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Bedrich [Friedrich] Smetana’s life was full of contradictions.  Now recognized as the founder of Czechoslovakia’s nationalistic school of composition, ironically, the household in Litomysl, Bohemia, into which he was born in 1824 was German speaking, and during much of his lifetime he suffered through a series of artistic failures and professional setbacks in his homeland.  Possessing a nature that was basically happy, his private life was bitter: three out of his four daughters died between 1854 and 1856; his first wife, Katerina, died from tuberculosis in 1859; and he, himself, contracted syphilis which eventually proved to be fatal.


Smetana stated, “With me, the form of each composition is an outcome of the subject.”  Thus, while his operas and symphonic tone poems deal with historical and patriotic subjects, Smetana found chamber music to be the most effective medium for the autobiographical portrayal of the tragedies that struck his life--death, disease, deafness, and madness.  And he was quite literal in his musical characterizations.  For example, the Largo of his 1876 string quartet "From My Life" "recalls the bliss of my first love for the girl who afterward became my faithful wife."  The quartet’s Finale portrays "...painful impressions aroused by the thoughts of my first artistic beginnings; my joy in discovering how to treat Bohemian national elements in music; my success in this direction until the interruption of the terrible catastrophe, the beginning of deafness."  (A diary entry from 1874 reads, "One night I listened with great pleasure to Delibe’s opera Le Roi l’a dit.   When I returned home I sat at the piano and improvised for an hour.  The following morning I was stone deaf.")   On the manuscript of his second quartet (1882) he wrote, "composed in a state of disordered nerves due to my deafness."    Ultimately, he entered an asylum where he died in 1884.


 The Trio in G Minor from 1855, Smetana’s first chamber work, was “written in memory of my first child, Bedriska [Frederica], who enchanted us with her extraordinary musical talent, and yet was snatched away from us by death, aged 4 1/2 years.”  Death unifies all three movements through a chromatic falling theme based on an ancient motive signifying death and sadness.  Opening the first movement, the violin projects the searing intensity of Smetana's emotional anguish. His warm and tender recollections of Bedriska inspire the second theme, sung quietly by the cello, and just before the recapitulation her spirit seems to hover in pianissimo, answered by Smetana, the father, as a passage for solo piano.  The second movement, a musical portrait of Bedriska, complete with family polkas, is darkened at times by sadness and the spirit of death.  For the Trio’s third movement Smetana reworked an early piano sonata.  He added the falling theme at the beginning for unity and provided balance with two hymn-like sections.  Just before the end, the main theme is transformed into a funeral march, but ultimately the Trio concludes triumphantly victorious over death.
