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Bach J.S., Viola da gamba sonata no. 2
Schumann, Fantasiestücke, Op.73
Scharwenka, Piano Quintet, Op.118 (USA
première)
Guillaume Sutre, Violin
Searmi Park, Violin
Helen S Callus, Viola
Antonio Lysy, Cello
Steven Vanhauwaert, Piano

An entire century. Actually, it’s been 101
years and some months if we want to be
specific. That’s how long it took for US
audiences to hear the magisterial Piano
Quintet in B minor, Op. 118 by German
composer Philipp Scharwenka. Through no
fault of the music, I should add.
Scharwenka, one half of the fraternal duo
that dominated German musical pedagogy
at the turn of the 20th century (his younger
brother was Xaver, whose piano concertos
retain a tenuous toehold on the fringes of
the concerto repertoire), was one of the
unfortunate victims of a tumultuous century
and its equally tumultuous musical history.
With Germany defeated in the First World
War, its economy and collective sense of self
shattered, the survivors and youth of the era
were quick and unforgiving in their willingness to cast away the old for the promise of the
new. Whatever artifacts and ideals that carried even the faintest residue of the old century
that lay in ruins was eagerly, even giddily, consigned to oblivion – and that included the
Scharwenka brothers’ music.
Never mind all that. The music arrived to the New World last Sunday, a little late, but all the
more welcome for it.
The performance was part of the 2012–13 season of Le Salon de Musiques, a chamber music
group that finds its home on the highest floor of the gold-spangled hallways of the Dorothy
Chandler Pavilion. François Chouchan, the organization’s founder and artistic director, has
made it his mission to exhume musical works that lie forgotten under the gathering dust of
time and neglect. His journey to bring Scharwenka’s work to listeners in Southern California
cost him great effort, not to mention the assistance of the German Consulate of Los Angeles.
A single copy of the score was eventually procured, which was quickly copied out, reprinted,
then sent to Los Angeles.
What would Scharwenka have thought about his music finally being heard on the American
continent; in 21st-century Los Angeles no less, a time and place far removed from the
composer’s Wilhelminian-era Berlin? The thought, I’d like to imagine, would have faded away
into insignificance. Scharwenka would probably be too busy keeping his head from spinning
in delight over the superb polish, technique, and expressive nuance of the Salon de Musiques
musicians.
Had you never been told that this was a US première, you would likely have thought that the
Piano Quintet was an old friend of these musicians. I’m not sure how much time the
musicians had to live with the Scharwenka. It doesn‘t really matter. The players – Guillaume
Sutre (first violin), Searmi Park (second violin), Helen S. Callus (viola), Antonio Lysy (cello)
and Steven Vanhauwaert (piano) – utterly conquered this rich score. The playfulness at
certain points, the exhilarating sense of risk – all of these were hallmarks of musicians for
whom the score had ceased to be merely notes to be memorized, and had become flesh of
their flesh.
True, the score isn’t without its imperfections. The outer movements were well padded with
the pomp and bluster that characterizes a lot of the music from the German Empire’s zenith.
(Take most of the work of Hans Pfitzner – please.) But like a pearl ensconced in the protective
embrace of two dusky clamshells sat the work’s gorgeous middle movement, marked “Adagio
con intimo sentimento” – reason enough for the work to endure today and always.
Anything following this performance would have been an anticlimax. Le Salon de Musiques
wisely placed the accompanying works, J.S. Bach’s Gamba Sonata in D, BWV 1028 and the
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cello arrangement of Robert Schumann’s Fantasy Pieces, Op. 73, before the Scharwenka. The
elegant restraint of Lysy and Vanhauwaert only served to whet the appetite for the
Scharwenka that loomed at the program’s end. But they were fine performances in their own
right.
After the recital, Lysy explained that his playing of the Bach adhered to conjectured theories
of Baroque period performance. Perhaps. But there was also something capital-R Romantic
about their playing that belied the cellist’s remark. The burnished tone and warmth they
projected gently echoed Wilhelm Furtwängler’s remark about Bach being the “greatest
Romantic composer”. Their Schumann was very fine, too.
Though the wait for Scharwenka was just a little over a hundred years, the chamber music
fan, fortunately, doesn’t have to wait as long for the next Le Salon de Musiques concert. It’s
less than a month away on 10 February. But you’ll forgive me, I hope, when I tell you that
waiting around a few weeks for my next Le Salon de Musiques fix can sometimes feel like
waiting for a hundred years.
Submitted by Ted Ayala on 14th January 2013
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