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cast several symphony concerts 
in a single day. This also applied 
to the major broadcasts, foreign 
concerts and concert of the 
Czech Philharmonic. 

The Radiojournal Programme 
and the Emergence of Radio 
Direction

The initial phase of Czecho-
slovak Radio culminated in 
the 1930s, when its production 
settled down into a form close to 
that of today. Radio had become 
a distinctive institution capa-
ble of planning and fulfi lling 
its own repertory concepts and 
practice independent of other 
cultural institutions. It had its 
own orchestra and numerous 
chamber ensembles, and worked 
with leading Czech and foreign 
performers and music theoreti-
cians. The radio was also formed 
by the strong professionalisation 
of its staff  base, which had the 
main infl uence on the choice and 
quality of the music programmes 
broadcast. 
The man who became fi rst 
planning chief of music broad-
casting at the separate music 
department was the composer 
and conductor Otakar Jeremiáš, 
who at the same time held the 
post of director of the Radiojour-
nal orchestra, while K.B. Jirák, 
likewise a composer and conduc-
tor, became head of the music 
department itself. Until his 
appointment Jirák had worked as 
a teacher of composition at the 
Prague Conservatory, and was in 
constant contact with the young-
est generation of composers 
and musicians, many of whom 
he was to persuade to work for 

the radio. The presence of these 
individuals had a major eff ect on 
the whole concept of broadcast-
ing, and also on the ever greater 
specialisation of radio work. The 
1930s even saw the development 
of a whole new discipline – radio 
music direction, since work in 
the studio where broadcasting 
and later recording involved 
not only a conductor but also 
a music director who took care 
of the whole sound concept and 
balance of the production. For 
this new post the new head of 
the music department K.B. Jirák 
chose his pupil in the fi eld of 
composition, Miloslav Kabeláč 
(see CMQ 2/04).
Kabeláč talked about his work 
as a music director in an inter-
view for the magazine Hudební 
rozhledy [Musical Outlooks] 
(1969): “This activity helped to broaden 
my horizons from the point of view of 

quantity and quality. By quality here 
I mean depth of insight into a work, its 
structure and content. To prepare a piece 
for live broadcast as a music director or 
even as a conductor is something more 
than the most concentrated listening or 
mere, even if extremely thorough, reading 
of a score.”
Radiojournal went on to 
engage a series of other young 
musicians in conducting and 
musical direction posts: from 
1933 Karel Ančerl worked at 
Radiojournal, and a year later 
Iša Krejčí and Klement Slavický 
joined the radio, as subsequently 
did Václav Trojan, Jan Kapr and 
others.

Radiojournal and 
Contemporary Music

Contemporary classical mu-
sic, by Czechs or from abroad, 
made up a signifi cant part of the 

Karel Boleslav Jirák
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broadcasting of Czechoslovak 
Radio. This was to a great extent 
the result of the infl uence of 
the management of K.B. Jirák, 
O. Jeremiáš and their circle of 
collaborators. Contemporary 
composition even had its own 
series, Evenings of Contemporary 
Music but was also broadcast 
as part of other series such as 
programmes of chamber mu-
sic, symphonic concerts by the 
radio orchestra or concerts held 
to commemorate various an-
niversaries. The programming 
included works by composers 
of the generation of L. Janáček, 
J.B.Foerster, V. Novák and 
O. Zich, composers of the 
younger generation – L. Vy-
cpálek, J. Křička, B. Vomáčka, 
E. Axman, V. Petrželka, V. Ka-
prál, J. Kvapil, K.B. Jirák, 
V. Kálik, J. Jindřich, J. Kunc, 
and V. Štěpán and the post-
war generation – B. Martinů, 
members of the Mánes music 
group (P. Bořkovec, I. Krejčí, 
J. Ježek and F. Bartoš), E. Hlo-
bil, P. Haas, O. Šín, E.F. Bur-
ian, E. Schulhoff , A. Hába, 
K. Hába, M. Ponc, K. Reiner 
or O. Chlubna. From the very 
youngest generation compos-
ers whose works were broadcast 
included V. Kaprálová, V. Trojan, 
M. Kabeláč and others. Of com-
posers from abroad, those whose 
works were most often broadcast 
were P. Hindemith, S. Prokofi ev, 
D. Shostakovich, French compos-
ers (especially the ones of Les Six 
group), I. Stravinsky and A. Sch-
oenberg. The radio produced 
the world premiere of L. Dallapi-
ccola’s Six Choral Pieces on words by 
Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger, 
directed by M. Kabeláč.

Radiojournal and Historical 
Music

A signifi cant part of program-
ming was devoted to the dis-
covery of historical music, the 
Czech Baroque and Classicism, 
and above all the presentation of 
“forgotten works” of Czech mu-
sic. These were mainly works by 
composers of the 17th and 18th 
century, often found in archives 
(the collection of historic archi-
val material kept in the radio 
archives, including the so-called 
Balling Archive, is testimony 
to this part of radio produc-
tion). At the Brno station this 
programme was associated with 
the activities of Vladimír Helfert 
and his pupils Jan Racek, Ludvík 
Kundera and Karel Vetterl. 
Helfert’s scholarly interest in the 
fi eld of the Czech Baroque, and 
the composer Jiří A. Benda and 
others was clear in the historical 
programmes produced by the 
Brno station. The high points 
of performance of the music of 
the Czech Baroque were the live 
broadcasts from the “Prague 
Baroque Festival” in June 1938.
Programming included historical 
music of foreign as well as Czech 
origin, and programmes were 
devoted to composers’ anniver-
saries, for example in 1935 when 
numerous pieces by J. S. Bach 
were broadcast for his jubilee. 
Earlier, pre-Baroque music was 
also increasingly included in the 
historical music programmes. 
The Prague Singers’ Chamber 
Association (later appearing 
under the name “The Czech 
Madrigalists”), the Associa-
tion for Sacred Music and the 
“Pro arte antiqua Association” 

