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Bohuslav Martinů (b. Polička, Bohemia 1890 – Liestal, Switzerland 1959) 
Concerto for Harpsichord and Small Orchestra, H 246 (1935) 

       I.    Poco allegro 
       II.   Adagio 
       III.  Allegretto 

The music of Czech composer Bohuslav Martinů combines the vigour of Bohemian and Moravian folk-
music, the Romantic tradition of compatriots such as Dvořák and Janáček and an awareness of the 
changing currents which, in the 20th century, were taking classical music into new directions.  

Martinů wrote his Harpsichord Concerto during his sojourn in Paris, where he lived between 1927 and 
1940.  The composer’s Parisian years were marked by an initial period of musical experimentation, 
until he settled on an elegant neo-classical style which reworks forms and characteristics of earlier 
music.  This explains his choice of solo instrument in this work – the harpsichord – which we tend 
to associate with Baroque music.  The sound of the harpsichord is combined with that of the piano, 
creating interesting timbral effects. The rest of the small accompanying ensemble is made up of flute, 
bassoon, three violins, viola, cello and double bass, which sometimes take on solo roles in the manner 
of the concerti grossi of Arcangelo Corelli and J.S. Bach.  The debt owed to the German master is made 
clear in the final movement in which, after a lengthy orchestral introduction, the soloist joins with a five-
note motif quoted from Bach’s second Brandenburg Concerto. 

The concerto was commissioned and first performed by harpsichordist Marcelle Lacour, who did much 
to bring back the harpsichord to the concert stage after it had been eclipsed by the piano since the 18th 
Century.  

  



Alfred Schnittke (Engels, Russia 1934 – Hamburg, Germany 1998) 
Hymnus III Op. 98 and Hymnus IV Op. 134 from “Four Hymns” (1974 - 1979) 

  
Alfred Schnittke, a Russian composer of German-Jewish descent, was one of the key musical figures of 
the second half of the 20th Century and his music is still widely recorded and performed. The trajectory 
of Schnittke’s development can be broadly divided into three phases.  His early music shows the strong 
influence of Dmitri Shostakovich. After a brief dallying with the serial technique, he then developed a 
“polystylistic” approach, in which a generally modernist language is combined with a kaleidoscope of 
influences ranging from early sacred music to Romanticism, folk music to tango and jazz, all of which 
may co-exist in the same work.  Amongst the best examples of this method are the Second Violin 
Sonata “Quasi una Sonata” (1967 – 1968), the First Symphony (1969 – 1972) and the First Concerto Grosso 
(1977).  The 1980s saw Schnittke exploring more explicitly Christian themes in his works, especially those 
for choir but, stylistically, the final major shift occurred as Schnittke’s health deteriorated in the final 
decade of his life, with his style becoming more unified but also generally bleaker.  

  
The “Four Hymns” date from Schnittke’s “polystylistic” phase. Although each of the hymns may be 
performed independently, these four chamber compositions all feature the cello as a major protagonist 
and can be approached as a related set of works.  Hymnus III (“Hymn III”) is scored for cello, bassoon, 
harpsichord and bells and has an archaic quality to it, with lugubrious chant fragments intoned to the 
accompaniment of static drone notes. Hymnus IV (“Hymn IV”) is scored for cello, bassoon, double-bass, 
harpsichord, harp, timpani and bells. It is characterised by an insistent, obsessive repetition of discordant 
chords in irregular rhythms reminiscent of Stravinsky and Bartók.  Over these stabbing chords, brief 
melodic motifs start to take shape.     

  

  

  



Aaron Copland (Brooklyn, New York, USA 1900 
Sleepy Hollow, New York, USA 1990): 

Appalachian Spring Suite for 13 instruments  
(1970; extracted by the composer from the ballet of 1944) 

As in the case of the other two composer’s featured in tonight’s programme, Aaron Copland experimented 
with various musical styles over his long and distinguished career.  One of the first stylistic changes 
came in the 1930s when, after a challenging, modernist phase (as exemplified, for instance by the Organ 
Concerto), Copland took the conscious decision of writing in a more direct and less experimental style 
which would be more communicative to audiences.  The ballet Billy the Kid, for instance, composed in 
1938,  portrays outlaw life on the open prairie through a combination of grand orchestral textures and 
spare, open harmonies, quotes from authentic cowboy songs and dissonant, rhythmic “action scenes”.   
Copland would write, in the same vein, the ballets Rodeo (1942) and Appalachian Spring (1943 - 1944), 
creating almost singlehandedly a style which many listeners would now consider as “quintessentially 
American”.   

It may come as a surprise to learn that when he was commissioned to write “Appalachian Spring” for 
dancer and choreographer Martha Graham, Copland was not given the storyline on which the ballet 
would be based.  The scenario – about a young 19th-century pioneer couple who settle in the wilderness 
of Appalachian Mountains, supported by a revivalist Preacher and a Pioneer Woman – was developed 
independently by Graham, and provided to Copland just a few days before the premiere. Similarly, the 
title – “Appalachian Spring” – was chosen and drawn by Graham from the poem The Bridge, by Hart 
Crane, where “spring” refers to a water source, not to the season. The composer enjoyed to recount 
the reactions of audiences who would tell him they saw the Appalachians and felt spring’s reawakening 
in the score, despite the fact that neither had been on the composer’s mind during the composition of 
what he had originally named, very simply, as “Ballet for Martha”! 

