 
Among career highlights are 
performances with the Boston Pops, 
the Aspen Philharmonia, New York's 
Jupiter Symphony and Indonesia’s 
Bandung Symphony. Pinkas tours 
widely as a member of Ensemble 
Schumann and collaborates often with 
the Adaskin String Trio and the Apple 
Hill String Quartet. Pianist-in-
residence at the Hopkins Center at 
Dartmouth College, she is Professor of 
Music at Dartmouth's music 
department, and a summer faculty at 
the Apple Hill Center for Chamber 
Music in New Hampshire.

Lila Brown (viola) is a co-founder and 
the artistic director of Music from 
Salem, founded in 1986, and of the 
MfS Viola Seminar since 2011. A 
graduate of the Juilliard School, 
Brown was a member of the Boston 
Symphony from 1982–84. Moving to 
Austria, she became principal violist 
of Sandor Végh’s Camerata Academica 
Salzburg. As a member of the 
Ensemble Modern in Frankfurt, 
Germany, Brown premiered works by 
Ligeti, Kurtag, Adams, Reich, Rhim, 
Zappa and Lachenmann. She has 
toured England with the International 
Musicians Seminar and has
participated in the Marlboro Music 
Festival, the Martha’s Vineyard 
Chamber Music Society, Apple Hill 
Center for Chamber Music and the 
Horten Kammermusikkfest in Norway. 
Brown has been on the faculty of the 
Vienna Hochschule, professor at the 
Hochschule in Duesseldorf, and 
returning to the U.S. in 2009, of the 
Boston Conservatory at Berklee where 
she received the 2012 “Outstanding 
Music Division Faculty of the Year” 
award. Recently she gave master 
classes in Germany and performed  
in the Andernacher Musiktage on  
the Rhine.

Praised for having “magnificent 
personality, a superb energy, a total 
command and extremely convincing 

taste” (La Libre Belgique), Markus 
Placci (violin) has performed 
throughout Europe, the United States, 
South America and Asia. Since his solo 
debut at age 13 with the Bologna 
Symphony, Placci has appeared 
regularly with major symphony 
orchestras including the Barcelona 
Symphony, the Radio Television 
Orchestra of Spain, Baden-Baden 
Philarmonie, Pomeriggi Musicali 
Orchestra Milan, Teatro San Carlo of 
Napoli Symphony, the St. Petersburg 
State Philharmonic and the Annapolis 
Symphony, among others. He has 
been heard live on BBC Radio, Bartok 
Radio Hungary, RaiRadio, RTV Espana, 
and is the winner of international 
prizes such as the “Brahms Preis” in 
Germany and the prestigious “XXVI 
Vittorio Veneto Biannual Competition” 
in Italy. Placci earned degrees from the 
Bologna Conservatory and Boston 
Conservatory at Berklee, and studied 
extensively with both Zakhar Bron and 
Mela Tenenbaum. In 2005, Placci 
premiered the Violin Concerto by 
Spanish composer J. Cervelló to great 
acclaim, and in 2008 he was 
appointed to the Boston Conservatory 
at Berklee faculty. He plays on an 1871 
J.B. Vuillaume violin, a copy of the 
“Alard” Stradivari.

For over two decades, cellist Rhonda 
Rider was a member of the Naumburg 
Award-winning Lydian Quartet and 
Triple Helix Piano Trio. An advocate of 
contemporary music, Rider has 
premiered and recorded works by 
composers including Raven Chacon, 
Yu-Hui Chang, John Harbison, Lee 
Hyla, Laura Kaminsky and Elliott 
Carter. Her interest in presenting 
music in unusual places has led her to 
be an artist-in-residence at both 
Grand Canyon and Petrified Forest 
National Parks. Rider has adjudicated 
at the Fischoff, Stulberg and Concert 
Artist Guild Competitions. She is 
Professor of Cello at Boston 
Conservatory at Berklee where she 
was twice awarded Teacher of the 
Year. Rider is heard on over 30 
chamber music and solo recordings. 
www.rhondarider.com


