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In 1906 a promising young Czech violinist called Bohuslav Martinů left his home 
town of Polička and began life as a student at the Conservatoire in Prague. His studies 
were made possible largely after an appeal in his local newspaper raised the necessary 
funds. Doubtless he had every intention of rewarding the trust thus placed in him 
by graduating with full honours, but the cultural life of the Czech capital proved to 
be irresistibly distracting. The performances at the National Theatre, in particular, 
drew him like a magnet night after night, usually in the company of his friend and 
fellow-student Stanislav Novák. His devotion to the theatre unfortunately led to the 
neglect of his violin studies and his eventual expulsion from the Conservatoire in 
1910, but by this time he was already well aware that his future lay in composition, 
not performance. He stayed on in Prague, supported by modest financial support 
from his parents, and his love-affair with the National Theatre continued unabated. 
Novák later wrote a short reminiscence of his friend, giving details of his musical 
sympathies at this time of his life: 

He was free, nobody bothered him with counterpoint, he could attend rehearsals of 
the Philharmonic and read all day, he could compose whatever and however he liked 
and in the evening he would have to get himself to the theatre at any price. At this time 
he would never miss a single performance of Smetana’s operas, nor of Rusalka or The 
Jacobin. [...] His great love at the time was Carmen. Later he came to love Louise and 
the operas of Tchaikovsky, all of which we got to know in great detail by playing them 
in piano-duet arrangements. He hated Brahms and Schumann and not even Bach, 
Beethoven, Mahler or Bruckner held much fascination for him. He liked Tannhäuser 
and the Dutchman but hated the Ring. [...] Then came a great wave of the music of 
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Richard Strauss, whose symphonic poems we knew from Zemánek’s concerts.1 Then there 
was also the premiere of Elektra and soon after Der Rosenkavalier, and in the German 
theatre Salome and Ariadne auf Naxos. And above all it was Elektra which impressed us 
all as a complete revelation, likewise Ariadne in its original version. These works had an 
incontestably strong influence upon Martinů. And then came the even greater impression 
made by Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande at the German Theatre, by which Martinů was 
utterly enchanted. And Debussy’s La mer was the piece which, more than any other, 
ensured that the influence of Impressionism [...] outweighed and suppressed the influence 
of Strauss. [...] At that time Martinů worked very diligently and wrote numerous orchestral 
and chamber works, which are for the most part lost today.2

For some years, Martinů’s compositions rebounded like a pinball from one of these 
influences onto another. In time, the synthesis of these early enthusiasms (and with 
others ranging from Stravinsky to jazz and Moravian folksong) would make him one of 
the most distinctive musical personalities of the twentieth century, but the path towards 
mastery was a long one, with many detours along the way. Given his devotion to the 
National Theatre, it was inevitable that Martinů, like Smetana, Dvořák and Janáček 
before him, would one day make an important contribution to the Czech operatic 
repertoire, but it was a ballet, not an opera, which would eventually re-introduce him to 
the National Theatre as a composer.

Martinů’s assiduous cultivation of ballet in the first few decades of his career is 
exceptional among the foremost Czech composers. Smetana and Dvořák wrote no 
ballets and Janáček’s sole contribution to the genre (Rákós Rákóczy of 1891) predates 
almost all of his operas. Prague heard its first Martinů ballet in September 1924, when 
Istar (h130) had its premiere there. In the following year his next ballet, Kdo je na světě 
nejmocnější? (‘Who is the Most Powerful in the World?’; h133) was given at Brno (in a 
double bill with Janáček’s The Cunning Little Vixen), and was transferred to the Prague 

1 Vilém Zemánek was the chief conductor of the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra from 1903 to 1918.
2 O Bohuslavu Martinů (‘About Bohuslav Martinů’), 1939. Originally a public address, reprinted in inter alia Zdeněk Zouhar (ed.), 
Bohuslav Martinů: Sborník vzpomínek a studií, Krajské nakladatelství v Brně, Brno, 1957, pp. 43–54 (quotation from pp. 46–47). 
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stage early in 1927. The two works, despite being written in successive years (1921 and 
1922 respectively), are poles apart stylistically; Istar is one of the last works of Martinů’s 
early Impressionist phase, whereas Kdo je na světě nejmocnější? incorporates, amongst 
other things, a new-found interest in jazz (already expressed in a brace of foxtrots for 
piano, where Martinů sounds remarkably like Scott Joplin).

