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Duet in E-flat major for viola and ’cello with Two Eyeglasses Obbligato, WoO 32 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Basically this unique work -- and it really is one-of-a-kind -- is a sonata movement for 

viola and cello.  The subtitle is Beethoven's own.  He was a renowned prankster, who was quick 

to make fun of friends and enemies alike.  The need for eyeglasses as an obbligato (literally 

`obligatory,' meaning a part that must not be omitted) instrument, is probably a jibe at two 

nearsighted string playing friends, one of whom was Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, an 

official in the Hungarian Chancellery who was a loyal Beethoven enthusiast and a creditable 

cellist.  The two men apparently enjoyed a relaxed and fun-loving friendship; Beethoven's letter 

to Zmeskall enclosing the manuscript of the Duo is addressed to "Baron Muck-driver."   

 

 The duo is in the key of E-flat major, whose relative minor is C minor.  Because of some 

thematic resemblances to Beethoven's first C minor string quartet, Op. 18, No. 4, scholars have 

drawn parallels with that contemporary work, also composed in the mid- to late 1790s.  Certainly 

a duet such as this helped Beethoven to hone his skills as a composer for string instruments, 

experience that served him well in chamber and orchestral music.  What listeners are more likely 

to perceive, however, is the jovial spirit of the movement.  Viola and cello are sometimes 

relegated to subordinate roles in chamber music, at least as far as melodic content.  Here, they 

are both stars.  Beethoven has fun with them, and with or without eyeglasses, the music gives the 

impression that the performers are having fun as well. 

   

 The catalogue listing of `WoO' rather than `Opus' refers to the German phrase Werke 

ohne Opuszahl, or `works without opus number.'  This means that the composition was not 

published in Beethoven's lifetime.  A fragment of another duo movement has survived.   

 

String Trio in G minor 

Alexander Borodin (1833-1887) 

 

 The English music historian Gerald Abraham once wrote that no more thoroughly 

Russian music had ever been written than Borodin’s Second Symphony. From the heroic-- 

almost pagan–gesture that dominates the first movement to the pageantry of the finale, that 

symphony celebrates Russian folk music and culture. The same could be said of other Borodin 

pieces, particularly the Polovtsian Dances and the lovely String Quartet No.2. But Borodin’s 

path to that Russian-ness came about only gradually.  

 

 Borodin was a member of the so-called “Russian Five” or “Mighty Handful.” These 

nationalist composers sought to achieve a specifically Russian character in their music rather 



than emulating Western (specifically Germanic) compositional models. That stated, Borodin was 

quite fond of music by Beethoven, Schumann, and Mendelssohn – all Germans. In his chamber 

music and symphonies, he embraced Western  classical form more than his colleagues.  

 

 The early String Trio is an outlier, for while it adopts the Western form of variations, 

Borodin’s theme is a well-known Russian folk song, “Chem tebya ya ogorchila” [‘What did I do 

to have made you so sad?’]. Borodin composed it in 1854-55, when he was enrolled at the 

Academy of Medicine in St. Petersburg studying chemistry, general pathology, and therapy. It is 

one of his earliest surviving compositions; in fact, its existence was unknown for nearly a 

century. It surfaced shortly after World War II, and was issued in 1949 by Muzyka, the Soviet 

State music publisher. 

 

 The form is straightforward: a statement of the song, introduced as a fugato, then 

harmonized in a simple folk style. Eight variations follow, for the most part plumbing the 

mournful cast of the song as Borodin puts the tune through its paces. Variation II gives the theme 

to the cello; Var. III has a lively Cossack dance flavor. Var. IV starts out all pizzicato; we barely 

hear a whisper from the bow. Var. V is dominated by swirling triplets that migrate among the 

three players, weaving around the theme. Borodin switches to G major for the next two 

variations, which elide together. Listeners will note the cello, initially as a pedal drone, then 

migrating to a very high register. The set concludes with a verbatim restatement of the song, now 

restored to its eloquent simplicity. 

 

Oblivión 

Astor Piazzolla (1921-1992) 

Arranged for String Trio by Leonid Desyatnikov (b.1955) 

 

  Nadia Boulanger, the legendary French composition teacher, once told Astor Piazzolla 

that he should write tangos, nothing but tangos, for that is where he would find his greatest 

success.  He later recalled, “Nadia asked where, in all my works, was Piazzolla, for [my music] 

seemed to represent all kinds of things -- but not Piazzolla.  Once, she heard me play tango on 

the piano, and said to me, `There is Piazzolla -- and there is the direction you must take.’” He 

took her advice, returned to his cultural roots, and went on to become one of Argentina’s most 

beloved popular musicians.   

 

 Piazzolla capitalized on the universal appeal of his native Argentina’s celebrated dance.  

