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Trio Bohemo, award-winning Czech chamber
ensemble known for its dynamic performances
and mastery of the classical piano trio
repertoire, gave a performance at St James
earlier this month. Review by Julia Meredith

LIZABETH I, in her speech to the

troops at Tilbury, said she had no

wish ‘to make windows into men’s

souls’. In the recent remarkable

concert at St James, I felt as if 1

was gazing through glass into the
innermost feelings of the three remarkable
musicians of Trio Bohemo.

This was the unselfconscious by-product
of players utterly committed both to virtu-
osic precision and emotional understanding
of their programme.

Matous Peruska, violin, Kristina Vocetk-
ova, cello, and Jan Vojtek, piano, are three
young Czech musicians whose meteoric rise
has seen them win first prize and audience
prize at the International Joseph Haydn
Competition in Vienna, first prize at the In-
ternational Johannes Brahms Competition
in Vienna, International Parkhouse Award
in London and others too numerous to men-
tion. Their debut album was named Album
of the Year at the Presto Music Awards, and
BBC Music Magazine awarded them five
stars. With such a stellar reputation, the bar
was set high.

Their opening work, Smetana’s Piano
Trio in G Minor, Op 15, was written in mem-
ory of Smetana’s little daughter, Bedriska,
who died of scarlet fever when she was only
four.

It’s a work of great poignancy and emo-
tional depth, and from the first moments
of the Moderato Assai, the sense of a being
consumed by heartache was compelling.

Combined with an almost visceral con-
nection between the trio, their ability to
shape each phrase into a single voice, the
two string players articulate the unfolding
drama.

Their score is their script, notes are their
meaning and their expressions show more
truthfully than words their understanding
of, and empathy for, the suffering of a be-
reaved father (and fellow Czech).

What courage, to take on a work like this,
knowing that every nuance must be written

on their faces. How many of us could bear,
like them, to be so nakedly revealed to a
hallful of strangers, while their faces ex-
posed their innermost feelings?

Their urgency and attack is matched by
the tender sweetness of the gentle passages.
Here for me the relationship between piano
and strings really shone out; the former
almost the sea on which violin and cello
sailed, inseparable and minutely respon-
sive. The cellist’s tone is exquisitely versa-
tile: a velvety caress — a howl of pain - a
magisterial stoicism.

The Allegro could be heard as a conver-
sation. So profound a topic must be raised,
examined, individuals sometimes retreat-
ing into stern isolation and then leaning
together, always respectful of one anoth-
er’s moment of prominence, before slipping
back into the interwoven whole.

The energy and verve of the Presto is both
a frantic scramble and a demonstration of
pinpoint dexterity — perfection under severe
pressure. Hard to listen to without a rac-
ing heart, until it dissolves into release...
though such periods of calm are a brief
respite.

The fleeting, secret smiles on the faces of
all three performers during this movement,
were fascinating to observe: such transpar-
ent relish in their immersive concentration.

If you’ll forgive the metaphor: to stay in
your own lane at breakneck speed — whilst
interacting with every other vehicle on the
road — requires split second reflexes. What
terrifies some people thrills and raises the
game of others, and I'd bet Trio Bohemo fall
into the second camp. For all their expres-
sive sensitivity, these three must thrive on
adrenaline and have nerves of steel.

in E Minor, Op 90, continued our foray
into the colourful beauty of Bohe-
mian music. Six independent pieces, each
a vignette of Slavic national character and
culture, insights into their bipolarities of in-

g fter interval, Dvorak’s ‘Dumky’ Trio
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ward melancholy and extrovert folk dance.
The first movement lays out this con-
trast as it means to go on. Lento Maestoso,
majestically unhurried, proceeds weightily
via a delicate bridge which opens into an
entirely different world of gleeful vitality.
This is the pattern we experienced again
and again: the sombre Slavic zeitgeist is bal-
anced by its equivalent on the bright side, a
spirited embrace of the joys of living in the
moment. The violinist holds his instrument
to his cheek like the face of his beloved,
describing their future together, breathing
the sweet perfume of shared contentment.
Hard to escape the sense that this trio
of musicians are in love with what they
do, each other, and the music they play. At
times watching them felt as if there could
be no more fulfilling job in the world... in

‘Here for me

the relationship
between piano

and strings really
shone out; the
former almost

the sea on which
violin and cello
sailed, inseparable
and minutely
responsive. The
cellist’s tone is
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a velvety caress -

a howl of pain - a
magisterial stoicism’
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complete harmony with one another and
their vocation.

tinents and centuries, with an irresist-

ibly exuberant work written in 1986 by
an American-born composer, Paul Schoen-
field.

His inspiration was sparked by stepping
in as pianist for a trio entertaining diners
at Murray’s Restaurant in Minneapolis, and
it prompted him to attempt — in his words -
‘a kind of high-class dinner music — music
which could be played at a restaurant, but
might also (just barely) find its way into a
concert hall’.

That wry lack of self-importance is part
of the music’s charm. It makes no claim to
be ‘high culture’, and yet it demands techni-
cal mastery to execute those dazzling jazzy
displays of syncopation at breakneck speed,
and emotional intelligence to bring out the
humour and wistfulness. I suspect Schoen-
field had more than a little in common with
that other great wit, Tom Lehrer. Both send
up sacred cows with a wink and a swagger,
and manage to sound as if they’'re making it
up on the trot.

Trio Bohemo revelled in every moment.
It was there in the sway of their shoulders
as the rhythm took hold, the tilt of an eye-
brow, the wolfish grins in anticipation of a
jaunty phrase, and the audience beamed in
recognition.

The Andante Moderato had a Scott Jop-
lin-esque pace, strolling with the melody
through sweet-sour twists and turns, evoc-
ative of Mittel-European melancholia. And
finally the Presto — I would have said Pres-
tissimo — where all instruments showcased
their exceptional technique, but the pianist
really stood out for his deft touch and cool
head - the ability to switch styles without
dropping a semiquaver.

Perhaps what sets this trio apart is the
tightness of their fit: while they ricochet
and knock sparks off each other, they played
as a single organism.

This was a performance that made my
heart beat faster, and one where the effect
could never be replicated by listening to a
recording. We were exceptionally lucky to
hear them in Guernsey; I suspect that here-
after their success will have lifted them into
a different galaxy.

The Swallow 2018 Charitable Trust has
brought music lovers an unforgettable per-
formance. Thank you.

For their last work, the trio moved con-