By the time the two ballets had been staged, Martinů was living in Paris. He 
went there originally on a travel scholarship which was meant to last three months 
from October 1923 – but Paris became his home for the next seventeen years. In this 
stimulating environment, where dance was venerated perhaps more than anywhere 
else, he produced a bumper harvest of new ballets, many of which display his zeal 
for novel forms of presentation. In 1927, for instance, he penned three short and 
strikingly singular ballets; Le Raid merveilleux (‘The Amazing Flight’; h159) is billed as 
a ‘mechanical ballet (without persons)’ and depends instead upon stage props, lighting 
and film. La Revue de cuisine (‘The Kitchen Review’; h161), which has kitchen utensils 
as its principal characters, is accompanied by an instrumental sextet, whereas a full 
symphony orchestra supports the combination of film and puppetry featured in ‘On 
tourne!’ (h163).3 Not until this same, highly productive, year did Martinů complete his 
first opera Voják a tanečnice (‘The Soldier and the Dancer’; h162), which was first staged 
in Brno in 1928. By that time he had already completed a dozen balletic works. 

Martinů’s supreme achievement as a ballet composer (indeed, one of his finest 
accomplishments of all) is the choral ballet Špalíček (h214), completed in 1932 and 
thoroughly revised in 1940. The title refers to a volume – sometimes called a chap-
book in English – compiled by binding together printed verses, songs, ballads, hymns 
and tales. Such a volume was known as a ‘špalek’ (a block) because of its thickness. 
Špalíček is a diminutive form – hence the puzzling translation ‘little block’ that one 
sometimes encounters. Martinů brought one of these chap-books to life as a three-
act ballet: listening to it is like leafing through the pages, with songs, plays, fairy-tales 
and children’s games succeeding each other in a vivid, chaotic jumble. It is brilliantly 
3 The title is hard to translate into English. The phrase is used when cameras have started rolling, but since the obvious English 
equivalent, ‘Action!’ is ambiguous out of context, On tourne! is usually left untranslated.
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entertaining and deserves the widest popularity. Sadly, it was virtually Martinů’s farewell 
to the ballet: he completed only two more such works after 1932. Operatic projects, by 
contrast, continued to occupy him intermittently for the rest of his life – in fact, the last 
project he worked on was a new French libretto for his 1937 opera Julietta. 

Opera and ballet are both demanding genres for a composer, requiring untold 
hours of labour and frequently offering only frustration and disappointment in return. 
Martinů’s thirty completed works in these categories contain many unfortunate 
casualties. In the late 1920s, for instance, he embarked upon a series of three operas in 
collaboration with the French surrealist George Ribemont-Dessaignes. The first, Larmes 
du couteau (‘Tears of the Knife’; h169) remained unperformed until 1968 despite its 
brevity and very modest casting requirements. Its successor, Les Trois Souhaits (‘The 
Three Wishes’; h175), one of Martinů’s most intriguing and ingenious works, had to 
wait until 1971 for its first production. Perhaps unsurprisingly, work on the third opera 
Le Jour de bonté (‘The Day of Good Deeds’; h194), from the early 1930s, was abandoned 
after the completion of two acts. Many of the ballets suffered similar fates. Le Raid 
merveilleux, On tourne! and the chess ballet Échec au roi (‘King in Check’; h186), from 
1930, all took fifty years or more to make the transition from page to stage, and another 
ballet Motyl, který dupal (‘The Butterfly that Stamped’; h153), written in 1926, after 
one of Kipling’s Just So Stories), has yet to accomplish that feat. Thankfully, all these 
wonderful scores have for some time been available on CD, but one corner of Martinů’s 
balletic output has, for the best part of 100 years, remained completely unknown. 
Although Istar was the first of his ballets to be staged, it was by no means his first such 
work. It was, in fact, his fifth – and until this CD recording, none of its predecessors had 
ever been published or performed.

Two of the works are, sadly, destined to remain obscure at least for some time. The 
scores of Tance se závoji (‘Dances with Veils’; h93), from 1914, and Koleda (‘Christmas 
Carol’; h112), dated 1917, have long been considered lost. The latter is a particularly 
regrettable loss; it appears to have been a four-act work with vocal soloists and women’s 
chorus, based on old Czech Christmas customs. Only the text of this fascinating 
forerunner of Špalíček has survived, reproduced by Martinů’s biographer Miloš Šafránek 
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in his book on the composer’s works for theatre.4 The two surviving ballets are Noc 
(‘Night’; h89) of 1914, and Stín (‘The Shadow’; h102), from 1916, both in one act but 
otherwise remarkably different from each other. Night, an Impressionist extravaganza, 
calls for enormous forces, including piano, celesta, three harps, xylophone, keyed 
glockenspiel and an off-stage female chorus. The Shadow, by contrast, requires only 
double woodwind, two horns, piano, harp, celesta and strings. An off-stage soprano 
features at the opening and close of the work, and two notes on a triangle make an easy 
evening’s work for an otherwise silent percussionist. Harry Halbreich, who catalogued 
Martinů’s works5 and established the h numbers that identify each one, wrote that ‘one 
would hardly suspect that these works were written by the same composer within the 
space of three years’.6 It is still harder to believe that they were meant to form part of a 
trilogy of one-act ballets, but such is the case. The planned conclusion of the trilogy was 
a dramatisation of the painting Villa by the Sea by the Swiss artist Arnold Böcklin. In the 
event, this impulse produced the orchestral Ballade (h97), probably written in the year 
between Night and The Shadow.7

