
Bohuslav Martinů / December 08, 1890 – August 28, 1959

SERENADE NO. 1

To describe Bohuslav’s beginning in music as “inauspicious” would be an understatement. He entered 
the Prague Conservatory at sixteen to study violin, but he washed out before graduation. The official 
record states that he was “expelled for incorrigible negligence”. Immaturity almost cancelled out his 
extraordinary talent, but undaunted, he secured a chair in the Czech Symphony as a second violinist.  

In 1923 he made his way to Paris where fortunately he found his compositional voice studying with 
Albert Roussel, an accomplished composer himself and a gifted pedagogue. About his time with 
Roussel, Bohuslav wrote, “With friendly and almost tender understanding, he divined, discovered, and 
strengthened all in me that was unconscious, concealed, and unknown. I went to him in search of order, 
clarity, balance, refinement of taste, accuracy, and sensibility of expression, the qualities in French art I 
have always admired and with which I wished to become thoroughly intimate.”

Bohuslav remained in Paris until the Nazis invaded. Like many artists, he fled to the United States 
where he became a citizen. To augment his income, he taught students in New York City, including six-
time Grammy and three-time Oscar winner Burt Bacharach. He was never able to return to his native 
Czechoslovakia because after WWII, the communists condemned him as an “emigrant traitor”.  

During his celebrated lifetime, Bohuslav composed an enormous quantity of music – almost 400 pieces – 
including six symphonies, 14 ballet scores, 17 concertos, numerous operas, piano pieces, and an impressive 
array of smaller works. He was quite famous during his lifetime.

Written in 1932 in Paris, Bohuslav’s Serenade No. 1 demonstrates his ingenuity and his interest in exploring 
the potential of unusual combinations of instruments.  It features clarinet, horn, three violins, and one 
viola.  The serenade form harkens back to Mozart, and he dedicated the four serenades, of which this is 
the first, to “The Society of Mozartian Studies of Paris”.

This piece exudes charm and quirky originality. It shows a clarity and precision that is characteristic of 
French music of the period, which consciously rejected the “German sound” from across the border. It 
looks and sounds like a piece that would be as fun to play as it is to hear.

Luigi Boccherini / February 19, 1743 – May 28, 1805

STRING QUINTET NO. 1 IN B-FLAT MAJOR

Luigi was one of Europe’s foremost cellists. As a composer, he began with string quartets, but he soon 
added an additional cello to the ensemble and perfected the string quintet. By the time he was through, 
he had written 141. His style is described as “galante”, a type of music popular between 1720 – 1770.  
Galante music represented a purposeful reaction against the intricate complexity of the late Baroque 
period. By comparison, galante music is simple, elegant, refined, and features a single melody. This style 
appeared not just in music, but also in the visual arts (Watteau, Fragonard) and even fashion. Perfumed 
handkerchiefs and powdered wigs were characteristics of this trend.

Now here’s one for Ripley and Believe It or Not. Boccherini would be surprised to learn that one of his 
galante quintets (not this one) would end up with a prominent role in 1955 in one of the best British 
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movies ever filmed, The Ladykillers, featuring Alec Guinness and Peter Sellers. The plot is pure 
comedic genius. A group of dodgy robbers planning a daring heist from an armored car need a place 
from which to launch their audacious caper. Guinness (the sinister Professor Marcus) finds rooms 
for his crew in the home of the sweet, elderly, and unsuspecting widow Mrs. Wilberforce. Behind her 
back they call her “Mrs. Lopsided”. As cover, they masquerade as a string quintet needing a place 
to practice. And what piece are they practicing behind closed doors as part of their zany hoax? The 
celebrated minuet from Boccherini’s String Quintet in E Major. Actually, once they close the door, 
they put a record on a record player to complete the deception. (Anyone under 50 probably won’t 
know what a record player is.) Surrounded by her raucous parrots, Mrs. Wilberforce listens with rapt 
attention from another room. That’s the setup. The plot from there is wild. I won’t tell you who ends 
up with the loot, but it’s not Professor Marcus and his louts. It’s on Amazon Prime should you care to 
watch it, and if you wonder where the Coen brothers got the idea for Fargo, look no further.

