
These program notes are protected by copyright. No publication or broadcast is permitted 

without permission of the author, Laurie Shulman. 

 

Program Notes for CMSFW November 14, 2015 Concert 

― Laurie Shulman ©2015 
 

“Jacks of Two Trades” 
 

Dance of Life for Violin and Double Bass 

Behzad Ranjbaran (b.1955) 
 

 Behzad Ranjbaran’s name will be familiar to CMSFW patrons who are also Fort Worth 

Symphony patrons, because he was composer-in-residence to the FWSO during the 2008-2009 

season. His friendship with Artistic Director Gary Levinson extends back to the 1980s, when 

they were fellow students at New York’s Juilliard School of Music.  

 Ranjbaran came to the United States from Iran in 1974 to attend Indiana University. He 

went on to complete a doctorate in composition at the Juilliard School and has served on 

Juilliard’s faculty since 1991. In 1996, he received the ASCAP Foundation’s Rudolf Nissim 

Award for his Violin Concerto, which was subsequently premiered by Joshua Bell. Mr. Bell is 

one of several distinguished performers who have been champions of Ranjbaran’s music, 

including Charles Dutoit, Renée Fleming, Chantal Juillet, Yo-Yo Ma, Jean-Yves Thibaudet,  and 

Artistic Director Gary Levinson. 

 Ranjbaran has been named a Distinguished Artist by the New Jersey Council on the Arts. 

He is also the recipient of grants from the NEA and Meet the Composer and an award from the 

American Academy of Arts and Letters.  

 Many of Ranjbaran’s compositions are rooted in Persian culture. His stimulus for Dance 

of Life was a poem by the Persian Lyric poet Hafiz (ca. 1320-90) that Ranjbaran describes as “a 

celebration of life and an expression of human emotion.”  

 

Waiting, straining to hear- your voice that I may rise. 

I am heaven’s dove that from the earthly cage will rise. 

If I am bid but to be your slave I gladly shall foreswear 

Dominion over worldly things as now I rise. 

Let the rain fall from your cloud of grace, oh Lord; 

Before, to dust I would be changed-I rise. 

Bring a minstrel to my grave and a bottle of good wine. Your fragrance presence  

Shall lift me dancing full of joy as I rise. 

Hold high your lordly stature that I may see. You draw me nigh. 

With clapping hands I leave this life, and I rise. 

Though I am old yet in a night-from your embrace 

In Dawn’s new light a youth will rise. 

On the day that I die, a glimpse of you may I behold and, as Hafez 

From life’s desire leap into eternity, and I will rise! 

Translated by Michael Boylan - Mage Publications Inc. 

 

The composer has written:  

 



The unusual combination of violin and double bass provides a musical range 

comparable to an orchestra. In composing Dance of Life, I tried on the one hand 

to exploit the homogeneity of the string sound by placing the two instruments in 

the same register, while on the other hand, I emphasized their differences by 

employing wider separation. The task of blending the two instruments, which at 

times are more than five octaves apart, is a challenge both for the composer and  

for the performers. 

Mr. Ranjbaran wrote Dance of Life for Gary Levinson and his father, Eugene Levinson, and the 

piece is dedicated to them.  
 

 

Sonata in E minor for Cello and Piano, Op.38 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

 

 Brahms was visiting Vienna when the Hamburg Philharmonic passed him over for 

consideration as its music director in 1862. He consoled himself with the cordial reception of his 

music in the Austrian capital. Within months of his return to Hamburg, the Vienna Singakademie 

contacted him to ask if he would be interested in assuming its directorship. Still smarting from 

the slight by his native city, Brahms accepted the offer, moving to the Austrian capital in August 

1863.  (Five years later, after the Hamburg orchestra denied him its leadership a second time, he 

settled permanently in Vienna.) The individual primarily responsible for championing his 

Viennese appointment was Josef Gänsbacher (1829-1911), a music-loving attorney influential 

with the Singakademie. He was the eventual dedicatee of Brahms’s first cello sonata. 

 Gänsbacher was a gifted and versatile man. His father, Johann Gänsbacher, was a 

prominent Austrian composer and conductor. The son clearly inherited some of his father’s 

talent, for he also dabbled in composition and played both piano and cello. Until his late thirties 

he practiced law, but also maintained a private studio teaching both piano and voice. In 1868, he 

abandoned law in favor of teaching voice full time. 

 We probably have Gänsbacher to thank for the E-minor cello sonata, which might 

otherwise have languished incomplete or (worse yet) been destroyed. The two men had met and 

become friends during Brahms’s first visit to Vienna. Brahms had composed three movements 

for cello and piano in 1862 — a sonata/allegro, an adagio, and an old-fashioned minuet/trio —

but set the work aside. After renewing his friendship with Gänsbacher in Vienna, he discarded 

the Adagio and added a fugal finale. (The slow movement was eventually recycled, in a different 

key, for use in the F major cello sonata, Op.99, which followed this first sonata by some twenty 

years.) The e-minor work was complete by June 1865, and was published in 1866. It was 

Brahms’s first published duo sonata.  