It was Martinů’s constant attendance at the National Theatre which provided 
the catalyst for this spurt of creativity. He had become captivated by the solo dance 
performances of the Russian actress and dancer Olga Vladimirovna Gzovska, who 
first appeared as a guest of the National Theatre in 1912. Gzovska was influenced by 
the performances of Isidora Duncan and served in her turn as inspiration not only to 
Martinů, but to other Czech artists – the sculptor Josef Mařatka made a small bronze of 
her and she was also the subject of sixteen dance-sketches by the artist Hugo Boettinger. 
Some of the most striking images of her date from 1912, when the dance-photographer 
František Drtikol captured her in one of her most famous roles, Salome. Šafránek’s book 
reproduces a number of interesting documents charting Martinů’s attempts to collaborate 

4 Divadlo Bohuslava Martinů, Editio Supraphon Praha, Prague, 1979, pp. 121–35.
5 Bohuslav Martinů: Werkverzeichnis und Biografie, Schott, Mainz, 2007, p. 197.
6 Ibid.
7 The Ballade also bears the designation ‘Symphonic Dance No. 4’ as though in acknowledgement of its original inspiration. A 
solitary title page for No. 2 (Nocturne – Roses dans la nuit) is all that survives of the other three Symphonic Dances.
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with Gzovska when she next came to Prague in 1914. Martinů’s overtures were received 
favourably, judging from this short reply from Gzovska’s husband-manager Vladimir 
Nelidov, even though he failed to get the composer’s name quite right:8

Palace Hotel
Prague
11 June 1914

Dear Mr. Martini

My wife Olga Gzovska thanks you for the parcel you so kindly sent and would be very glad 
to study your musical works.
We would be very pleased if you would come to see us at the hotel, so that we can decide 
on a day when O. Gzovska might be able to hear your work.

Yours devotedly Wlad. Nelidow By hand

In a letter to Šafránek from 1958,9 Martinů notes that he never got to meet Gzovska 
but merely sent her a score. Nevertheless, a brief article about Martinů in the magazine 
Nové ilustrované listy dated 8 August 1914 proudly reports that Gzovska had accepted 
Martinů’s Dances with Veils for performance. No such performance seems ever to have 
taken place, but Martinů was sufficiently encouraged to press on and complete The 
Shadow, the second part of his Gzovskian triptych, by Christmas of 1916. The librettist 
for both this work and the preceding Night was the painter Alois Kohout, who, although 
only a few months younger than Martinů, had already lived and studied for some years 
in Paris, where he was captivated by the performances of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes. 
Martinů wrote out the libretto in full on the second page of his ballet manuscript:

A moonlit evening in an old park. In the background stands a fountain. The song of a girl 
can be heard in the distance. A young girl runs in along a path, listens to the song and 
gradually starts dancing and playing with a ball, or a skipping rope. After a moment she 

8 Šafránek, op. cit., p. 119.
9 Now held at the Bohuslav Martinů Centre in Polička, catalogue number PBM Kmš 872.
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runs towards the fountain, and continues playing with the ball. When she drops the ball 
into the fountain and tries to retrieve it, she sees her own image in the water and dances 
before it. Suddenly her image rises out of the water and the girl runs away in terror. Yet 
after a moment she starts to enjoy this new game, imitating the dance of her ‘shadow’. The 
tempo of the dance quickens, becoming frenzied and intense. The girl, exhausted by her 
shadow, staggers to the front of the stage and collapses. At that moment three dark figures 
appear in the background. The central, tallest, figure is Death. The shadow continues its 
wild dance and turns to face the central figure directly. The girl sees what is happening and 
tries to save the shadow, but it is too late: the shadow has already danced up to the dark 
figure, who covers it with his cloak. At that moment the girl also falls to the ground. After 
a moment the scene brightens somewhat and the song of a girl is once more heard from a 
great distance, as at the beginning. By the fountain, the girl lies dead.