orchestra playing on old instru-
ments took a leading part in this 
broadcasting. At this period the 
radio had a special “Czech Vocal 
Polyphony Series”. In addition 
to the expanding repertoire there 
were also an increasing number 
of educational programmes and 
lectures, and well-known musi-
cologists made programmes with 
historical themes.
Naturally the music of Czech 
composers played a great role in 
radio programming, and above 
all series to mark the anniversa-
ries of B. Smetana, A. Dvořák, 
L. Janáček and composers of the 
younger generation. 

Radio as a New Medium

The birth of the radio and 
its quite rapid spread repre-
sented major social and cultural 
changes in the 1920s. As “one of 
the basic media of contemporary 
mass communication” through 
the possibilities of wireless 
transmission of sound signal 
using electromagnetic waves, the 
radio aroused great enthusiasm 
and hopes in terms of its wide 
accessibility and at the same time 
expectations of its entirely new 
means of expression. There were 
also, however, negative reactions 
to the medium; the acoustic im-
perfections of transmission were 
the subject of criticism, and there 
were fears of the mass character 
of radio entertainment and a bias 
towards the cheap and popular. 
From its inception Radiojour-
nal was very much aware of the 
entirely new mode of audience 
reception and response that ra-
dio involved, as we can see from 
the discussion and comments 
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Czechoslovak president T.G. Masaryk speaking to American citizens (22 February 1932)

on the pages of the programme 
bulletins and other documents 
of the period that were based 
primarily on immediate experi-
ence of practise. 
The basic feature of the new 
mode of reception was the 
absence of the visual element 
that had hitherto been an almost 
inseparable part of all music 
production – not only in opera 
or music theatre but also in 
concerts. The work of music now 
found itself in a new environ-
ment in which the audience’s 
attention was focused purely 
on the sense of hearing; this 
change also implied a change of 
social meaning, for it meant the 
disappearance of the immediate 
performer–listener relationship 
and its mutuality. Here we might 

mention the parallel with the de-
veloping gramophone industry, 
which involved similar changes 
in the mode of reception of the 
work of music, but in the 1920s 
and 30s gramophone records 
were not yet as widespread and 
accessible as radio broadcasting. 
The question of the specifi city 
and originality of the pro-
gramme broadcast by Czecho-
slovak Radio – Radiojournal, 
was thus from the beginning 
a serious issue. The fi rst ideas on 
issue were infl uenced by many 
considerations, and often these 
were purely pragmatic. At the 
beginning, radio broadcasting 
struggled with major technical 
problems and the resulting limi-
tations on choice of music and 
size and composition of ensem-
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bles must have been one reason 
behind the demand that a music 
suitable for radio production be 
created. On the other hand, the 
demand for “radio-suitability” 
was also to some extent the 
result of justifi ed fascination 
with radio as a new medium as 
well as the desire to capture as 
many listeners as possible and 
convince them of the importance 
of the newly emergent medium. 
It is well-known that the idea of 
the radio and original music for 
radio, known as “radiophony”, 
i.e. work that would not just re-
produce but create a new form of 
art, aroused enormous enthusi-
asm in the inter-war avant-garde. 
It was the spoken word depart-
ment of the radio that fi rst 
established itself in the fi eld of 

The team of Prague radio music directors
standing, left to right: Klement Slavický, Miloslav Kabeláč, Jan Fadrhons; sitting, left to right: Iša 
Krejčí, Jan Kapr, Václav Trojan

an original radio genre. This 
produced programmes with the 
various category titles of radio 
revue, radio scene, drama scene, today 
often known as the “radio play”. 
The fi rst important creators of 
original radio plays on Czecho-
slovak Radio were Miloš Kareš 
and Václav Gutwirth, and later 
it was the Brno station that was 
particularly prolifi c in the fi eld. 
In 1930 Jan Grmela attracted 
attention with his perfect radio 
mystifi cation, “sound play”, 
entitled The Fire at the Opera. This 
was a play that simulated the 
events of a fi re; many listeners 
did not realise that it was actu-
ally just a radio play. The result 
was a panic caused by the idea 
that it was a live broadcast of 
a tragic event. There is a parallel 

with Orson Welles’ famous radio 
production of The War of the Worlds, 
realised by CBS in America in 
October 1938, which convinced 
many listeners that the earth 
was really being invaded by 
Martians. 
Dramatic art, which in its theat-
rical form was hard for radio to 
adapt, sought new techniques 
that would work without the 
visual element of stage pres-
entation. One defi nite inspira-
tion in this direction was the 
method of montage. The idea 
of combining spoken text with 
sounds to evoke atmosphere and 
action led to new approaches to 
presenting a text and its set-
ting, the visual element being 
replaced by a “sound” staging. 
Montage found wide applica-
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tions in broadcasting not only in 
drama, but also in the creation 
of sequences of an educational 
or informational character that 
combined various sound levels – 
using music, background bustle, 
recitation etc. as well as the 
spoken word. 

