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We also get a tantalising glimpse of Kaprálová’s personal life here, 
as she falls in love with a fellow pupil – what can you tell us about 
Ota Vach and that relationship?  
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Can you give us more details of the breakup of Kaprálová’s rela-
tionship with Martin� ?  
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The 2nd International Slavic Music Festival took place on Novem-
ber 5–15, 2018 in Ostrava, Czech Republic. The festival is pro-
grammed in collaboration with Ostrava University’s faculties of arts 
and education, the Art School of Ostrava-Poruba, and the Karol 
Szymanowski Academy of Music in Katowice. This year, the group 
was also joined by the Terezín Memorial as a new programming part-
ner. Czech Radio (Ostrava) was the main media partner present on site 
to record not only the young performer competition, which is becoming 
a staple event of this annual festival, but also several other concerts. 

The festival patrons had a chance to explore a very broad vocal rep-
ertoire this year, (shaped by the festival’s artistic director Martin Ka-
jzar, himself a performing singer), ranging from folk music, medieval 
and Russian Orthodox Church chants and Polish choral works to a 
children’s opera Brundibár by “Terezín composer” Hans Krása. The 
inaugural programming feature in 2018, the “Composer Legends”, 
which was dedicated to Vít� zslava Kaprálová, enriched this primarily 
vocal festival with some first rate chamber music and solo piano works.   

The Composer Legends concert took place on November 12 in the 
beautiful Ceremonial Room of the Silesian Ostrava Town Hall. The 
program offered an overview of all stages of Kaprálová’s creative de-
velopment as composer. Legend and Burlesque and the virtuosic So-

nata Appassionata were presented as examples of her “Brno” period, 
while the April Preludes and the songs Forever and Waving Farewell 
represented her “Prague” period. Kaprálová’s creative time in Paris 
was illustrated by her unfinished reed trio (completed by Stéphane 
Egeling in 2011), Elegy for violin and piano, Tales of a Small Flute, 
and her last opus, Ritournelle pour violoncelle et piano. The wonder-
fully diverse program, which allowed for a variety of instruments and 
their combination (solo piano, violin and piano, cello and piano, flute 
and piano, reed trio, and voice and piano), received sensitive perform-
ances from a truly international cast of musicians: Anna Chrušciel, 
Karol Goryl and Barbara Kami� ska from Poland, Alexander Starý, 
Dušan Brus, Michal Bárta, Kate�ina Pašková, Ladislav Mariaš and 
Alice Št� pánková from the Czech Republic, Alexey Aslamas and An-
ton Aslamas from Russia, and Patricia Jane� ková from Slovakia. The 
reed trio (Kami� ska, Goryl, Pašková) is rarely programmed, so its per-
formance was the evening’s highlight for me personally. The only dis-
appointment was attendance at less than half capacity for the venue, but 
the small audience was truly supportive and appreciative. As the con-
cert was recorded for a later broadcast by Czech Radio 3, I remain 
optimistic that this thoughtful program will receive both an extended 
life and well deserved attention.                                          Karla Hartl 

Artists from left to right: Dušan Brus, Kate�ina Pašková, Alice Št� pánková, Anna Chrušciel, Karol Goryl, Barbara Kami� ska, Anton Aslamas, 
Alexey Aslamas, Ladislav Mariaš, Patricia Jane� ková, and Alexandr Starý. Photo: Tereza Bla�ková.  
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Don’t look away just because the composer’s name is unfamil-
iar and has too many syllables. Kaprálová (1915–1940) is a 
vital link in Czech music, her death at 25 the closure of a cen-
tury of genius. This comprehensive account of her piano music 
gives strong hints of where she was heading. A sonata appas-
sionata of 1933 takes percussive elements from Bartók and its 
elliptical narrative lines from Janá� ek; the voice is powerful 
but not yet formed. Her piano masterpiece dates from 1937 
and is dedicated to the pianist Rudolf Firkušný, who had intro-
duced her to Martin� . Dubnová preludia (April preludes) calls 
to mind the Slavonic fixation with climate, from 
Tchaikovsky’s Seasons to Janá� ek’s In the Mists, with a touch 
of April in Paris. Kaprálová’s expression is uniquely her own, 
inflected with hints of Debussy and Berg but original, viva-
cious and captivating. Just nine minutes long, it gives the 
strongest possible indication of her untapped potential. With 
Kaprálová’s tragic death and her country’s totalitarian subju-
gation, Czech music went flat for a very long time. Giorgio 
Koukl’s chronicle of her life at the piano provides compelling 
listening.  

From a review by Norman Lebrecht for La scena musicale.  

Vif, plein de fantaisie, le jeu de Koukl (serviteur patente de la 
musique de Martin� ) met en valeur toute la singularité de la 
Passacaille grotesque, des Pièces op. 9, des Deux bouquets de 
fleurs de 1935 et d’autres miniatures (Ostinato Fox, Fanfare 
festive). On découvre aussi, gràce à lui, deux pages majeures 
regorgeant d’énergie juvenile, d’idées fraîches et hardies : les 
quatre beaux Préludes d’avril op.13 (1937) et les Variations 
sur le carillon de l’église Saint-Etienne-du-Mont op.16 (1938), 
parfaite illustration du vocabulaire musical assez recherche de 
la jeune Tchèque, avec ses harmonies extrémement originale. 

