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PROGRAM

Piano Quartet in C Major, WoO 36 No.3
Ludwig van Beethoven

I. Allegro vivace
II. Adagio con espressione
III. Rondo: Allegro 

Piano Quartet No.2 in F Minor, Op.2
Felix Mendelssohn

I. Allegro molto
II. Adagio
III. Intermezzo: Allegro moderato
IV. Allegro molto vivace

INTERMISSION

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 all Zingarese: Presto



Notes on the Program

The piano quartet – particularly the combination of violin, viola, cello, and piano – is one of the
most pleasing ensembles in the chamber music literature, balancing the unique sound qualities of
the piano against the rich tapestry of strings in the three registers of soprano, alto, and tenor.  In the
early days of western music, until Bach’s day, the only keyboard instrument with the sonic power
to be heard over the three strings was the organ, and such an unlikely combination would have been
infelicitous at best, as well as logistically challenging in any space outside a church (though
Dvořák’s charming 1878 Bagatelles is scored for three strings plus harmonium, a small foot-pumped
domestic organ).

The first piano quartets worthy of the name were the two written by Mozart in 1785-86, and they
remain favorites in the chamber music repertoire.  In his day the piano was early in the process of
replacing the harpsichord as the preferred concerto and chamber keyboard instrument, and its
relatively feeble sonic power limited its ability to be heard above more than two string instruments
at the same time, hence the popularity of the piano trio rather than quartet in the 18th century. 
Mozart’s solution was to treat the piano more like a solo concertante instrument than as an ensemble
player, with the three strings acting like a small backup orchestra:  Mozart’s piano solo passages
alternate with string passages instead of competing at the same time. 

The teenaged Beethoven living in Bonn probably hadn’t heard Mozart’s pieces when he set about
writing his own three piano quartets in 1785, but he was an avid student of the Viennese master’s
work and was clearly imitating his style, with alternating passages of piano and strings predominant. 
But by the time Beethoven began publishing his work ten years later he had abandoned the piano
quartet form in favor of trios, a much more compatible instrumentation with the pianos of his day. 
The only piano quartet commercially published in his lifetime was an 1810 rearrange-ment of a
piano/wind quintet he had composed in 1796.

From its inception the piano quartet, like nearly all music including the piano well into the twentieth
century, was composed by virtuoso pianists as a means of showcasing the  skills of the keyboard
player.  Felix Mendelssohn was just such a pianist, a child prodigy at the keyboard as well as a
precocious composer whose first published works were three piano quartets written in 1822-24
starting at age thirteen.  He was playing on the same generation of piano as Beethoven, and so he
had to contend with the natural sonic imbalance between the early piano and the mass of three string
players.  His solution was similar to that of Mozart and Beethoven: to have the strings softly
accompany the piano during those long passages when the piano had to shine.

The first time we find the piano and strings truly playing as equals in a quartet ensemble is in the
piano quartet composed by Robert Schumann nearly twenty years later.  By this point in its
evolution, the piano had the strength to be heard against the loudest volume that three string players
could produce, and Schumann took full advantage of the sonic possibilities of the ensemble.  In the
same year he composed a piano quintet, adding another violin to the three strings, to equally
stunning effect.



With Johannes Brahms we find the apotheosis of piano quartet writing.  An intimate friend and
protégé of Schumann, he began work on the first of three piano quartets the year after his mentor’s
death.  In these works, as in Schumann’s,  we find none of the reticence required of the string
players – now it is the pianist who must often be careful not to overpower the strings.

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 – 1827)
Piano Quartet in C Major, WoO 36 No.3 (1785) (~20 minutes)

In 1795 the 25-year-old Beethoven signed a contract with Artaria, the leading Viennese music
publisher whose client roster included Mozart, Haydn, and Boccherini.  Their first publication was
a set of three piano trios that they designated “Opus 1”.  Over the remaining three decades of his life
he would publish  nearly 200 separate works to which he assigned 138 opus numbers.  In fact
Beethoven was one of the first composers to catalog his own works sequentially in a systematic way.