The New Possibilities of Sound 
Recording

The distinctive character of radio 
production was greatly support-
ed and encouraged by advances 
in recording. In 1929 the idea of 
permanent recording on gramo-
phone records appeared within 
the framework of what had hith-
erto been live recording, at fi rst 
just with the aim of archiving the 
speeches and voices of famous 
fi gures. At the time this was pos-
sible only by collaboration with 
foreign gramophone companies. 
Three years later Radiojournal 
set up its own recording depart-
ment to make recordings on wax 
disks, but the maximum record-
ing capacity on these was around 
4 minutes and their durability 
was minimal. The Blattnerphone 
machine, based on magnetisa-
tion of steel tapes, made possible 
a thirty-minute recording, but 
this steel tape was three kilome-
tres long and weighed twelve 
kilograms. The breakthrough 
came with recording on cellu-
loid tape, which apart from the 
high quality of the sound made 
editing possible – and this was 
to be exploited especially for the 
recording of music. 
The technical advances of the 
1930s meant a major shift in 
Radiojournal broadcasting. In 
addition to allowing the radio to 

make its own recordings (there 
was a 42-fold rise in the number 
of programmes transmitted 
from recordings in the period 
1935–1938) and to broadcast them 
whenever desired, recording on 
celluloid and later magnetic tape 
brought the possibility of halting 
the recording process and edit-
ing. Further innovations came 
with mixing consoles, equipment 
connected to microphones and 
capable of mixing several live 
broadcasts and sound recordings 
into one track. In radio drama 
this principle was used in the 
reproduction of diff erent sounds 
and background noises serving 
as the sound setting for the dra-
matic action. The radio gradually 
built up a library of such real 
“concrete” sounds. 

Radio Opera

Although compared to radio 
drama, new works of music writ-
ten specially for radio were much 
fewer and slower to appear, radio 
opera in particular still crystal-
lised as a new genre exploiting 
the specifi c features of radio. 
Defi nitions of the genre of radio 
opera were various but mainly 
characterise it as a “specifi c type 
of production, primarily bound 
to radio and so on the one hand 
limited by radio and its acoustic 
possibilities”, but on the other 
having the potential to develop 
as a “separate kind of art, where 
the material is created on the 
acoustic fi eld in such a way that 
it manages for the most part to 
free itself from visual depiction 
and to exploit new means of 
expression”. 
Typical features mentioned 

include above all comprehen-
sibility of the action, which 
should avoid complex plots and 
secondary intrigues – thus aff ect-
ing choice of themes, a smaller 
number of characters and good 
acoustic contrast between the 
voices, and frequently the use 
of a narrator. a chamber-size 
orchestra is also preferred, with 
the inclusion of real sounds and 
background noise, as well as 
use of the advantages of studio 
broadcast such as the insertion 
of sound detail using the micro-
phone and above all the exploi-
tation of the placing of per-
formers in the room at diff erent 
distances from the microphone. 
Bohuslav Martinů’s Comedy on the 
Bridge was undoubtedly the high 
point of radio opera in inter-war 
Czechoslovakia. It was com-
pleted in December 1935, and 
premiered on the radio two years 
later, in March 1937.
Although this opera has been 
staged quite a number of times, 
its original conception was 
purely for radio. This is already 
clear from the choice of liter-
ary source, which is the one-act 
play of the same title by Václav 
Kliment Klicpera. The action 
takes place on a single stage set, 
the central element of which is 
a bridge with a guard on either 
side, friendly and unfriendly. 
The characters gradually arrive 
on the bridge, where they remain 
imprisoned. Martinů chose this 
theme for his radio opera, where 
in the studio the bridge and the 
two guards can be exploited 
as spatial axes, defi ning and as 
defi ned by the relative distances 
of the characters from the micro-
phone. 



44

In the preface to the score 
Martinů talked about the ad-
vantages of the literary text that 
he chose: “(...) Excluding a real 
stage and leaving it to the fantasy of the 
listener to imagine the play is a reward-
ing task for the Radio, which in this 
way heightens the intensity of both the 
play and the attention and as it were the 
participation of the listener (…) Apart 
from this, on the acoustic side the play 
itself provides an opportunity to exploit 
the relationships of the relative distances 
between the characters (the two guards 
and the events on the opposite ends of the 
bridge), and it is on these that the opera-
tion of radio is based as well (…)”
Apart from his comments on the 
choice and use of literary base, 
the composer’s views on the pro-
duction of the opera on radio, 
determined by musical direction, 
are very fundamental: “Produc-
tion on the Radio chiefl y emphasises 
the relations of distance. The beginning 
of the bridge (on the left in the theatre) 
and the unfriendly guard are close to the 
microphone. The other end of the bridge 

with the friendly (...) guard is distant 
from the microphone. This creates an 
acoustic distance that can be exploited 
to very good eff ect in the parts of the two 
guards. Otherwise the rest of the action 
takes place in the middle of the bridge, 
i.e. likewise quite close to the micro-
phone. (The voices diminish depend-
ing on distance but not the orchestra). 
(Scenes with the friendly guard taking 
place in the distance are marked).(…) 
In the score Martinů was careful 
to indicate whether the scene in 
question takes place away from 
or close to the microphone, and 
also includes explicit directions 
on when characters should move 
away from or close to the micro-
phone. 
The acoustic distance between 
the two ends of the bridge given 
by the ratio of distance from the 
microphone becomes the central 
principle of the radio production 
of the whole opera. Although 
the aspect of distance was clearly 
established practise in radio 
studios of the time, Martinů 
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takes the concept further in his 
treatment of spatial listening, 
anticipating with the presence of 
two sides and capacity to iden-
tify the direction and movement 
of sources of sound the much 
later possibilities of stereophonic 
listening. 

