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Antonín Dvořák
(1841–1904)

String Quartet No. 12 in F Major, Op. 96, 
“American” (1893)

dvořák composed his Quartet no. 12 for Strings in F 
major, op. 96 “american” in 1893 while living in the 
Czech community of Spillville, iowa, during his three-
year stay in the united States. he wrote the work shortly 
after completing the Symphony no. 9, “From the new 
world.” reflecting on his stay in iowa he later noted, “as 
for my new Symphony, the F-major String Quartet and 
the Quintet [op. 97]…i should never have written these 
works ‘just so’ if i hadn’t seen america.”  

as with the famous Symphony, listeners are divided 
on the extent to which the themes reflect american 
sources (both african-american and native-american) 
versus melodies suggesting bohemia. the issue is 
complicated by the fact that pentatonic scales are 
readily discernible in music on both sides of the atlantic. 

the first movement, Allegro ma non troppo begins with 
a wash of shimmering sonorities out of which the viola—
the composer’s primary instrument as a performer—
begins the journey with a bold tune soon picked up by 
the others. the theme itself can be heard as fitting both 
the american and bohemian musical worlds. a second 
and less emphatic folk-like theme soon emerges, filled 
with tender yearning. both themes are clearly based 
on the abovementioned pentatonic scale. during the 
development dvořák concentrates largely on the 
first theme until late in the movement when he uses 
the second theme for an ambitious fugato before the 
recapitulation of both tunes.

marked Lento, the second movement is the emotional 
core of the Quartet. the sad main theme has been 
characterized by many commentators as african-
american and/or native american. whatever its 
ultimate source—which includes, of course, the 
composer’s bohemian heart-land—this achingly 
beautiful extended song builds to an ardent climax 
before subsiding into a quiet close supported by 
alternating legato and pizzicato passagework.

what follows is an energetic rondo structure simply 

labeled Molto vivace. dvořák cleverly transforms 
its single theme into a slower variant, giving the 
impression of a separate second theme. of note is that 
after the initial statement of the theme the composer 
has purloined the call of the scarlet tanager, which 
dvořák frequently heard during his walks in the iowa 
countryside. 

the Quartet’s Finale: Vivace ma non troppo begins 
energetically with a skipping tune energized by 
strong pulses in the lower strings, thought by some 
commentators to represent native american drumming. 
(during his stay in Spillville dvořák heard a touring 
group of Chippewas and was strongly impressed by 
their music.) a sweet and reverent chorale-like episode 
mid-movement may have been inspired by hymns he 
played on the organ at the Saint wenceslas Church in 
Spillville. dvořák brings back a shorter version of the 
opening tune to end the movement in an unequivocally 
festive mood.

String Quintet in E-flat Major, Op. 97, 
“American” (1983)

Somewhat less familiar than the op. 96 String Quartet, 
the more-or-less synchronous String Quintet carries the 
same nickname, “american.” indeed, it employs musical 
themes drawn from the composer’s exposure to a 
traveling troupe of Chippewa indians noted above. the 
Quintet also revels in clear evocations of square dance 
and hoedowns. Some of the rhythmic figures in the 
Quintet resulted from the composer’s fascination with 
the indian drumming he heard and felt. 

the first movement, Allegro non tanto, opens with 
an ear-catching tune that is cut from the same cloth 
as many of his pre-american bohemian melodies. a 
second and highly energetic theme, however, is heard 
over a drum-based dotted (long-short) rhythm, which 
derives from an indian theme. 

in the following scherzo-like Allegro vivo we hear 
another native american drumming background while 
savoring typically beguiling dvořákian melodies and 
unmistakable echoes of a hoe-down. a soulful trio 
provides a tender respite from the high-jinx energy of 
the opening and identical closing section. 



july 17, 2013  //  program notes

theme and variations is the name of the game in the 
Larghetto. the two-part theme begins with a repeated 
descending motive while the lyrical continuation may 
have come from sketches for a proposed new national 
anthem for the united States. Five variations explore the 
implications of the bi-partite theme, ending in a burst of 
dynamism that dissipates quietly at the very conclusion.

a brilliant, energetic and frolicsome rondo, Allegro 
giusto, leaps forward with a tune drawn from the same 
dotted rhythm heard in the opening movement. an early 
section, animated by rapidly repeated notes and insistent 
pizzicatos once again suggests indian dancing. a lovely 
singing episode finds us back in the bohemian countryside. 
the work ends boisterously in unbuttoned good cheer.

Program Notes by Steven Lowe

James Ehnes violin, Artistic Director
Known for his virtuosity and probing musicianship, vio-
linist James Ehnes has performed in over 30 countries 
on five continents, appearing regularly in the world’s 
great concert halls and with many of the most celebrat-
ed orchestras and conductors. in the 2013-2014 season 
James performs in the united States, Canada, the united 
Kingdom, russia, israel, belgium, norway, germany, the 
netherlands, France, and australia. Season highlights 
include concerts with the Chicago Symphony, philadel-
phia orchestra, orchestre symphonique de montréal, 
toronto Symphony, and a three-week residency in mel-
bourne, as well as performances in London, paris, berlin, 
Leipzig, brussels, prague, tel aviv, and moscow.  an avid 
chamber musician, Ehnes will tour with his string quar-
tet, the Ehnes Quartet, and lead the winter and summer 
festivals of the Seattle Chamber music Society, where 
he is the artistic director.