In the years immediately following the composition of The Shadow, the anticipated 
support of Gzovska probably represented the best chance Martinů had of getting his two 
ballets performed, since he had yet to make a name for himself. This situation changed 
after the two highly successful performances of his patriotic cantata Česká rapsodie (‘Czech 
Rhapsody’; h118) in January 1919. Perhaps tired of waiting for some sign from Gzovska, 
(who in any case was not to perform in Prague again until 1922), or perhaps emboldened 
by his success, he wrote to the head of the National Theatre, Karel Kovařovic, on 16 
August 1919 to try to persuade him to mount a production of his ballet.10  Kovařovic did 
not reply until the end of October,11 but indicated that he was prepared to recommend 
the work. He further advised Martinů to be patient and explained that the final decision 
now rested with Otakar Ostrčil, recently appointed his successor.

Martinů’s hopes were dashed before the end of the year. Ostrčil felt he could 
recommend neither Night nor The Shadow. His review of Night is perfunctory in the 
extreme, but for The Shadow he wrote a more detailed account of his decision:12

10 Šafránek, op. cit., p. 121. Martinů does not name any ballet in this letter, but does refer to his ‘little work’, making it more likely 
that he had The Shadow in mind, rather than Night.
11 Now held at the Bohuslav Martinů Centre in Polička.
12 The whole document is reproduced in Šafránek, op. cit., p. 119. 
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The entire action of the one-act ballet is taken up with the following story: A girl enters a 
park and dances. Her mirror image (the shadow) rises from a fountain and dances with 
the girl. In the background three dark figures appear. The middle one is Death. Who the 
other two are, we never find out. The shadow dances into the arms of Death, who covers 
it with a cloak and the girl falls to the ground dead. – The girl’s dance, from her arrival to 
the emergence of the shadow, comprises 60 pages of score, with two systems on each page; 
the girl’s dance with the shadow, up to the appearance of Death is another 70 pages (again 
with two systems on each). It is physically impossible for anyone to dance for this long, or 
indeed for anyone to watch it. – The musical aspect of the piece is likewise unremarkable. 
The music is monotonous and rarely lively in tempo. Its simplicity stems partly from a 
clearly deliberate, though completely unmotivated, archaism and partly from a rather 
primitive technique. [...] The orchestration is simple and artless, with an excessive use of 
the piano and celesta. The contrast between piano and orchestra is deployed appropriately 
at one point, i.e., at the beginning of the dance of the girl with her shadow (the piano 
acting as a sort of shadow to the orchestra). Elsewhere the sound of the piano would surely 
evoke the trivial sound of a cheap band in a coffeehouse. It is not possible to recommend 
this work for performance at the National Theatre. 

It would be wrong to judge Ostrčil harshly for his negative reaction. He would accept a 
number of Martinů’s works for performance in the years to come, and his assessment 
of The Shadow is on the whole fair and accurate.13 He, of course, was judging the work 
specifically as a ballet and was rightly convinced of its impracticality. One gets the 
impression that he also felt Martinů’s music to be unsuited to the nature of the libretto. 
If so, he was right again: the music is predominantly cheerful in character, hopelessly 
at odds with the sinister events on stage. Furthermore, although the manuscript does 
contain some stage directions, many of the changes in tempo, mood and texture remain 
completely unmotivated by the action. The Shadow is perhaps best appreciated divorced 
from any dramatic concept, as an extended dance suite full of abundantly attractive and 

13 Ostrčil (1879–1935) was also a fine composer in his own right, in a style which evolved from a sober late-Romanticism to a mild 
but tonally free Expressionism. His output was not large but it contains seven operas and a number of powerful orchestral works.
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inventive music. Nonetheless, the following account of the music will include references 
to the stage action, for the sake of completeness.

The ballet begins unassumingly: three notes on solo horn introduce the only 
occurrence of a charming theme on the oboe 1 . After 35 bars the curtain rises on 
an empty stage. A soprano solo is heard from behind the scenes 2  (the melody is 
strikingly similar to one used by Beethoven in his Piano Trio, Op. 70, No. 2). Brief solos 
for violin and viola usher in a second strain of the soprano solo, and at this point a girl 
enters, listening to the song. Gradually, the strings take over the texture, their melody 
foreshadowing Popelka’s lyrical aria from Martinů’s radio opera Veselohra na mostě 
(‘Comedy on the Bridge’; h247) of 1935. 

The girl begins to dance 3  to the bare accompaniment of pizzicato strings, soon 
joined by piano and harp, with isolated interjections from the woodwind. Rather like 
Beethoven at the start of the finale of the Eroica Symphony (and not for the last time in 
this ballet), Martinů presents nothing but accompanimental figures. The sparse sounds 
of the orchestra show a marked kinship with those of Špalíček – especially the Act 3 waltz 
associated with Cinderella. Soon, a solo violin supplies the missing melodic element, 
and a charming dialogue develops between violins and oboes. A return of the ‘Popelka’ 
theme from the introduction is soon rebuffed by angry dissonances in the piano and 
torn off with a flourish of arpeggios beneath a woodwind chord of C sharp major.