Who knew that music written in 1770 in a milieu occupied by powdered wigs and perfumed  
handkerchiefs would enjoy a revival in the 20th century in a dark British comedy.

Jesse Montgomery / 1981

SOURCE CODE

Jesse is an acclaimed composer, violinist, and educator, a winner of the Leonard Bernstein Award 
from the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) Foundation. Her music 
interweaves classical music with elements of vernacular music, improvisation, language, and social 
justice, placing her squarely as one of the most relevant interpreters of 21st century sound and 
experience. The Washington Post called her works “turbulent and colorful”. She describes music 
as her “connection to the world.  t guides me to understand my place in relation to others and 
challenges me to make clear the things I do not understand. I imagine that music is a meeting place 
where all people can converse about their unique differences and common stories.”  

Here is her description of Source Code: “The first sketches of Source Code began as transcriptions of 
various sources from African American artists prominent during the peak of the Civil Rights era in the 
United States. I experimented by re-interpreting gestures, sentences, and musical syntax (the bare 
bones of rhythm and inflection) by choreographer Alvin Ailey, poets Langston Hughes and Rita Dove, 
and the great jazz songstress Ella Fitzgerald into musical sentences and tone paintings. Ultimately, 
this exercise of listening, re-imagining, and transcribing led me back to the black spiritual as a 
common musical source across all three genres. The spiritual is a significant part of the DNA of black 
folk music, and subsequently most (arguably all) American pop music forms that have developed 
to the present day. This one-movement work is a kind of dirge, which centers on a melody based on 
syntax derived from black spirituals. The melody is continuous and cycles through like a gene strand 
with which all other textures play.”

Joseph Haydn / March 31, 1752 – May 31, 1809

STRING QUARTET IN D MAJOR, OP. 64, NO. 5, THE LARK

Papa Haydn wrote sixty-nine string quartets during his lifetime. Is it any wonder that he is 
considered to be the Father of the genre? Over the years (230), one of them has emerged as the most 
popular with audiences and considered by pundits to be his best: The Lark. He wrote it in 1790 at the 
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height of his artistic powers but during one of the worst years of his life. For thirty years, he had been Prince 
Nicholas’s esteemed and feted music director at the Prince’s opulent palace east of Vienna. But both the Prince 
and his wife died that year, leaving everything to their clueless son, Prince Anton. No friend of the arts or 
music, Anton disbanded one of the best orchestras in Europe and sent Haydn packing, albeit with a handsome 
pension. What at first looked like a spate of bad luck turned into an invigorating chapter in his career. He went 
to London where he became an instant celebrity. Moreover, he composed 12 exquisite symphonies, his London 
Symphonies to go with his 92 others for a total of 104. By comparison, Mozart wrote 41, Beethoven 9, and 
Brahms just 4.

Haydn did not attach The Lark to this quartet. No one knows who did, but we know why. The violin melody that 
opens and dominates the first movement soars and sings like a bird on the wing. Why a lark? Because unlike 
most birds who sing only when perched, larks sing while in flight, and their cheerful song is extraordinarily 
melodious. Think of the second movement as a meditation with a momentary twinge of sadness. The third is 
a witty minuet, a dance full of unexpected rhythmic and harmonic tricks and turns. One observer called the 
finale a “hectic hubbub, a romp that races through the countryside at breakneck speed.” Hang on, he wasn’t 
kidding.

If you want to know where Beethoven came from, study Haydn, Beethoven’s teacher until teacher caught 
student cheating on his homework. Some call Beethoven “Haydn on steroids”, and with good reason. Others 
say that Beethoven is “Haydn gone mad”.  I think they’re all right. Haydn is subtle, Ludwig in your face.
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