The original post-war work of 
recording studios is today rela-
tively well-known and discussed 
in the literature, but the condi-
tions for post-war developments 
had their roots in the ideas and 
advances of the 1930s. Unfortu-
nately, while the sound recording 
was at that time being rapidly 
improved and ever more exploit-
ed in broadcasting, no recording 
of the original works primarily 
written for radio has survived.
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Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber
Missa Salisburgensis, 

Plaudite tympana

Tibicines, artistic directorí Igino Conforzi, 
La Stagione Armonica, conductor Sergio 

Balestracci. 
Production: Gian Andrea Lodovici. Text: 

Eng., Ger., Fr. Recorded: 
Dec. 2003 in the Church of Santa 

Maria Assunta, Villa Lagarina 
– province of Trento, Italy. 

Released: 2008. 
TT: 52:28. DDD. 1 SACD 

New Classical Adventure NCA 60192.

Every performance and recording of Biber’s 
Salzburg Mass is a remarkable event – thanks 
to the extraordinary character of the piece itself, 
the demands that it makes and its history. It 
was only in the 1970s that scholars discovered 
from the paper used, the writing of the copier 
and the use of fl utes and oboe that this mass 
was composed not for the consecration of 
Salzburg Cathedral in 1628, but clearly for the 
celebration of the eleventh anniversary of the 
founding of the Salzburg Archbishopric in 1682, 
and that the composer was most probably 
not Orazio Benevoli but Heinrich Ignaz Biber. 
The Missa Salisburgensis is among the most 
exceptional works of world sacred music not 
just for the monumentality of its conception but 
for its supreme use of multiple ensembles: it is 
composed for fi fty-three parts divided into seven 
separate ensembles, fi ve of them with vocal and 
instrumental parts and two trumpet ensembles. 
One could spend a great deal of time analysing 
the mass, for example the plastic exploitation of 
all the parts in solos and chorales, the competi-
tion of the vocal parts with the instruments, the 
exceptional sound and colour contrasts, large 
and small, and also the immensely effective 
changes or musical-rhetorical fi gures. All this 
makes the work extremely diffi cult to perform, as 
I myself had the chance to fi nd out for example 
at a concert of the Musica Antiqua Köln and 
Gabrieli Consort & Players ensembles at St. 
Paul’s Cathedral in London in July 1997, after 
which the mass was recorded; the CD was 
released by Deutsche Grammophon as long 
after as 2003. In the same year Biber’s mass 
and motet Plaudite tympana were recorded by 
the Italian ensembles La Stagione Armonica 
and Tibicines with Sergio Balestracci con-

ducting. The London recording has more punch 
and is tighter; it puts more emphasis on the 
spatial contrasts and is more massive in sound 
(for example there is more than one player 
on the continuo). The Italian recording offers 
a clearer recording of the soloists, who have 
more colourful voices, and is generally more 
relaxed and juicier in Romance style. It is a pity 
that the accompanying booklet does no more 
than repeat the basic information on the mass 
and its composer and does not contain more 
information on the revision and transcription of 
the work by the conductor Sergio Balestracci 
(for example he divides off a string ensem-
ble), or on the Biber Contra Benevoli project 
devoted to music in the time of the Archbishop 
of Salzburg Paridus Lodron, as part of which 
Biber’s Salzburg Mass was fi rst performed in 
Italy and then recorded – information that one 
can, of course, fi nd on the internet. This does 
not, however, detract from the quality of the 
recording of both Italian ensembles, which 
defi nitely deserves attention. 

Jana Slimáčová

Leoš Janáček
Lachian Dances, The Cunning Little 
Vixen (suite in the arrangement of 

František Jílek), Taras Bulba

Brno Philharmonic, Jakub Hrůša. 
Production: Matouš Vlčinský. Text: Cz., 

Eng., Ger., Fr. Recorded: Mar.–Apr. at Stu-
dio Stadion, Brno. Released: 2008. 
TT: 63:11. DDD. 1 CD Supraphon 

SU 3923-2.

In the Janáček discography of our oldest 
record fi rm we fi nd a whole range of different 
recordings of basic titles. For example, the 
symphonic rhapsody Taras Bulba was recorded 
a very long time ago on old breakable 78 discs 
by the Janáček expert and conductor Břetislav 
Bakala – with the then still existing Brno Radio 
Symphony Orchestra. In the 1950s what were 
known as long-playing (LP) records appeared 
and the same piece, this time performed by the 
Czech Philharmonic conducted by Václav Talich, 
was released on LP. The beginning of the 1960s 
saw the arrival of stereo and the next version of 
Taras caused shockwaves. This was because 
Talich had retouched the score in places and 
thus romanticised it somewhat while Ančerl, 
who returned to the original score, brought out 