But not all of his musical output is contained in his catalog of opus numbers; there are another 200-
odd completed works that he never published, or that were printed privately in narrowly circulated
editions.  He documented virtually all of them in his detailed notebooks and catalogs, and many of
them were unknown during his lifetime.  Finally, in 1955 Hans Halm and Georg Kinsky prepared
a catalog listing all of Beethoven’s works that were not originally published with an opus number,
or that survived only as fragments.  They called these works collectively “Works without Opus
Number” – in German “Werke ohne Opuszahl” abbreviated WoO.  The earliest of these is his
“Dressler Variations” for piano solo, published privately in Mannheim in 1782 when he was just
twelve years old.

His unnumbered compositions are by no means insubstantial: they include some of his most
charming writing for chamber music combinations, as well as the familiar solo Für Elise that every
beginning pianist used to play.  Among the chamber works are a set of three piano quartets that he
composed in 1785 at the age of fifteen, while serving in Bonn as court organist to the Elector, and
they remained unpublished until a year after his death.  Beethoven wrote only one other piano
quartet (Op. 16 in 1810), but it was simply an arrangement of his 1796 quintet for piano and winds.

Beethoven’s third piano quartet is a work of great charm in the classical style of Haydn and Mozart,
with occasional prefigurings of the mature style that he would develop over the next fifteen years. 
The work is in three short movements:  Allegro vivace (quick and lively), Adagio con espressione
(slowly and expressively), and Rondo/Allegro (quickly, in rondo form).

The bright first and third movements could easily be mistaken for a Mozart piano concerto, with the
strings providing little more than backup to the spotlighted piano.  By contrast, the sweetly lyrical
second movement opens with the piano in the foreground, but midway through it the strings rise to
equal importance with solo and choral passages of their own against an accompanying piano.



Felix Mendelssohn (1809 – 1847)
Piano Quartet No. 2 in F Minor, Op.2 (1823)

(~30 minutes)

Probably the most well-rounded composer in the western canon, Felix Mendelssohn was a skilled
painter and linguist as well as a virtuoso pianist, organist, conductor, educator, and champion of the
great composers of earlier ages.  Like Mozart he was a precocious child who demonstrated a
prodigious talent for music, beginning piano lessons at an early age and quickly moving on to
instruction in composition at age ten.  But while Mozart’s father shamelessly promoted the boy as
a touring keyboard prodigy from the age of six, Mendelssohn’s father simply allowed Felix to follow
his own path and supported him at every step.  Unlike many of the great composers, Mendelssohn
didn’t come from an impoverished or broken home, but from a well-off and loving family that
actively supported the arts as well as each other, and nearly all of his musical output is imbued with
sunny optimism and playful exuberance.  Also, while he revered composers of the past, especially
Bach, Haydn, and Mozart, he never suffered the fate of Schubert who forever lived in the shadow
of Beethoven.

In 1821 the twelve-year-old Mendelssohn traveled from Berlin to Weimar with his composition
teacher for a two-week visit with the great Johann Goethe, now 74 years old.  In a famous letter
home he wrote “Every morning I receive a kiss from the author of Faust and of Werther, and every
afternoon two kisses from Goethe, friend and father.  Fancy that!!”  At that time he was working on
a piano quartet in D minor, which would not be published until well after his death.  In the three
years following his return from Goethe’s home he continued working on the piano quartet form.  By
1825 he had three piano quartets ready for publication, and they were released as Opus 1, 2, and 3. 
In the same year he completed his famous String Octet, and in 1826 he composed his orchestral
Overture to “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” 

The second piano quartet that we hear today dates from 1823 and is in four movements.  The first
movement Allegro molto (very quick) opens with the strings stating the first subject, while the piano
joins in just to punctuate and comment with virtuosic filigree.  The piano is the first to state the
second subject, but before long it is the strings who continue to dominate the principal thematic
material while the piano offers virtuosic decoration and harmonic continuity.  This balanced
treatment of the ensemble’s forces is midway between the concertante style of Mozart-Beethoven
and the full-blown chamber ensembles of Schumann and Brahms.