After a short silence, the violins emerge timidly with a new theme in F major – a 
simple melody, with short sequential phrases, each decorated by a turn on its opening 
note. This innocent theme, in combination with music from the introduction, becomes 
more and more imposing, is delivered imperiously by the two horns in C major, and 
passes jubilantly through A major before returning to F major in an exultant statement 
by the full orchestra. Here for the first time in the ballet, one gets a sense of what 
remarkably full sounds Martinů can evoke from the modest forces at his disposal – a 
skill which never left him and which is as characteristic of The Shadow as it is of, for 
instance, his Fantaisies Symphoniques (h343) of 1953. 

Eventually, the music fades away in a series of strange soft chords in the strings and a 
quizzical rejoinder from the celesta. The tender Lento which now emerges 4  is an early 
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example of that mastery of glowing string textures which was to serve Martinů so well 
in his symphonies – his years of violin study were evidently not wasted. A luminous 
violin solo is at first accompanied by the harp and eight other string soloists, later  
by the full, lavishly divided string ensemble. One imagines that some significant action 
on stage has prompted this magical episode, but the score offers no indication of what 
has motivated this marked change of pace. It is merely an alluring episode in the course 
of the girl’s extended solo dance, as is the subsequent Allegretto 5 , launched in sparkling 
style by piano, celesta and solo violin. This new theme soon passes to the woodwind in 
augmentation, before giving way to a Moderato waltz in B major, led by the strings 6 . 
The score bristles with accidentals (including many double sharps) as the subtly shifting 
harmonies suggest the influence of Richard Strauss, Der Rosenkavalier in particular. The 
waltz builds magnificently, culminating in a chromatic ascent in the piano spanning five 
octaves. Just before the music stops abruptly at the zenith, Martinů writes the first stage 
direction in many pages – ‘Ball game’ 7 . 

The woodwind and horns now take the lead in a broad 6
8  time over strongly diatonic 

harmonies and murmured interjections from the violins and piano. The continuation of 
this theme is interrupted by a sinuous chromatic melody in the violas as the ball falls into 
the fountain and the girl sees her ‘shadow’ for the first time 8 . The broad melody then 
returns in subdued fashion in the piano and celesta, over chilly sul ponticello harmonies 
in the upper strings, as the shadow rises from the water 9 . This passage is evidently the 
one which Ostrčil approved of in his review. For once, the music reacts to the stage action 
with an appropriate tone and timescale. Music which first appeared in the early stages of 
the girl’s dance is now freely recapitulated as she meets her alter ego – a telling dramatic 
and formal manœuvre, since much of this material will return for a second time towards 
the end of the ballet, making of it a free abaca structure.

From this point on, The Shadow becomes largely a sequence of self-contained 
numbers, each prefaced by a short passage of unrelated material. There are no stage 
indications for over a thousand bars – the girl and the shadow simply dance their way 
through a succession of different tempi and textures. As drama or spectacle, this part 
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of the ballet is ridiculously over-extended, but in compensation it contains some of the 
most attractive music that the score has to offer.

This suite of dances begins with the march-like Comodo section 10 . The piano and 
celesta are once more prominent at the opening, but the tones of the celesta are about 
to disappear from this piece almost for good, re-appearing only in the closing bars. A 
broad theme on the strings soon emerges – a passage where the music of Richard Strauss 
once more becomes influential. The angular descents of the melody are supported by 
disjunct harmonies which once more bring Der Rosenkavalier to mind (and, indeed, the 
Alpine Symphony, though Martinů was unlikely to have heard that recently completed 
piece). The most extended dance is the oboe-led Tempo di Menuetto 11 , full to the brim 
of charming ideas – some of which are heard only once as Martinů squanders them with 
a largesse worthy of Dvořák. The Trio 12 , like the start of the girl’s solo dance, begins 
without its theme – one hears merely a succession of perfunctory chords in the strings, 
later joined by the piano. When the theme finally arrives on solo violin, it proves to be 
eminently worth the wait – a smiling, benign inspiration which is likely to follow the 
listener around long after the ballet is over. A yet more stirring utterance of this theme 
soon follows in an orchestral tutti, the two statements separated by a perky episode 
where the piano flashes in and out of mildly dissonant woodwind textures – the clearest 
sign yet that this composer would one day produce the witty ballets of the 1920s or the 
brilliantly entertaining comedic episodes in his operas Comedy on the Bridge or Divadlo 
za Branou (‘Suburban Theatre’; h251).