 in cooperation with the magazine 

its modern, ravishing and above all authentic 
musical idiom, and showed that the retouches 
were a mistake. Ever since the Philharmonic 
have played Taras only from the original score 
(e.g. recordings with Neumann, Bělohlávek or 
Mackerras). Recordings made in Brno form 
a special chapter of their own. Thus after Bakala, 
the young Jiří Bělohlávek recorded Taras Bulba 
but most notably the long-term chief of the 
Brno Philharmonic František Jílek. One would 
expect that in this new recording Jakub Hrůša 
would to some extent adopt and develop Jílek’s 
acclaimed conception of the piece. This is the 
case, but here what we have fi rst and foremost is 
another individual opinion, even if it may not have 
so great a historical impact as Ančerl’s interpre-
tation, which to this day remains hard to surpass, 
and Jílek interpretation, which is considered 
highly authoritative. In terms of sound Hrůša’s 
orchestra does not have spectacular dimensions 
or massive density, but it is rich especially in the 
details, which are carefully worked out. Perhaps 
there could have been more of that keen raw-
ness and quality of vivid drama. But in the suite 
from the opera The Cunning Little Vixen the 
plusses – i.e. greater attention to details and 
careful dynamic treatment in culminating pas-
sages – are even more welcome. What is more, 
here we fi nd an excellent dramaturgical choice 
has been made here, i.e. that it is František Jílek’s 
version that has been chosen. This differs from 
Talich’s better known version (compiled only 
from music of the 1st Act and also rather unfor-
tunately re-instrumentated), in keeping roughly to 
the opera plot and making no serious changes 
to specifi c parts, which are practically original 
instrumental extracts from the opera (it is just 
a pity that Jílek did not include the prelude as an 
opening!). There are points of special interest 
even in the apparently problem-free popular and 
so very familiar Lachian Dances. For example 
Pilkas! Most conductors include Bakala have 
taken them at a relatively very brisk pace. But not 
František Jílek! Jakub Hrůša chooses a tempo 
very close to the latter’s. From the point of view 
of folkdance scholarship this is in fact correct. 
And it allows for excellent and more persuasive 
acceleration at the end. This new Janáček album 
is Hrůša’s fourth CD with Supraphon (he made 
the fi rst with the Prague Chamber Philharmonic) 
– and is once again a success. So let us hope it 
is not the last! At the same time it is a very good 
advertisement for the current artistic level of the 
Brno Philharmonic.

Bohuslav Vítek
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Bohuslav Martinů
Chamber Music with Viola

Three Madrigals (Duo no. 1) for Violin 
and Viola H 313, Duo no. 2 for Violin 

and Viola H 331, Sonata for Viola and 
Piano H 355, 

Chamber Music no. 1 for Clarinet, 
Violin, Viola, Cello, 

Harp and Piano H 376

Alexander Besa – viola, Bohuslav 
Matoušek – violin (H 313 and 331), 

Jan Talich – violin (H 376), Ludmila 
Peterková – clarinet (H 376), 

Jiří Bárta – cello 
(H 376), Jana Boušková – harp (H 376), 

Petra Besa – piano (H 355), 
Karel Košárek – piano (H 376). 

Production: Matouš Vlčinský. Text: Eng., 
Ger., Fr., Czech. Recorded: studio 

Jan.–Feb. 2005, concert hall of the hospital 
in Kroměříš (H 313, 331, 355), live Jan. 2006, 

Olten, Switzerland (H 376). Released: 
2008. TT: 68:07. DDD. 1 CD Supraphon 

Music SU 39522. 

The unifying foundation of the CD is the 
viola, the creative dynamism of Alexandr 
Besa and the legendary American viola player 
Lilian Fuchs (1902–1995) to whom Martinů 
dedicated both the duo and the viola sonata. 
The author of the accompanying text in the 
booklet, Aleš Březina, rightly reminds us 
that although at the beginning of his career 
Martinů was a very capable violinist and also 
knowledgeable about the viola, surprisingly 
it was much later, to be precise after the end 
of the way, that he turned to composition for 
the viola; the fi rst duet was written in 1947. 
Today it is the Rhapsody Concerto for Viola 
that is probably his best known work for the 
instrument, but all the pieces on this CD show 
that he also created superb chamber music 
for it. Duo no. 1 and Duo no. 2 are essen-
tially carefree pieces of quasi serenade type; 
it is characteristic of the composer that he 
embodies the main “message” in the long slow 
movements. For me the high point of the CD 
in terms of composition is the Viola Sonata, 
which is moving in is quiet lyricism and echoes 
of folk music. The Chamber Music no. 1 (the 
planned no. 2 was probably never written) 
has a peculiar position given by its musical 
content, instrumental combination and dating 

Brahms

Libor Nováček – piano. 
Production: Landor Productions Ltd. 

Text: Eng., Ger., Fr. Recorded: Jan. 
2008, Potton Hall, Suff olk. Released: 
2008. TT: 75:48. DDD. 1 CD Landor 

Records LAN285.