Amy Schwatz Moretti violin
with an affinity for chamber music and an extensive 
performing career, amy Schwartz moretti has appeared 
in Europe and across north america since her solo 
concerto debut in Carnegie hall. recent appearances 
include concerts at rome’s palazzo barberini in italy, 
[le] poisson rouge in nyC, historic Fayetteville, texas, 
and musical masterworks in old Lyme, Connecticut. She 

previewed “Shades of blue,” a violin concerto written 
for her, jazz trio and orchestra directed by composer 
matt Catingub at the Fabian Concert Series. upcoming 
engagements include her west Coast performances 
with Camerata pacifica, double concerto performances 
with cellist robert demaine and the omaha Symphony 
with music director thomas wilkins and a European tour 
with concerts at London’s wigmore hall and the musée 
du Louvre in paris as a member of the Ehnes Quartet. 

Richard O’Neill viola
richard o’neill is the winner of an avery Fisher Career 
grant and a two-time grammy award nominee. he has 
appeared with the London, Los angeles, Seoul, and Euro-
asian philharmonics; the KbS and Korean Symphony 
orchestras; the moscow and württemberg Chamber 
orchestras; and alte musik Köln. highlights of this 
season include appearances with the bbC Symphony 
and andrew davis, the premiere of huang ruo’s Viola 
Concerto commissioned for him by Camerata pacifica, 
his conducting debuts at Korea’s Sejong Center for the 
performing arts and a televised peace Concert at the 
demilitarized Zone, and his seventh season as artistic 
director of ditto.  a uniVErSaL/deutsche grammophon 
recording artist, o’neill has made seven solo albums that 
have sold more than 150,000 copies.

AbOuT SEATTlE CHAMbER MuSiC SOCiETY
established in 1982, seattle chamber music society (scms), led by Grammy Award-win-
ning Artisitic Director James ehnes, presents world-renowned musicians in fresh, exciting 
and spontaneous ensemble preformances of traditional, contemporary and seldom-heard 
chamber music during a four-week summer Festival in July and two-week Winter Festival 
in January at the illsley ball nordstrom recital hall at benaroya hall. 
For more information, visit www.seattlechambermusic.org
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Concert tickets, restaurant certificate, molly moon’s ice Cream, top pot doughnuts, and more.

All proceeds benefit Seattle Chamber Music Society’s Community Engagement programs

Winners Will be DrAWn At the conclusion oF this eveninG’s concert

tickets $10 eAch 
on sAle At the inFormAtion booth

Robert deMaine cello
robert demaine was appointed principal Cello of the 
Los angeles philharmonic by music director gustavo 
dudamel in 2012. mr. demaine has distinguished himself 
as one of the finest and most versatile musicians of 
his generation, having performed worldwide to vast 
critical acclaim from Carnegie hall and Lincoln Center 
in new york to the Kennedy Center in washington, 
d.C., teatro Colón in buenos aires, grieghalle and den 
norske opera in norway, KKL Luzern, amsterdam’s 
Concertgebouw, London’s wigmore hall and barbican 
Centre, Salle pleyel in paris, Vienna Konzerthaus, and 
the berlin philharmonie.

Erin Keefe violin
Erin Keefe was recently named Concertmaster of the 
minnesota orchestra and was awarded an avery Fisher 
Career grant in 2006 as well as the 2009 pro musicis 
international award. She has also been the grand prize 
winner in the Valsesia (italy), torun (poland), Schadt 
and Corpus Christi international violin competitions 
and was the Silver medalist in the Carl nielsen, Sendai 
(Japan), and gyeongnam (Korea) competitions. in recent 
seasons, ms. Keefe has appeared as soloist with the new 
mexico Symphony, the new york City ballet orchestra, 
the Korean Symphony orchestra, the amadeus Chamber 
orchestra, the Sendai philharmonic and the gottingen 
Symphony and has given recitals throughout the united 
States, Europe, Japan and Korea.

Che-Yen Chen viola
Chen is the first-prize winner of the 2003 william primrose 
Viola Competition, and winner of the “president prize” of 
the 2003 Lionel tertis Viola Competition. Currently the 
principal violist of San diego Symphony, mr. Chen has 
appeared as guest principal violist with the Los angeles 
philharmonic, San Francisco Symphony, and Cincinnati 

Symphony orchestra. he has performed throughout the 
uS and abroad in venues such as alice tully hall, merkin 
hall, weill recital hall, Carnegie hall, metropolitan 
museum of art, Jordan hall, Library of Congress in d.C., 
Kimmel Center, taiwan national Concert hall, wigmore 
hall, and Snape malting Concert hall, among numerous 
others.

David Harding viola
david harding has an extensive solo and chamber music 
career, having performed throughout Europe, the united 
States, Canada and Central america, in such venues as 
the berlin philharmonie, Concertgebouw, and weill hall 
at Carnegie hall. his performances have been broadcast 
on bbC, npr and deutschland radio. david is frequently 
featured on CbC radio in Canada. he regularly performs 
at chamber music festivals throughout north america 
including amongst others Strings in the mountains, Co, 
Sitka Chamber music Festival, aK, Festival of the Sound, 
on, and the Cactus pear Chamber music Festival, tX.

Edward Arron cello
Edward arron has appeared in recital, as a soloist with 
orchestra, and as a chamber musician throughout the 
united States, Europe and asia. the 2012-2013 season 
marks mr. arron’s tenth season as the artistic director of 
the metropolitan museum artists in Concert, a chamber 
music series created in 2003 to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of the museum’s prestigious Concerts and 
Lectures series. in the fall of 2009, mr. arron succeeded 
Charles wadsworth as the artistic director, host, and 
resident performer of the musical masterworks concert 
series in old Lyme, Connecticut, as well as the concert 
series in beaufort and Columbia, South Carolina. he 
is also the artistic director of the Caramoor Virtuosi, 
the resident chamber ensemble of the Caramoor 
international music Festival.