A brief Vivace 13  initiates a move to faster tempi as the dancing continues, and is 
certain to bring Dukas’ tone-poem L’Apprenti sorcier (1897) vividly to mind. A short 
Allegro in rapid waltz-time 14  is succeeded by an Allegro vivace 15  where wind and strings 
alternately present a pleasingly bucolic jig, which the orchestra gradually transforms 
into another ebullient march; but this time the music halts abruptly, to be succeeded 
by minor-key shrieks of alarm as at last something new happens on stage 16 . The three 
dark figures have finally appeared, but their arrival, somewhat surprisingly, causes only 
a brief moment of panic – soon the girl and the shadow are dancing as happily as ever, 
to a new, somewhat Mozartian Allegro 17  which conceals at its core an idyllic episode 
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for two solo violins with a simple chordal piano accompaniment. Only gradually does 
an appropriate sense of menace steal back into the music, with the gradual growth in 
strength of an ostinato rhythm reminiscent of Beethoven’s Egmont Overture.14 

Events now follow each other thick and fast, the manuscript overflowing with stage 
directions (there is more detail here than is suggested by the ‘official’ libretto quoted 
above). Music from the opening of the ballet returns, now presented as a Presto whirl as 
the dancing spirals out of control, and then juxtaposed with the ‘Egmont’ rhythm as the 
girl and her shadow are overcome 18 . Eventually, the rhythm dominates completely in a 
long diminuendo to almost complete silence – from which the soprano solo re-emerges, 
now at a considerable distance, as if recalling a remote, more innocent past 19 . Soft 
string chords of A major bring the ballet to a close.

In later life, Martinů had nothing good to say of this youthful piece. In letters written 
in 1958 to Šafránek,15 reviewing a draft of his friend’s second biography, he wrote:

You perhaps place too much weight on those early works, like The Shadow and other 
things, which are surely just a phase and more like training exercises. [...] In short, The 
Shadow is a weak apprentice work and I wouldn’t write about it at all. [...] You spend too 
much time on things which really don’t have any great significance. They are transitional 
and haphazard – the work of a student reacting to every stimulus he encounters. So the 
account of these Shadows and other things is most unnecessarily drawn-out. As regards 
the libretto, Kohout devised the libretto for The Shadow, although it isn’t really a libretto 
but rather just an idea, and not a completely original one at that.

If Martinů’s third ballet was not worth writing about, does it merit its first performance 
for this recording, almost exactly 100 years after it was written? Harry Halbreich feels 
that The Shadow, while no masterpiece, marks an important stage in the composer’s 
development:

14 Ian Hobson drew my attention to this resemblance – I had noticed in addition that this is also the rhythm which underpins the 
great Largo of Martinů’s First Symphony. Indeed, one prominent feature of instrumentation – the piano repeating the rhythm on its 
two lowest B flats – is common to both works.
15 PBM Kmš 872 (loc. cit.) and PBM Kmš 872.
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For the first time, the rhythmical side of Martinů comes to the fore, and the chamber 
orchestra with characteristic piano is deployed in a way which already anticipates Špalíček 
or Kytice; for the first time, freely invented folk melodies (mostly in waltz time) form 
the basic musical material. Finally, here we also find Martinů’s earliest exploration of the 
theme of split personality.16

According to Šafránek,17 Martinů attached considerable importance to certain 
‘unexpected’ works which cropped up in his œuvre from time to time – works which 
did not fall into place in the logical course of his development, but whose influence 
and significance would bear fruit only much later on. Among such works, he counted 
the Second String Quartet, the First Piano Trio, the opera Julietta and the Double 
Concerto for Two String Orchestras, Piano and Timpani. Although he never expressed 
such an opinion about The Shadow, it is tempting now to add it to that list – it predicts 
the composer’s future far more clearly than anything else he had written to date, or 
indeed would write before Who is the Most Powerful in the World?. It is ironic that the 
feature that can now be recognised as most prescient – the prominence of the piano in 
a chamber orchestra – attracted the most scathing criticism from Ostrčil, but it would 
be encountered again and again in Martinů’s work in the following decades, up to the 
equally captivating Sinfonietta La Jolla of 1950 and beyond. Yet The Shadow surely has 
more than merely documentary value – for all its wanton impracticality and occasionally 
awkward orchestration, it contains a wealth of attractive ideas which have remained 
concealed for far too long. 
Michael Crump is the author of Martinů and the Symphony (Toccata Press, London, 2010) and the 
editor, for Schott, Mainz, and Editio Bärenreiter Prague of several of Martinů’s early orchestral scores. 