Last year in England the pianist Libor 
Nováček recorded what is already his third 
CD title, this time devoted to the music of Jo-
hannes Brahms. This CD can boast generally 
enthusiastic reviews and praise in the most 
prestigious magazines – for example the re-
cording won a fi ve-star rating and the honour 
of “Instrumental Choice” in the BBC Music 
Magazine and was “Editoręs choice” in The 
Gramophone selection. Both of the pianist’s 
preceding CDs had also won considerable 
acclaim, earning Nováček the reputation of 
one of the greatest piano hopes of the present 
(in 2007 he made a CD devoted to Franz 
Liszt and the year before he recorded pieces 
by Janáček, Martinů, Ravel and Debussy). All 

three compact discs have been published by 
Landor Productions Ltd., which focuses on 
the support of major talents at the beginning 
of their careers. Victory in the fi rst year of the 
competition held by this company (2005) 
brought Nováček a long-term contract to 
record CDs. 
Since 1999 Libor Nováček (*1979) has 
been studying and living in London, where 
he graduated summa cum laude from the 
Guildhall School of Music & Drama in 2004. 
In the same year he was selected to represent 
the Young Concert Artist Trust in London and 
won a number of important awards at interna-
tional competitions (John Lill Piano Prize, The 
AXA Dublin International Piano Competition 
2006). The repertoire of this Brahms title is 
chosen with care: beside a poetically virtuoso, 
surprisingly mature composition by the young 
Brahms (Sonata in F sharp minor, op. 2 of 
1852) we fi nd the Eight Piano Pieces, op. 76 
from the creative zenith of Brahms’s career 
and then Three Intermezzos, op. 117, from the 
last phase of Brahms’s work. 
Robert Schumann called Brahms’s early piano 
sonatas “veiled symphonies” and they indeed 
prefi gure much that the composer later devel-
oped and elaborated in his symphonic work. 
With his colourful, delicate play, Nováček 
captivates the listener from the very beginning. 
His play is cultivated but never sleek, and the 
virtuoso passages (for example the thematic 
octave runs in fortissimo in the fi rst move-
ment), are played with masterly ease, but in 
a moderate spirit, without dazzling brilliance. 
Nováček is apparently not concerned with 
traditional bravura, and in his interpretation the 
romantic hothead is seen through the prism 
of his later, classicising work. Each of the 
four movements of the sonata comes across 
as very compact, with every smallest detail 
subordinated the structure of the whole in the 
way demanded by the composer’s musical 
thinking. My only criticism is that perhaps the 
tempo of the second movement (Andante 
con espressione) might have been a little 
more lively, and at some points in Nováček’s 
interpretation the melodic line, which typically 
in Brahms is reminiscent of a sentimental old 
song – seems to lose the necessary expres-
siveness (see the performance instruction 
“sempre marcato ed espress. la melodia”).
The recording of all the Eight Piano Pieces 
of 1878 is an especially praiseworthy move 
in terms of CD dramaturgy, especially since 

(Martinů completed the work in the early 
spring of 1959, half a year before his death). 
We can most probably see the choice of the 
rather unusual combination of piano and harp 
as refl ecting a certain bond with impression-
ism, to which Martinů had affi nities (especially 
the second movement). It is a delicate, musi-
cally rare and unfortunately rarely performed 
piece, which makes the decision to include it 
on the CD even more laudable. 
As far as the performance is concerned, I have 
nothing but praise. The combination of Alex-
andr Besa with Bohuslav Matoušek is the 
best I have heard. They both love the music 
of Martinů, know it intimately and present it 
with brilliance. The two pianists are excellent; 
if forced to choose I might prefer Karel 
Košárek with his mastery of touch, but that 
is a purely subjective feeling. In the Chamber 
Music, the soft tone of clarinettist Ludmila 
Peterková and the tone colour of Jiří Bárta’s 
cello play are used to wonderful effect. Jana 
Boušková is a master of her instrument, but 
Martinů assigned her what is more the role of 
“impressionist” shading.

Luboš Stehlík
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The Smetana Trio
Tchaikovsky, Dvořák

Smetana Trio: Jitka Čechová – piano, 
Jana Vonášková-Nováková – violin, 

Jan Páleníček – cello. 
Production: Matouš Vlčinský. Text: Cz., 
Eng., Ger., Fr. Recorded: Apr–May 2008, 
Bohemia Music Studio, Prague. Released: 

2008. TT: 73:12. DDD. 1 CD Supraphon 
SU 39492.

Few Czech chamber ensembles play 
with such huge personal commitment as the 
Smetana Trio, and this CD is no exception. 
Tchaikovsky’s major three-quarter-of-an-hour 
Piano Trio in a minor is among the most dif-
fi cult of piano trios and as performed by the 
Smetana Trio it has an almost symphonic lift 
and expansiveness. The fi rst movement rises in 
great excited waves, full of Russian melancholy 
and extreme emotionality; the two funeral 
marches (in the middle of the movement and at 
the end) are desolate with emptiness and dark-
ness. By contrast in this essentially gloomy 
movement the following variations introduce 
light and poetry into the composition. Here 
the musicians work brilliantly with contrasts of 
mood and cast wonderful spells with sound. 

In their performance every variation is an 
exquisite, very colourful picture. The movement 
culminates in the magnifi cent fi nale, which is 
charged with élan and optimism. This makes 
the breakthrough into the fi nal funeral march, 
with which the whole work again falls into 
bottomless silence, all the more powerful. Here 
the Smetana Trio have provided an exception-
ally intense musical experience for listeners. 
They play Tchaikovsky in a truly unique way 
and their members put so much energy and 
emotion into the music that they literally “draw 
us in” to their play. I can admit that after fi rst 
listening to the Tchaikovsky I felt the same 
way as after watching a very suspenseful fi lm 
and I even had to turn off the CD player for 
a moment to give myself time to recover. The 
Dvořák Piano Trio no. 2 in G minor, op. 26, 
which follows, fortunately provides space for 
relaxation. In expression this is incomparably 
less momentous music than the Tchaikovsky 
Trio. The performers have imbued the piece 
with delicate and very tender colours, and their 
more airy interpretation is greatly benefi ted by 
the faster tempos of the 3rd and 4th move-
ments. The highly original graphic design of 
the booklet and excellent accompanying text 
by Jan Kachlík help to make this brilliant Sme-
tana Trio recording one of the most important 
Supraphon projects in recent times. 