 In two letters to his publisher Fritz Simrock, Brahms described this sonata as “not 

difficult for either instrument.” Easy for him to say! Gänsbacher must have been an excellent 

cellist to have navigated the treacherous finale (written for him), which is notorious for a dense 

piano part that can easily overpower the cello. All three movements present challenges in 

different ways. The opening Allegro non troppo is an expansive, large-scale sonata form, longer 

than the other two movements combined. Its sheer narrative mass is daunting for the performers. 



That stated, it presents wonderfully lyrical moments for both players, emphasizing the rich lower 

register of the cello. It is a testament to the personal nature of Brahms’s music--everyone hears it 

differently—that the opening piano accompaniment has been described by one author as “gentle 

syncopated sighs” and by another as “inexorable offbeat chords.” What you will remember, what 

will touch your soul, is the melancholy, troubled cello theme, whose character suffuses the entire 

sonata.  

 All three movements of Op.38 are in minor mode, an unusual dwelling on the dark side, 

even for Brahms. Yet the second movement, more intermezzo than slow movement, has both 

irony and wry humor, despite its home tonality of a- minor. (The trio section is in f#-minor.) Just 

as its subtitle --Allegretto quasi Minuetto-- harks back to a century before, its phrygian hints 

suggest earlier an harmonic system. Yet, as Malcolm MacDonald has written, “although it 

appears to look backward, the movement strikingly anticipates the ambiguous flavours of some 

of Mahler’s scherzi in similar dance steps.” 

 Many critics have noted the resemblance of Brahms’s fugue subject to Contrapunctus 

XIII in Bach’s The Art of Fugue. Even those who don’t specifically associate the melody with 

Bach will notice the austere counterpoint of Brahms’s exposition and the motivic connection 

with the first movement. Once you start listening for them, there are thematic connections to 

other sections of The Art of Fugue in Brahms’s first movement as well. His remarkable finale 

merges sonata form with fugue, tossing in all manner of contrapuntal wizardry that attests to his 

mastery of Bach’s techniques: stretto, inversion, episodes all salute the Baroque master. The 

stormy, momentous coda, however, is superbly Brahmsian. 
 

Quintet in A Major for Strings and Piano, Op.114 (D.667; "Trout")  

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 
 

 One of the most beloved of all chamber works, the Trout Quintet is a legacy from one of 

the happiest summers in Schubert's troubled life.  In 1817 he was introduced to Johann Michael 

Vogl (1768-1840), one of the most prominent operatic bass/baritones in Vienna. Vogl was 

standoffish at first; however, obviously impressed with the young composer's talent, he struck up 

a friendship with Schubert that proved artistically fruitful to both men.   

 For the summer holidays of 1819, Vogl invited Schubert to accompany him to his home 

town of Steyr, a beautiful place in the Austrian Alps about 150 kilometers west of Vienna.  "The 

country around Steyr is unimaginably lovely," Franz wrote to his brother Ferdinand.  More than 

nature's beauty stimulated him.  He was lodging with a childhood friend, Albert Stadler, in the 

home of a man who had four young daughters--diversion enough to a 22-year-old male!  

Moreover, Steyr had a lively musical life, and the townspeople knew and admired Schubert's 

songs.  He was welcomed and promptly swept up in the pleasures of the summer. 

 Steyr's music society was led by one Sylvester Paumgartner.  A wealthy merchant who 

also played cello quite creditably, Paumgartner was quick to commission a quintet from the 

gifted Viennese visitor who had come for the summer.  Another music-loving Steyr merchant, 

Josef von Koller, had a gifted daughter named Josephine who played both piano and double bass.  

Schubert wrote the lovely "Little A-major" Sonata, D.664 for her that summer.  She is also the 



reason he included double bass in the scoring for the Trout Quintet.  Instrumentalists among the 

locals determined Schubert's unusual scoring, which differs from a conventional piano quintet. 

 Therein lies the secret to understanding the Trout--if such delicious, accessible music 

requires explanation. Schubert’s prodigious gift as a composer of songs is at full throttle, with 

melodies galore in all five movements. It is humbling to remember that the quintet is the work of 

a 22-year-old.  

 The Trout Quintet takes its nickname from the fourth of its five movements, a series of 

variations on Schubert's song "Die Forelle" ("The Trout").  Originally composed in 1817, the 

song became immensely popular, and Schubert wrote five versions of it in song form.  

Paumgartner, who commissioned the quintet, is reputed to have selected "Die Forelle" as the 

thematic subject for the 4th movement variations. Long-time fans of British comedy will 

recognize the music of the finale as the theme music to “Last of the Summer Wine.” 

 Many critics have faulted the Trout Quintet, decrying its use of the double bass as 

inappropriate to the intimate chamber music setting.  Actually, Schubert's instrumental 

combination had a popular precedent in a work by Johann Nepomuk Hummel. The ensemble has 

advantages.  Double bass is less competitive with the piano's middle range, and provides greater 

contrast of sonority.  By using the bass, Schubert succeeded in highlighting both the long, lyric 

lines of the upper strings and the decorative piano figuration.  In the process, he also provided 

the string bass with its finest 19th-century chamber music role. 


