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Serenade for string trio, Op.10  

Ernst von Dohnányi (1877-1960) 

 

 Far less well known today than his contemporaries Bartók (1881-1945) and Kodály 

(1882-1967), Dohnányi was fabulously successful and quite famous in his own time, ranking 

only behind Liszt among Hungarian composers and pianists.  He made his keyboard debut at the 

age of 20, to great acclaim in both Berlin and Vienna.  The same year, 1897, he won a prize for 

his first symphony; composition ranked as high a priority as performance from his early years.  

Fascinated with writing music even during childhood, Dohnányi composed 72 works between 

1884 and 1895 -- by which time he had reached the mature age of 18! 

 

 Under the auspices of the prominent conductor Hans Richter, Dohnányi traveled to 

London in 1898.  With a stunning performance of the  Beethoven Fourth Piano Concerto, his 

international performing career was launched.  Coincidentally, he busied himself on tour by 

composing; the result was the string trio entitled Serenade on this afternoon's program.  Although 

the Op. 10 Serenade was Dohnányi's only essay for this ensemble, he was a lifelong champion of 

chamber music.  His published works include three string quartets, two string sextets, a piano 

quartet, two piano quintets, and two piano sextets, including one with winds.  Dvorák's Terzetto 

for two violins and viola, Op. 74 (1887), may have served as a model for the Serenade. 

 

 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians offers these remarks about 

Dohnányi's music and the five-movement Serenade: 

 

  As a composer he soon discarded the strong early influence of Schumann and 

Brahms, and by 1902 he had found his own language in the Serenade, Op.10.  He 

did not seek to open new paths, but concentrated his efforts on expressing the 

entire Romantic heritage in the perfect forms of the 18th century. 

 

 The opening march – which functions rather like a fanfare introduction, in keeping with 

its 18th-century precedents – and the Romanza are charming essays in late 19th-century style, 

pleasant and light.  In the Scherzo, however, Dohnányi is bolder.  He tackles this electrifying 

fugato movement with vigor and aggression, using more adventurous rhythms and modal scales 

evocative of Eastern Europe.  Generally scherzos are shorter movements; this one is longer than 

either of the two movements that precede it, which contributes to our sense of its significance; it 

is a turning point in the Serenade.   

 

 In the last two movements more adventurous harmonies emerge, lending piquance and 

novelty. Listeners may note a familiar contour to the chorale-like theme of Dohnányi’s 



substantial Tema con variazioni; it is closely related to the first movement Marcia. The first three 

variations are more like decorations of the theme, adding a countermelody as accompaniment, 

and wandering a bit afield from the harmonies of the ‘chorale.’ Textures grow more complex in 

the last two variations. In a couple of places the cello plays in a higher register than viola or 

violin. In the fourth variation, marked Poco più agitato, the mood shifts, triggered by nervous 

triplets and a shift to minor mode. It yields to a serene Adagio, with the triplets now calmed 

down. Apart from a brief tremolando interruption, the atmosphere remains calm to end the 

variations.  

 

 An energetic Rondo concludes the Serenade. Decisive exclamation points - often in 

double stops - punctuate the motoric, recurring rondo figure that the three players toss among 

one another. A more homophonic [chordal] secondary episode alternates with the motor rhythm, 

but those exclamation points are never far off. Dohnányi’s compositional invention serves to 

blend rondo and variation. Toward the end, he effects a smooth return to the first movement 

Marcia. Its restatement as a coda unifies the Serenade, drawing the work to a convincing close.  

 

 

String Quintet in G major, Op. 77 

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) 

 

 The string quintet has a fascinating and proud history in the world of chamber music. It 

amounts to a tug-of-war with regard to instrumentation.  How to augment the traditional string 

quartet?  Mozart, whose string instrument of preference was the viola, expanded it with a second 

viola for his wonderful late string quintets.  Schubert, in his immortal Quintet in C major, D. 898, 

opted for a second cello.  These are the works against which other string quintets are generally 

measured.  Beethoven's Op. 29 adheres to the Mozartean model, doubling the viola.   

 

 There are many other examples in the 19th-century literature.  Notable works by 

Mendelssohn, Bruckner, and Brahms spring quickly to mind, as well as some lesser known gems 

by Louis Spohr and especially the French composer Georges Onslow (1784-1853), who 

composed an astonishing 34 string quintets.  Most of Onslow's quintets adhere to the Schubertian 

model of a second cello; however, they were published in flexible versions that included a 

second viola or even string quartet plus double bass.   

 

 The latter combination attracted Antonin Dvořák when he began work on this Quintet in 

January 1875.  Indeed, so many ideas filled his mind that he had completed five movements by 

March.  Eventually he published the first of them, an Andante religioso, he eventually published 

separately as a Nocturne for string orchestra, Op. 40.  The remaining four movements remained 

intact as a string quintet.  They belong chronologically to the same period as Dvořák's Piano 

Trio, Op. 21, Serenade in E, Op. 22, and Piano Quartet in D, Op. 23.  (Dvořák’s publisher Fritz 

Simrock issued the Quintet in 1888.  By rights it should have been assigned Opus 18, but 

Simrock knew that Dvořák's music was in great demand, and published the Quintet as Opus 77, 

thereby implying that it was a newer work.)   

 

 Placed in its appropriate context among other works of the mid-1870s, the Quintet 

emerges as a transitional composition.  1875 was the year during which Johannes Brahms and 



the powerful music critic Eduard Hanslick first became acquainted with Dvořák's music.  

Brahms's championing of his younger Czech contemporary – and Hanslick’s advocacy – were to 

prove very important in the furtherance of Dvořák's career.  Dvořák was beginning to abandon 

Austro-Germanic models in favor of a specifically Bohemian style.  Part of the Quintet's charm 

is its lightheartedness, which surely derives from the folk flavor of its lilting melodies.  Both 

outer movements are regularly compared to operatic overtures.  Gervase Hughes has written: 

 

All four movements . . . are characterized by a tripping operetta-like delicacy that 

is comparatively rare in Dvořák's instrumental music.  The whole affair might 

almost have been contrived by the Sullivan of Trial by Jury (also dated March 

1875) had that composer subsequently taken a spring holiday in Bohemia and 

developed an interest in the national idiom. 

 

String players love performing Dvořák because the writing for their instruments is so grateful.  

Dvořák was himself an accomplished violist who earned his living for a dozen years as an 

orchestral musician.  His intimate understanding of the idiom transfers to all four members of the 

string family.  The double bass, far from being an afterthought, is an integral part of the 

ensemble, occasionally lending a momentary darkness to the music through the depth of its 

sound.  One can draw parallels to the Rossini String Sonatas and Schubert's "Trout" Quintet, 

both of which enrich the chamber repertoire for the string bass.  Dvořák's rich gift for 

ingratiating melody is certainly in keeping with the admirable examples set by Rossini and 

Schubert before him.   