The ballet as premiered was scored for thirteen instruments.  Copland eventually drew from it a concert 
suite of eight continuous movements for large orchestra (1954), and later still, another suite for the 
same chamber formation used in the original score (1970) which is the version which will be performed 
this evening.  Although the full ballet contains various passages of challenging, dissonant music, the 
suite has a more pastoral and folkish feel to it. Broad lyrical flourishes alternate with joyous dances, 
culminating in a set of variations on the Shaker melody “Simple Gifts”, before returning to the hushed 
tone of the opening.
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Michael Laus graduated in piano, harpsichord, composition, and conducting from the Conservatorio Giuseppe Verdi 
of Milan in 1982 and participated in masterclasses in conducting given by George Manahan and Vladimir Delman. 

Principal Conductor of Malta’s national orchestra for twenty-five years and presently its Resident Conductor, he has 
conducted the MPO in symphonic concerts in Malta, Belgium and Italy. He has conducted several opera productions, 
major symphonies from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and works from the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries with several first performances of works by contemporary composers. In July 2016, he conducted the 
first European performance of Arvo Pärt’s Greater Antiphons, in the composer’s presence, and in November 2016 
he conducted a highly acclaimed performance of Verdi’s Requiem. He opened the first edition of the Valletta 
International Baroque Festival in 2013 with Vivaldi’s Quattro Stagioni together with Carmine Lauri. Other soloists 
with whom he has collaborated include Katia Ricciarelli, Cecilia Gasdia, Joseph Calleja, Brigitte Engerer and Andrea 
Griminelli, while he also works regularly with his wife, soprano Miriam Gauci.  

Michael Laus has guest-conducted the Bournemouth Symphony, the Slovak Philharmonic, the New Slovak Radio 
Symphony Orchestra, the Belgrade Philharmonic, the Orquesta Sinfonica de Asturias, the Berne Symphony 
Orchestra, L’Orchestra Sinfonica di Pesaro, the Sibiu Philharmonic Orchestra, the Moldavian Symphony Orchestra 
and the Croatian Chamber Orchestra. He has appeared as music director in operatic productions at the Berne State 
Theatre and in Oviedo. He regularly appears in the double role of pianist/harpsichordist and conductor in concertos 
with repertoire ranging from baroque to twentieth-century works. This double role has won him international 
critical acclaim for his recording of Cyril Scott’s Harpsichord Concerto. Additionally, his restoration of the score of 
Ignaz Brüll’s Violin Concerto and subsequent recording of this work has also been received with acclaim.  

Michael Laus has also recorded works for the piano and orchestra as well as orchestral music on CD, released on 
Discover International, Unicorn-Khanchana and Cameo Classics labels. These include a series of recording of works 
by British composers, and another series on Jewish composers. He has appeared on Rai 3, France 3 and Mezzo 
television channels. He is Associate Professor in Music Studies at the University of Malta. He was the founder and 
first music director of the Malta Youth Orchestra, and also the founder and director of the Goldberg Ensemble, a 
choral and instrumental group specializing in the performance of baroque music. 

Conductor/Harpsichord



The orchestra was founded in April 1968, when musicians from the defunct “Commander-in-Chief” (C-in-C) orchestra 
of the Malta-based British Mediterranean Fleet regrouped as the Manoel Theatre Orchestra. It continued to serve as 
the theatre’s resident orchestra until September 1997, when it became an independent orchestra, taking up the name 
National Orchestra of Malta. The orchestra became the MPO in 2008 when it expanded into a full-size symphony 
orchestra, bringing together musicians from Malta, Europe and beyond.

Joseph Sammut, the C-in-C’s last conductor, was the orchestra’s first conductor, remaining at the helm until 1992. Since 
then, the orchestra has also been under the direction of Joseph Vella, John Galea, Michael Laus, and Brian Schembri. 
In 2019, the MPO has appointed Sergey Smbatyan as Principal Conductor, joining Resident Conductor Michael Laus as 
part of the orchestra’s Artistic Team. The MPO also works with local and international guest artists including Lawrence 
Renes, Diana Damrau, José Cura, Mikhail Pletnev, Gil Shaham, Joseph Calleja, Gautier Capuçon, Daniel Lozakovich and 
Enrico Dindo.

As Malta’s leading musical ensemble, the MPO averages more than one performance a week including symphonic 
concerts, opera productions in Malta and Gozo, community outreach and educational initiatives, as well as various 
concerts of a lighter nature. During the past seasons, the MPO embarked on a Digital Transformation reaching over 32 
million people worldwide through its Online Programme in 2021. 

The orchestra has performed in leading venues across the globe, including in the United States, Russia, Dubai, Germany, 
Austria, China, Italy, and Belgium, and presently embarks on at least one international tour each concert season.

The MPO is a keen exponent of Maltese composers, regularly performing their works in Malta and overseas, as well as 
frequently premiering and commissioning new compositions.

Through the MPO Academy and the Malta Youth Orchestra, which regularly give concerts across Malta, the MPO is also 
responsible for the training and professional development of the next generation of Maltese musicians.

For half a century, the Malta Philharmonic Orchestra (MPO)
has been Malta’s foremost musical institution. 
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Learn More

https://maltaorchestra.com/events/pirates-of-the-caribbean-live-to-film/


We are grateful for the support of the following cultural entities, corporate sponsors and individual 
supporters, which help us reach further and touch more lives than we ever could on our own.
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