The second movement Adagio (slowly) is a lyrical collaboration between the piano and strings, very
much in the character of the eight books of Songs Without Words that he would write between 1829
and 1845 for solo piano.  It is followed by an Intermezzo marked Allegro moderato (quickly but in
moderation), which serves as a bridge to the finale movement that follows.

The last movement, marked Allegro molto vivace (fast and very lively) finally gives the strings a
chance to display their virtuosity.  It is a rondo with a theme that recurs several times, sandwiching
episodic digressions.  Of the four movements it is the one that most suggests the elfin character that



would appear again and again throughout the Mendelssohn’s subsequent compositional career.

Johannes Brahms (1833 – 1897)
Piano Quartet No. 1 in G Minor, Op.25 (1861) (~40 minutes)

Of all the composers of his era, Brahms’s music embodies the most passionate expression of the
Romantic style while also being the most grounded in the older classical forms of Bach and Mozart,
Haydn and Beethoven.  Much of the passion comes from the infusion of folk idioms and textures
into his music: Hungarian dances, Austrian waltzes, dance-hall band styles, and gypsy instrumenta-
tion.

A major influence on Brahms’s development was his deep friendship with Robert Schumann starting
in 1853 when Brahms was 20 years old.  Brahms had recently begun touring in virtuoso piano
concerts; Schumann had been a virtuoso but had incapacitated one of his fingers through ill-advised
practice; Schumann’s wife Clara was a well-known performer even before she met Robert, and she
premiered his piano compositions after he was no longer able to play at concert level.  Up until that
point Brahms had published practically nothing, and he had destroyed all of his earlier works as not
being good enough.

Once drawn into the Schumanns’ orbit, and as Robert’s physical and mental health rapidly
deteriorated over the next three years, Brahms turned serious attention towards charting his own path
as a composer.  In 1855-56 Brahms sketched the first versions of the three piano quartets that he
would eventually complete between 1861 and 1874.  The first of them (Op.25) gained instant
approval by audiences and critics alike, and it remains the most widely performed today; indeed, it
is one of the most popular works in the chamber music literature.

If the piano quartets of Beethoven and Mendelssohn were really piano concertos in disguise, then
Brahms’s were really symphonies masquerading as chamber works.  The G-minor first quartet has
everything you could ask for: by turns lyrically melodic, lushly harmonic, gently mysterious, and
brashly triumphant, and all finished off with a rousing Gypsy hoedown.

The first movement Allegro (quickly) is built up from just a few simple thematic motifs, ranging
from stately nobility to sweet lyricism to boisterous country-dance, always with a compelling
forward impulse that is at times leisurely and at others urgent.  These motifs are closely interrelated,
giving the movement a sense of structural unity as each one shifts seamlessly into the next.  Brahms
develops each motif before moving on to the next, in a process that has been described as
“developing variation”.

The second movement Allegro ma non troppo (lively but not too fast) forgoes the traditional dance-
like scherzo and instead offers us an Intermezzo that acts as a way for us and the musicians to catch
our breath after the drama of the first movement.  It begins with the strings alone setting a



mysterious mood, with a muted first violin adding an ethereal quality to the sound.  A middle Trio
section changes the key from minor to major and changes the mood from mysterious to playfully
animated.  A repeat of the opening Intermezzo is followed by a brief coda that reprises the Trio and
vanishes into the air.

The third movement Andante con moto (slow but flowing) opens with a stately string chorale singing
over a steadily moving piano accompaniment.  Gradually we sense the approach of a marching band,
at first distantly and then passing before us in triumphal procession.  The calm returns as the band
marches off into the distance and the opening chorale is heard again, even more radiant than before. 
The movement ends serenely.

In the final movement Rondo alla Zingarese (Rondo in Gypsy style) Brahms pulls out all the stops
in a dizzying tour de force that starts off fast (presto) and ends up  headlong (molto presto).  In true
rondo style he presents a single theme that will recur several times throughout the movement,
separated by contrasting episodes.  In some passages the piano part imitates the sound of the
cimbalom, the hammered dulcimer so characteristic of Gypsy folk music, culminating in a brilliant
cadenza for piano solo that sounds like a showy virtuoso cimbalom display.  Some of the episodes
reprise material from earlier appearances, varying major and minor or combining material from two
episodes, so that the movement is constantly engaging our interest with a combination of the fresh
and the familiar.

