
When violinist Elmira Darvarova, founder and president of the New York Chamber Music Festival, asked me to contribute a short piano quartet for the 2011 concert “A Tribute to Mahler”, she sent along a copy of Gustav Mahler’s 2-page sketch for an intended second movement to his Piano Quartet from 1876. FROM VIENNA WITH LOVE is based on the theme outlined in this sketch.

The piece starts out with the main melody presented in two very different musical environments: first a slow introduction, divided in half between solo piano and strings, and harmonically foreshadowing musical developments to take place in Vienna early in  the 20th Century. Then, an upbeat section incorporating uneven meters - a reflection on Vienna’s cultural plurality at the time (a number of Eastern European nations were part of the Austrian Empire). The theme here is carried by violin and viola in 2-octave unison and supported by a jazzy combination of pizzicato cello and piano. 

Jazz continues to be an audible factor during the middle section of the piece. Written out, but sounding-as-if-improvised soli for cello and piano build towards a massive ensemble unison in which again the main theme is spelled out. From there on the composition calms down. A gentle ostinato tapestry of pizzicato cello and piano sets the mood, and a mirror version of the theme appears in the violin, harmonized by the viola. The composition seems to end the same way it started, with a quiet, pensive presentation of the main melody (this time the strings go first), but an upbeat tag brings us back in the world of uneven meters and lets the piece end on a forceful note.
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