Vorisek’s Rhapsody
Op. 1 No. 3

an Vaclav Vorisek* (1791-1825) was one of the
pioneers of Czech music. He was the child of
a musician father, always advantageous to
early musical development (if not always to
personal happiness). As a young man, Vorisek
enrolled as a law student, as Schumann was later to
do, but unlike the willful Schumann, he actually
bothered to attend classes, and eventually completed
his degree. At the same time, he continued to pursue
music, performing in Prague salons and studying
composition with the once-famous Bohemian
pianist-composer, Vaclav Jan Tomasek.

Schubert and Vorisek
met at the home of a
mutual friend.

It was Tomasek who first used the word “rhap-
sody” as a musical title. (He also pressed into musi-
cal service two other words which originally applied
to ancient Greek poetic forms—the wild dithyramb
and the pastoral eclogue.). Vorisek not only com-
posed rhapsodies after Tomasek’s model (short com-
positions in ABA form, not the loose medleys that
Liszt was to develop) but himself coined the word
“impromptu”—his best-remembered achievement.
Not simply the word, but much in the music also
suggests that Vorisek influenced Schubert’s short
piano pieces. (While Schubert’s Op. 90 was entitled
Four Impromptus by his publisher, this title was
probably given to the second set, Op. 142, by
Schubert himself.) Schubert and Vorisek are believed
to have met at the home of their mutual friend,
Ignaz Sonnleithner.

Vorisek loved the music of Beethoven, which in
conservative Prague typed him as a dangerous char-
acter. When Vorisek moved to Vienna to further his
career, he had the thrill of meeting his idol.
(Beethoven could be as unaccountably accessible
and friendly as he could be suspicious and rude.)
Tomasek later wrote that in 1814, Beethoven told
him that Vorisek’s Rbapsodies, Op. 1 (including the
one published here) were “well done for a young

man like him.”

As well as composing lyric pieces, Vorisek also
produced some large instrumental works. The other-
wise impressive piano Sonata, Op. 20, is marred by a
thematically formulaic finale. Vorisek’s one sympho-
ny is jovial and outgoing. The Sonata for violin and
piano, Op. 5, is a charming work, rich in songful
melody and instrumental brilliance, somewhat at the
expense of formal concentration.

The impassioned, concise Rhapsody, Op. 1, No. 9,
may be the best of Vorisek’s piano pieces. The impul-
sive outer sections—now sullen, now plaintive—are
agitated by rhythmic dislocations, contrasting articula-
tions, and jabbing, accented appoggiaturas.

Allegro appassionato (J)
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However, the adorable, lilting middle section
exudes that vulnerable, unself-conscious innocence
that, after Schubert, Von Weber, Field and
Mendelssohn, came to be pre-empted by a more
knowing sensibility. (Even in Schumann, the simplic-
ity of a work like the touching Scenes from
Childbood calls attention to itself.)
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The late romantics, such as Richard Strauss, gorged
with the fruit of technical knowledge, strained in vain
to regain this most elusive of qualities.

*For the truly courageous, the name is pronounced
(approximately) Yan Vatslav Vorzsheeshek— “a” as in
“far” ratber than as in “cat.” The middle and last names
are accented on the first syllables.
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