16 Op. cit., pp. 197–98. The theme of split personality recurs in several later operas – Hry o Marii (h236; 1934), Alexandre bis (h255; 
1937) and Ariane (h370; 1958).
17 Bohuslav Martinů: His Life and Works, Allan Wingate, London, 1962, pp. 100–1.



15

Ian Hobson, pianist and conductor, enjoys an international reputation 
both for his performances of the Romantic repertoire and of neglected 
piano music old and new, and for his assured conducting from both the 
piano and the podium, renewing interest in the music of such lesser-
known masters as Ignaz Moscheles and Johann Hummel as well as being 
an effective advocate of works written expressly for him by contemporary 
composers, among them John Gardner, Benjamin Lees, David Liptak, 
Alan Ridout and Roberto Sierra. 

As guest soloist, Ian Hobson has appeared with the world’s major 
orchestras; those in the United States include the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra and The Philadelphia Orchestra, the symphony orchestras of 
Baltimore, Florida, Houston, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh and St Louis, the American Symphony 
Orchestra and the Orquesta Sinfónica de Puerto Rico. In the UK, he has been heard with the 
Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, London Philharmonic Orchestra, Scottish National Orchestra, 
Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra and Hallé Orchestra; elsewhere he has worked with 
the ORF-Vienna, Orchester der Beethovenhalle, Moscow Chopin Orchestra, Israeli Sinfonietta 
and New Zealand Symphony Orchestra.

Born in Wolverhampton in 1952 and one of the youngest-ever graduates of the Royal 
Academy of Music, Ian Hobson subsequently pursued advanced studies at both Cambridge 
University and Yale University. He began his international career in 1981 when he won First 
Prize at the Leeds International Piano Competition, having previously earned silver medals at 
both the Arthur Rubinstein and Vienna-Beethoven competitions. Among his piano teachers 
were Sidney Harrison, Ward Davenny, Claude Frank and Menahem Pressler; as a conductor 
he studied with Otto Werner Mueller, Denis Russell Davies, Daniel Lewis and Gustav Meier, 
and he worked with Lorin Maazel in Cleveland and Leonard Bernstein at Tanglewood. A 
professor in the Center for Advanced Study at the University of Illinois (Urbana-Champaign), 
Ian Hobson received the endowed chair of Swanlund Professor of Music in 2000 and is now 
the Swanlund Emeritus Professor. For the Michaelmas Term of 2011–12, he served as Visiting 
Fellow at Magdalene College, Cambridge.

Ian Hobson is in increasing demand as a conductor, particularly for performances in which 
he doubles as a pianist. He made his debut in this capacity in 1996 with the Stuttgart Chamber 
Orchestra, and has since appeared with the English Chamber Orchestra, the Fort Worth 
Chamber Orchestra, the Sinfonia Varsovia (at Carnegie Hall), the Pomeranian Philharmonic 
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and the Kibbutz Chamber Orchestra of Israel, among others. He also performs extensively as 
pianist-conductor with Sinfonia da Camera, a group he formed in 1984 and which quickly 
gained international recognition through its recordings. The ensemble celebrated its 25th 
anniversary in May 2009 with the first performance of Moscheles’ Piano Concerto No. 8, 
orchestrated by Ian Hobson from notes scrawled by the composer on an original piano score.

He is also active as an opera conductor, with a repertoire that encompasses works by 
Cimarosa and Pergolesi, Mozart and Beethoven, and Johann and Richard Strauss. In 1997 
he conducted John Philip Sousa’s comic opera El Capitan in a newly restored version with a 
stellar cast of young singers; the recording was issued the following year as one of the inaugural 
releases of the Zephyr label, which Ian Hobson founded. A fervent advocate of Enescu’s music, 
he conducted the 2005 North American premiere of Œdipe, in a semi-staged version performed 
by Sinfonia da Camera on the 50th anniversary of the composer’s death; a recording of the event 
was released by Albany Records in 2006.

To date he has amassed a discography of some sixty releases, mostly on the Zephyr label, 
including the complete piano sonatas of Beethoven and Schumann, a complete edition of 
Brahms’ piano variations for piano and the complete piano works by Chopin. In 2007, with the 
Sinfonia Varsovia, he recorded Rachmaninov’s four piano concertos and Rhapsody on a Theme 
of Paganini for the Zephyr label in the dual role of pianist and conductor – an achievement 
no other performer has matched. In addition, he has recorded more than twenty albums for 
the Arabesque label featuring the music of Clementi, Dussek and Weber, the complete piano 
sonatas of Hummel, the complete solo piano transcriptions of Rachmaninov, and Hobson’s 
Choice, a collection of his favourite pieces exploring the multiple facets of virtuosity across 
the span of three centuries. Orchestral releases include works by Françaix, Milhaud and Saint-
Saëns, as well as Stravinsky’s L’Histoire du soldat and Walton’s Façade, with the Sinfonia da 
Camera and William Warfield as narrator.