© Lawrence Bein

ARTISTS

Since 2003 the OMNI PIANO QUARTET has brought extensive and diverse experience and
expression to three centuries of chamber music literature while delighting audiences at the Canaan
Chamber Music Festival, the Red Bank Chamber Music Society, CUNY/Staten Island, and other
venues.  Drawn from the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, New York Philharmonic, Composers String
Quartet and Arden Trio, its members explore the wide variety of music in their medium with all its
combinations and expressive possibilities.

Violinist SUZANNE ORNSTEIN is a graduate of the University of Michigan and the Yale School
of Music.  She is a founding member of the Arden Trio, a piano trio that has been performing
concerts and residencies throughout the United States and Europe ever since its 1981 New York
debut as a winner of Concert Artists Guild International Competition.  Ms Ornstein’s many musical
interests have led her to tour with a variety of artists and ensembles, including as concertmaster of
the Coffee Club Orchestra for Garrison Keillor’s American Radio Company.  This ensemble went
on to become the resident orchestra for City Center’s prestigious Encore Series and has been
featured on the PBS series “Great Performances”.  Ms Ornstein has also served as concertmaster of



New York City’s Chorale Society, the New York Pops, the American Symphony Orchestra and the
Little Orchestra Society among many others.  She has an extensive discography as ensemble leader
with Dawn Upshaw, Audra MacDonald and Barbara Cook among many others.  She has long been
affiliated with the New York Philharmonic and has appeared with them in New York City and on
tour.

Violist RONALD CARBONE enjoys a diverse musical life encompassing Chamber music,
recording, and solo performances.  He is principal violist of The American Ballet Theatre Orchestra
and an associate member of the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra.  He was the violist in the Portsmouth
Chamber Ensemble, recipients of the Martha Baird Rockefeller Fund for Music Award, and the
Griffes String Quartet and Lexington Trio, recipients of the Artists International Award.  He was
violist in the Composers String Quartet and is a frequent guest violist with Spectrum Concerts
Berlin.  He was a member of the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and Barcelona City Orchestra.  He
is currently on the faculty of Smith College and has recordings on Naxos, CRI, Urlicht, Albany, and
Reference Records.  Mr Carbone is also an ensemble member of the New York Chamber Music
Festival and the Rose Colored Glasses Ensemble.

Cellist DAVID HEISS is a member of the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra and principal cellist of The
New York Pops at Carnegie Hall, as well as a sought-after guest principal for many New York City
area ensembles. He is a frequent guest artist and teacher at music festivals throughout the eastern
United Sates. In his career he has performed a number of world and American premieres, including
concertos by Theodore Antoniou and Irving Robbin and a cello sonata dedicated to him by Robert
Manno. Extending beyond classical boundaries, he has played with such divergent groups as Hootie
and the Blowfish and the Goo Goo Dolls on The Today Show and Late Night with David Letterman,
and has been recorded in  hundreds of sessions for films, albums, and commercials.  On Broadway
he was featured in the Tony-award-winning drama The Elephant Man as the on-stage solo cellist,
performing his own arrangements of incidental music.  Mr Heiss was a scholarship student of famed
cellist Leonard Rose at the Juilliard School. He plays a John Betts cello, dated 1789.

Pianist THOMAS SCHMIDT has had a multifaceted career as pianist, teacher, organist, conductor
and composer.  He is a founding member of the Arden Trio, which has toured the country and
recorded extensively for over 30 years.  He was professor of music at Concordia College in
Bronxville, NY, for over twenty years until 1990.  Since then he has been director of music at Saint
Peter’s Lutheran Church in Manhattan where is organist, choir director and composer of weekly
liturgical music.  His duties there include directing the annual Good Friday performances of Bach’s
St. Matthew and St. John Passions and organizing the Tuesday Classical Concert Series.  He is the
conductor of the Long Island Symphonic Choral Association and assistant conductor of the Gregg
Smith Singers.  His doctoral degree is from Yale, his master’s from the University of Wisconsin.