Before his death thirty years ago, he was known as the “king of the tango” in his homeland.  His 

list of works is peppered with examples:  Etudes tanguistiques for flute (1987), Tango Suite for 

two guitars (1983), Seven Tangos and Milongas for solo guitar (1980), and Histoire du Tango 

(1986).  Several more fancifully named works are also tangos: Acentuado & Romantico, Milonga 

del Angel, La Muerte del Angel and Oblivión. Most were originally for guitar, but nearly all of 

Piazzolla’s compositions have been arranged for a variety of ensembles.  

 

A rare slow movement among Piazzolla’s compositions, Oblivión is drawn from the film score to 

Marco Bellocchio’s Enrico IV (1984), an adaptation of Luigi Pirandello’s eponymous play. One 

of Piazzolla’s best known compositions, it dwells in nostalgia, skirting the delicate border 

between wistfulness and sentimental. The song version sets a French text by Piazzolla himself. 



The music – one of Piazzolla’s most famous pieces –  has since been used by Olympic skaters in 

competition and on the ballet stage. The mood is one of love, loss, and the power of memory. A 

traditional tango, this piece is less overtly jazzy than other Piazzolla compositions. Sophisticated 

harmonies and key changes underscore the feeling of profound melancholy.  

 

 We hear Oblivión in an arrangement by Leonid Desyatnikov, a Ukrainian-born, Russian-

educated composer who made his reputation writing film scores. He has also arranged 

Piazzolla’s Las cuatro estaciones de Buenos Aires, which has become something of a companion 

piece to Vivaldi’s Four Seasons.  

 

Anton Arensky (1861-1906) 

Quartet for Strings No.2 in A minor, Op.35 

 

 Arensky belongs to the "second wave" of Russian composers who flourished at the turn 

of the century.  Their names are, for the most part, less familiar to us than either their 

predecessors or their successors.  Yet Arensky, along with Anatol Liadov, Mikhail Ippolitov-

Ivanov, Alexander Glazounov, Serge Taneyev, and Alexander Gretchaninov, greatly enriched 

Russia's musical legacy.  Each deserves more than the footnote to Russian music history that he 

is generally accorded.  All of them were protegés of Tchaikovsky and/or one of the so-called 

"Mighty Handful" -- Balakirev, Cui, Borodin, Musorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov.  Collectively 

they made the transition to Russia's vibrant musical life in the 20th century.  

 

 Arensky studied with Rimsky-Korsakov at the Petersburg Conservatory, then moved 

directly to a teaching position of his own at the Moscow Conservatory.  There, strengthening a 

growing tradition among Russian musicians, he passed on the torch to his own studio of pupils.  

The most celebrated among them were Rachmaninoff, Scriabin, and Glière, each of whom left 

his own imprint on the new century.  Curiously, though, Arensky was less a part of the Rimsky-

Russian Five continuum than he was a conduit for the Tchaikovskyan legacy.  Rimsky-Korsakov 

left a colorful description in his memoirs: 

 

According to all testimony, [Arensky's] life had run a dissipated course between 

wine and card-playing, yet his activity as composer was most fertile. . . . He did 

much work at composition, but that is just where he began to burn the candle at 

both ends.  Revels, gambling, health undermined by this mode of living, galloping 

consumption as the final result . . . . In his youth Arensky had not escaped entirely 

my own influence; later he fell under that of Tchaikovsky.  He will soon be 

forgotten. 

 

 The first thing most listeners will notice about this afternoon's quartet is its 

instrumentation.  Rather than adopting a conventional string quartet, Arensky employs two 

cellos.  The sound is predictably darker, which suits the music's atmosphere.    Arensky wrote the 

quartet in 1894, dedicating it "A la mémoire de P.I. Tchaikovsky."  Tchaikovsky, who had died 

late in 1893, had been the first Russian composer to popularize the idea of composing a work in 

memoriam.  Arensky was thus taking a double bow to his dedicatee.  The incorporation of 

funeral chants from the Russian orthodox liturgy was a logical extension of a tribute to the dead.  

Both outer movements of Arensky's quartet are based on chant motives borrowed from the 



Russian Requiem service.  Although they are not ancient melodies -- Russian chant scholar 

Alfred J. Swan identifies them as of 18th- or even 19th-century origin -- they are still in keeping 

with the nationalist philosophy of adapting traditional Russian melodies into newly-composed art 

music. 

 

 The most interesting movement, however, is the central set of variations.  Arensky took 

as his theme a melody from one of Tchaikovsky's Children's Songs, Op.54 (1884), yet another 

way in which this quartet pays tribute.  His seven variations and coda are so exceptionally well 

crafted that they have become one of his best-known works in an arrangement for string 

orchestra, published as Op.35a.  The finale includes a quotation from "Slava," the same Russian 

tune that Beethoven used in the third movement of his "Rasumovsky" Quartet, Op. 59, No. 2.   

 

 


