A wonderful Martinu festival – David Kempson (UK) 
Have you ever imagined converting a dilapidated barn into a purpose-built chamber music venue and running your own international festival of the music of Martinu and his contemporaries? Well, the delightful folks who run Het Jagthuis – the Hunters House - have done just that, and from 26 to 28 May held a very successful Martinu weekend, featuring 5 concerts, a theremin workshop, and 2 lectures (in English) by Jaroslav Milhule, Martinu’s Czech biographer and a former Czech ambassador to the Netherlands. All the concerts were recorded by Dutch Radio for broadcast at a future date – see www.concertzender.nl for detail, but don’t hold your breath – concerts recorded in March 2005 have not yet been scheduled for broadcast. 

 

Het Jagthuis is in a small village called Nederhorst den Berg, in the polder country, less than 40 kilometers from Amsterdam. The organisers worked with the International Bohuslav Martinu Foundation, the Kapralova Society, the Policka Museum, Karel van Eycken, and a number of others, to provide an informative programme, an excellent exhibition (in English), three films, and past Martinu Society Newsletters to give concert-goers new to Martinu some context. They were also kind enough to provide their only English visitor with a translation of the key parts of the programme.

The first of the Saturday concerts focussed on Martinu’s Paris years, and featured Harry-Imre Dijkstra, a Dutch clarinettist with a considerable knowledge of Martinu, the Czech violinist Radka Dohnalova, and the Israeli-born, English-based pianist Daniel Adni, who has played Martinu’s music for many years (the BBC archive shows he recorded 2 programmes of Martinu piano music for Radio 3 in 1989), and who took the place of Yonty Solomon in the Solomon Piano Trio. The concert started with a lively performance of Martinu’s 7 Arabesques for violin and piano, which made a persuasive case for them as beautiful miniatures as well as excellent study pieces (ironic that they are composed by an ‘incorrigibly lazy’ student, unable to complete his own studies). This was followed by a number of piano pieces from the set produced for the Paris Exposition of 1937 by Martinu and a number of his Paris-based contemporaries. Daniel played Le train hante, and The fifth day of the fifth moon by Martinu, alongside Alexander Tansman’s Le Geant and Tibor Harsanyi’s Le tourbillon mecanique. Daniel played this rare repertoire with panache and precision. On this basis, I strongly recommend the Wigmore Hall concert of 2nd December, where he and the Martinu Quartet will be playing Martinu’s 2nd Piano Quintet. 

Tcherepin’s Sonata for clarinet and piano, and Roussel’s Aria for violin and piano followed, and the performance finished with Martinu’s Clarinet Sonatina from 1956, which appeared to me to have the clarity, but not perhaps the beauty or depth, of the orchestral and concertante works he was writing at this time (e.g. the Fourth Piano Concerto). 

The rarity of some of this repertoire is illustrated by Jaroslav Mihule telling the audience in his lecture on Martinu and the School of Paris that this was the first time he had heard ‘le train hante’ played live.

In the evening, Prague’s Bennewitz Quartet gave a riveting performance of Pavel Haas’s second string quartet (I hardly dare confess now that on listening to the Decca recording I found it unremarkable). It sounded magnificent, a noble successor to Janacek’s quartets. Martinu’s third string quartet was also played in (to me) an exemplary fashion, really bringing out its wit and rhythmical tricks, and the concert started with Gideon Klein’s Fantasy and Fugue for String Quartet from 1943. The other piece in the programme was Herbert Howells’ Rhapsodic Quintet for Clarinet and Strings, which went down well with the audience. 

Sunday’s concert, based on Martinu in America, featured his Fantasy for Theremin, Oboe, String Quartet and Piano, together with his Second Piano Quintet, plus Theremin pieces by Lydia Kavina and Miklos Rosza. The concert was preceded by a workshop on the Theremin given by the Moscow-born Lydia Kavina, Lev Theremin’s last protégé, who is an extraordinary virtuoso of this extraordinary instrument. She appears always able to keep the sounds under control, when, as the workshop showed, they are constantly teetering towards being out of control. The Fantasie featured Lydia, the Bennewitz Quartet, and the oboist Ingrid Nissen, who is based both in the Netherlands and in Edgware, and who has a real knowledge and love of Czech culture (literary as well as musical). It is a beautiful piece, full of delightful harmonies, and deserves to be heard more often. The Theremin is used within a very clear formal structure to great effect. 

The second piano quintet, played by the Bennewitz with Ksenio Kouzmenko, from Minsk, provided a magnificent half hour’s worth of music. The performance brought out the clear harmonies, delightful melodies, changing rhythms, and sheer power of the work. After the third movement, there was considerable applause, as many in the audience thought that a magnificent climax to a great work. After the final movement, the applause was deafening. 

Unfortunately I was unable to attend the first day, which featured the music of Martinu and Kapralova, and a lecture by Jaroslav Mihule on Martinu and Women. I was in Prague instead (and caught a performance of the Greek Passion at the National Theatre earlier in the week in which the orchestral playing, conducted by Jiri Behlolavek, brought out the ravishing beauty of the music). However, the whole weekend was a wonderful celebration of Martinu’s chamber music, setting him in the context of his contemporaries and friends. The concert organizers also provided professionally-cooked three course meals, and wine for their audience, alongside the music. I am sure Martinu will have gained many more Dutch advocates, and Het Jagthuis should be congratulated for presenting such a superb festival of Martinu.
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