Věroslav Němec

Nováček manages to imprint each piece with 
a unique mood through his very heart-felt and 
expressively nuanced play. There are few pian-
ists who can play a larger number of Brahms’s 
compositions with higher opus numbers 
without the risk of the listener becoming a lit-
tle bored sometimes. The three intermezzos 
from 1892 date from a time when the rapidly 
ageing and ill composer was succumbing to 
ever more oppressive feelings of nostalgia and 
melancholy. These too Nováček performs with 
great inner understanding; this is real, chiaro-
scuro Brahms, with all the delicate beauty of 
its musical poetry and all its bitter life experi-
ence. The success of the CD will certainly be 
enhanced by the accompanying booklet, which 
is excellent in both textual content and graphic 
design and contains – apart from several 
artistically striking and tasteful photographs of 
the performer – two photographs showing the 
composer in his youth and mature years.

Jindřich Bajgar

Darius Milhaud
Le Boeuf sur le toit

Benjamin Britten
Suite for Violin and Piano
Bohuslav Martinů

Sonata no. 3 for violin and piano

Jana Vonášková-Nováková – violin, 
Petr Novák – piano. 

Production: Pavel Vlček. Text: Eng., 
Cz.. Recorded: Nov. 2007, Studio 

ČRo Plzeň. Released: 2008. 
TT: 61:45. DDD. 1 CD Cube-Bohemia 

CBCD2841.

I have been following the career of Jana 

Nováková (today also known under her mar-
ried name, Vonášková) ever since hearing 
her in the Talent of the Year competition. In 

terms of speed of development, and ripening 
as a musician, she is unrivalled among her 
violinist contemporaries. It is remarkable how 
far she has come since the period when her 
main features were extraordinary musical-
ity and psychological unevenness. Today 
she is a complete violinist, and outstanding 
chamber player (since 2003 a member of the 
Smetana Trio), soloist and a mother. The fact 
that she has made this CD with her brother 
gives it added marketing appeal, but in fact 
Petr Novák shows that he is a promising 
chamber performer and much more important 
than the family relationship is the unorthodox 
programme and its brilliant interpretation. 
The masterfully played, technically very diffi cult 
cinéma-fantaisie Le Boeuf sur le toit op. 58b 
(Ox on the Roof) by Darius Milhaud opens 
the CD. In this country the violin version is 
presented much less frequently than the 
orchestral version or version for four-handed 
piano. The now quite old recording by Gidon 
Kremer and Oleg Maisenberg for Warner Clas-
sics is even more effortless in technical terms, 
but the new recording can compete with it in 
“French” charm. 
Britten’s Suite op. 6 was a discovery for me. 
I had never heard it and had simply gathered 
that our violinist is probably the second to 
have recorded it, while the fi rst (Zambrzycki 
– Payne, EMI), is now apparently unavailable. 
Conservative in mood, the showy piece from 
the 1930s does not yet show the typical 
Britten idiom and displays all kinds of past 
and present infl uences, but it is instrumentally 
a rewarding piece and a chance for musicians 
to shine. 
There is no way of avoiding comparing the 
present recording of Bohuslav Martinů’s Third 
Sonata H. 303 with the benchmark recording 
from Bohuslav Matoušek and Petr Adamec 
(Supraphon). Jana Vonášková-Nováková plays 
it with a healthy disrespect for tradition (Suk, 
Snítil, Ženatý, Matoušek), convincingly bringing 
to the performance a view of her own, which 
the listener may but need not necessarily 
accept. For me is her rendering of the piece 
appealing. And surely she is bound to develop 
a broader outlook as she gets older. 
The Nováks’ album is one of the most positive 
Czech violin projects of 2008. 

Luboš Stehlik
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Terezín/Theresienstadt
(Weber, Švenk, Strauss, Roman, Taube, 

Ullmann, Krása, Haas, Schulhoff)

Anne Sofi e von Otter – mezzosoprano, 
Christian Gerhaher – baritone, Daniel 
Hope – violin, Bengt Forsberg – piano, 

Gerold Huber – piano, Bebe Risen-
fors – accordion, double bass, guitar, 

Ib Hausmann – clarinet, 
Philip Dukes – viola, 

Josephine Knight – cello. 
Production: Valérie Gross, Marion 

Thiem. Text: Eng., Ger., Fr.. Recorded: 
Berlin, Studio Teldex, Feb. 2006, Mu-
nich, Studio Bavaria-Musik, Feb. 2007. 
Released: 2007. TT: 71:40. DDD. 1 CD 
Deutsche Grammophon 477 6546 GH 

(Universal Music).

The quality of performance in any Anne Sofi e 

von Otter recording is something that we have 

long come to take for granted, but the singer also 

untiringly searches out new and adventurous rep-

ertoire and so far she has always made inspired 

choices. Her capacity to move between genres 

allows her a very wide choice of material, each 

one of her recordings has a distinct idea behind 

it and none are just recorded to add bulk to her 

discography. Every recording brings something 

interesting. This time, in collaboration with the 

baritone Christian Gerhaher and instrumental-

ists she presents music written in or associated 

with the Terezín concentration camp. She does so 

at a time when the wave of interest in this theme 

– unfortunately for a time exploited in a rather 

commercial spirit – has receded and audience re-

ception is now of a more sober and objective kind. 