He has also recorded a sixteen-volume collection of the complete works of Chopin, also 
for the Zephyr label, having marked the composer’s 200th birthday with a series of ten solo 
concerts in New York. In addition to the large body of work for solo piano, this recording 
series features his performances as pianist and conductor, with the Sinfonia Varsovia, in all of 
the works for piano and orchestra, as well as his collaboration as pianist with other artists in 
Chopin’s chamber music and songs. In this edition there is around three-quarters of an hour of 
music by Chopin that has never been recorded before, making Ian Hobson the first-ever artist 
to record Chopin’s entire œuvre. With the violinist Sherban Lupu he is recording, as pianist and 
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conductor, the complete works of Ernst for Toccata Classics, which recently released his CDs 
of piano music of Harold Truscott and Edward Loder. This CD is the second in his pioneering 
recording of the early orchestral works by Martinů, also for Toccata Classics.

In addition, Ian Hobson is a much sought-after judge for national and international 
competitions, and has been a member of numerous juries, among them the Van Cliburn 
International Piano Competition (at the specific request of Van Cliburn), the Chopin Competition 
in Florida, Leeds International Pianoforte Competition, Schumann International Competition 
in Germany and Arthur Rubinstein Competition in Poland. In 2005, he served as Chairman of 
the Jury for the Cleveland International Piano Competition and the Kosciuzsko Competition 
in New York; in 2008, he served in the same capacity for the New York Piano Competition, to 
which, renamed New York International Piano Competition, he returned in 2010.

His website can be found at www.ianhobson.net.

In 1984, at the invitation of Waldemar Dąbrowski, director of the 
Stanisław I. Witkiewicz Studio Centre for the Arts in Warsaw, 
and Franciszek Wybrańczyk, director of the Polish Chamber 
Orchestra, the violinist Yehudi Menuhin arrived in Poland to 
perform as a soloist and conductor. So as to meet the exigencies 
of the repertoire, the orchestra invited renowned Polish musicians 
from all over Poland to take part in the performances. The first 
concerts of the ensemble, conducted by Menuhin, were received 
enthusiastically by audiences and critics, and he accepted the invitation to become the first 
guest conductor of the newly established orchestra, now named Sinfonia Varsovia. 

Sinfonia Varsovia performs at the world’s most prestigious concert halls and festivals, 
working with world renowned conductors and soloists. The orchestra has recorded several 
albums, radio and television performances, and boasts a discography of more than 270 CDs, 
many of which have received prestigious prizes. In 1997 Krzysztof Penderecki became the musical 
director, and in 2003 also its artistic director. Sinfonia Varsovia is a municipal cultural institution 
co-ordinated by the City of Warsaw. In 2015, in the presence of the President of Warsaw, Hanna 
Gronkiewicz-Waltz, the architect Thomas Pucher and Janusz Marynowski, director of Sinfonia 
Varsovia, signed a contract for the delivery of design documentation for a new concert hall for 
the orchestra and for the development of the property at 272 Ulica Grochowska.

Its website can be found at www.sinfoniavarsovia.org.
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MARTINŮ Early Orchestral Works, Volume Two

Stín (‘The Shadow’) – Ballet in One Act, H102 (1916) 

1  Introduction 1:29
2  Song – the girl appears 3:16
3  Girl’s dance 8:58
4  Lento  3:56
5  Allegretto 1:44
6  Moderato (di valse) 4:54
7  Ball game 1:45
8  The ball falls into the water and the girl sees her reflection 0:17
9  The shadow rises from the water and dances 5:33

10  Comodo (Allegro ma non troppo) 5:06
11  Tempo di Menuetto 3:17
12  Trio  5:48
13  Vivace  1:27
14  Allegro  3:49
15  Allegro vivace 3:23
16  Three dark figures appear in the background 0:51
17  The dancing continues, becoming ever faster (Allegro vivace) 7:00
18   The girl collapses exhausted but the shadow dances onwards towards the 

central dark figure, which covers the shadow in a cloak 1:36
19  The song is heard again from afar 2:30
   TT 66:37
Dorota Szczepańska, offstage soprano 2  19

Anna Maria Staśkiewicz, violin 4 – 6  12  17

Agnieszka Kopacka, piano
Sinfonia Varsovia
Ian Hobson, conductor