This timing is refl ected in a sensible choice of 

repertoire – a decision not to be carried away by 

the main wave, but to create a whole that will not 

be just an ephemeral document of (pardon me) 

fashion. The recording contains songs of grief, 

songs of everyday Terezín life, songs from theatre 

productions, moments that that sound almost 

frivolous and carefree, and then serious composi-

tions of the highest artistic quality. Listening to 

them one after another it is as if we were sharing 

the experience of arrival in Terezín, the feelings of 

prisoners who behind its walls long for their lost 

homes (A Walk through Terezín by Ilse Weber), 

but who even in the constrained space of un-

freedom manage to experience love (Under the 

Umbrella by Karel Švenk) and give each other 

strength (All can be done by Karel Švenk). 

Yet their fate is dark; many say their goodbyes, 

knowing that they are fi nal (Ilse Weber, Adieu 

my Friend, And it’s raining...), or reaching for 

rays of hope (Adolf Strauss, We shall Cer-

tainly See it Each Other Again). Here we fi nd 

the song of the Terezín prisoners with an anony-

mous lyric to a melody from Kálmán’s operetta 

Countess Marica: the contradiction between 

the operetta hit, the words, “We here in Terezín 

take life as it is, for if we took it any other way, 

it would be a tragedy”, and the circumstances 

in which it was sung, sends shivers down our 

spines, as do the memories of childhood (We 

Ride on Wooden Horses by Martin Roman) 

and Lullabies by Ilse Weber. The recording also 

contains Three Songs on Words by Rimbaud by 

Hans Krása, The Jewish Child by Carl Taub, 

a selection of songs by Viktor Ullmann, Four 

Songs on Chinese Poetry by Pavel Haas and 

Violin Sonata by Erwin Schulhoff. Schulhoff’s 

Sonata deviates from most of the rest of the 

repertoire on the album, but not because it is 

the only purely instrumental work included – 

as such it actually forms a moving culmination, 

where words have already run out and music 

itself speaks. However, the Sonata was written 

in 1927 (Viktor Ullmann’s Sonnets on texts by 

Louiz Labé, unfortunately not complete on the 

CD, was also written before the war, as were 

some other pieces on the album) and above all 

Erwin Schulhoff was not imprisoned in Terezín, 

and so the CD title does not in fact entirely 

correspond to the composers included. The 

author of the text in the booklet must certainly 

have been aware of this, and it would have been 

enough if she had just given brief reasons for the 

inclusion of the Schulhoff piece. Both singers 

cope very well with Czech (the songs by Karel 

Švenk, Hans Krása and Pavel Haas). In most 

cases the foreign accent is hardly detectable; 

naturally problems occur where a syncopated, 

quasi-jazz rhythm fi ghts with the Czech phonet-

ics; not everyone can manage to turn this to 

good account and into a speciality, as Voskovec 

and Werich did, and it is really an insuperable 

task for foreigners. We should stress that also 

the editors of the text supplement to the booklet 

have done a good job with the Czech.

Vlasta Reittererová

Antonín Dvořák
Symphonies 7, 8 & 9, American Suite

Royal Liverpool Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Libor Pešek. 

Production: Andrew Keener. Text: Eng., 
Ger., Fr. Recorded: 1987, Philharmonic 
Hall, Liverpool. Released: 2008. TT: 

75:12, 67:12. DDD. 2 CD Virgin Classics/
EMI 50999 5 22039 2 3.

The engagement of the leading Czech conduc-
tor Libor Pešek in Liverpool enriched musical 
life in Britain but also had an important feedback 
effect on the development of music interpretation 
here in the Czech Republic. The indisputable talent 
of Libor Pešek brought to the Royal Liverpool 
Philharmonic a new spirit combining professional-
ism with emotional warmth and passion. Dvořák’s 
7th Symphony was originally premiered in London 
in 1885, with the composer conducting, and it was 
to have major consequences for the entire future 
direction of his life. In the fi rst two movements 
the composition is generally grave and dreamy 
in mood, but in the Scherzo it already stands on 
fi rm ground in its own rhythmic and fresh spirit. 
The fi nal Allegro is once again shot through with 
melancholic melodies and an unrelenting rhythm. In 
the 8th “English” Symphony, one is fascinated by 
the delicacy of Pešek’s treatment of the introduc-
tion, which quite unambiguously characterises the 
work. Unlike the preceding symphony, the Eighth is 
vibrant with optimism and lightness. It is here that 
Pešek really demonstrates the mastery with which 
he leads the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic: rich and 
luminous strings, balanced wind, every detail of the 
score brought out. The moving melodic passage 
in the middle of the fi rst movement almost brings 
tears to the eyes. This is a Dvořák that is fi nely 
chiselled and so internally rich that the individual 
notes seem to be like light balloons fl ying with more 
or less energy around us. The second disc starts 
with the American Suite written towards the end 
of the composer’s stay in New York. This famous 
and very familiar work sounds entirely fresh here, 
and so melodious that we have the feeling that the 
conductor has conceived it in a quite new way. The 
orchestra plays with admirable precision, purity and 
with an élan that is truly uncommon. And what can 
we say of the New World with which the whole 
album ends! Pešek’s tempos are so well worked out 
that together with the refi ned dynamics they leave 
a magnifi cent impression. 

Marta Tužilová
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