From a review by Patrick Szersnovicz for Diapason.  
(Diapason d’or for the month of May 2017.) 
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Four Women brings together five twentieth-century piano works by four 
significant female composers.  Pianist Samantha Ege journeys through a di-
verse range of styles and influences—from African American folk songs and 
classical forms in Florence Price’s Sonata in E Minor to modernist explora-
tions of Czech musical identity in the compositions of Vít� zslava Kaprálová; 
from evocations of Edwardian English childhood in the miniatures of Ethel 
Bilsland (world première recording) to Romantic expressions of spiritual 
melodies inflected with jazz and blues in the music of Margaret Bonds.  
Florence Beatrice Price (1887-1953) was born in Little Rock Arkansas in 
1887. Her musical education began at the age of three with piano lessons 
from her mother. At the age of 19, she graduated with the highest honours 
earning a double major in piano teaching and organ performance from the 
New England Conservatory of Music. Price is recognized as the first African 
American woman composer to achieve national and international success. 
Her Sonata in E minor (1932) is Price’s most substantial work for solo piano. 
The sonata consists of three movements: the first is called “Andante - Al-
legro”, the second movement is titled “Andante” and the third is a “Scherzo.” 
The movements are strongly connected and each one reflects an array of in-
fluences from classical forms and German Romanticism, to spiritual melodies 
and plantation dances. The first movement explores two plantation themes 
that resurface in various guises as the sonata progresses. The second move-
ment takes the second plantation theme of the first movement, and delves 
deep into the sound world of the spiritual. The third movement takes us on a 
virtuosic whirl around African American folk music and classical conven-
tions. 
Ethel Edith Bilsland (1892-1982) was an English composer, soprano and 
pianist. She was a Professor of Voice at the Royal Academy of Music in Lon-
don where the Ethel Bilsland Award for Singing was established in her hon-
our. Bilsland sang at the 1923 Proms in Queen’s Hall alongside other giants 
of English classical music, such as the conductor Sir Henry Wood and the 
pianist York Bowen. Bilsland lived most of her adult life in Eltham, South 
London. She was widowed at an early age, and with the onset of the Second 
World War, vocal instruction was her way of ensuring security in her career, 
and in the upbringing of her two children. Bilsland wrote for voice, piano, 
chamber ensembles and orchestra. However, much of her output remains in 
manuscript. One of the few collections available to the public is the endearing 
Birthday Party (1918), a suite in which she dedicates the six piano miniatures 
to each of her young nephews. The Birthday Party was originally published 
as learning material for younger pianists. Yet, there is a highly personal char-
acter to each piece. Each miniature takes the listener through evocations of 
Edwardian English childhood; one cannot help but imagine the scenes of play 
with titles such as “Friends to Tea”, “Peep-bo”, “Tin Soldiers”, “Battledore 
and Shuttlecock”, “Ring o’ Roses” and “Sleepy Song.” This is a world pre-
mière recording. 
Vít� zslava Kaprálová (1915-1940). It would be easy to define the young 
Czech composer Vít� zslava Kaprálová by the men in her life. After all, her 
father, composer Václav Kaprál, was a student of Leoš Janá� ek; one of her 
professors, Vít� zslav Novák, was a student of Dvo�ák; and her mentor and 
lover, Bohuslav Martin� , paved the way for Czech modernism. Yet 
Kaprálová forged her own identity, earning accolades on a par with her male 
counterparts. Her works were premiered by renowned musical institutions 
such as the Czech Philharmonic and the BBC Orchestra, with Kaprálová at 
the helm as their conductor. Kaprálová composed Sonata Appassionata, op. 6 
(1933) during her time at the Brno Conservatory. The work is in two move-
ments: the first is a harmonically rich movement that undulates beneath an 
ever-searching melody and is framed either side by a majestic and densely-

textured theme. The second movement opens with a simple folk-
like theme that evolves over the course of six variations, climax-
ing with a devilish fugue and a return to the majestic chords that 
open the sonata. Dubnová preludia (April Preludes), op. 13 
(1937) comprises four pieces: the first immediately stirs up strik-
ing dissonances and then escapes into a short-lived moment of 
playfulness. The second prelude is awash with impressionistic 
colours, while the third prelude presents a simple melody with 
sparse accompaniment. The final prelude is lively in character. It 
combines all the characteristics of the preceding preludes and 
brings the suite to a triumphant close. 
Margaret Allison Bonds (1913-1972) was born in Chicago and 
grew up during a cultural renaissance led by African American 
visionaries and thinkers in all spheres. The home that Margaret 
lived in with her mother, Estella C. Bonds, was a cultural hub for 
artists and intellectuals alike. Her circles included composers 
such as Will Marion Cook, performers such as the soprano Ab-
bie Mitchell and poets such as Langston Hughes. Her mother, 
Estelle, was a gifted musician and Margaret was instilled with 
the same passion. The younger Bonds later rose to prominence 
with her own works and performances, and came to represent the 
next wave of African-American composers in Chicago. Margaret 
Bonds’ compositional output consists of solo piano pieces, en-
semble works and art songs. As a composer, she fills European 
forms with spiritual melodies, blues harmonies and jazz rhythms. 
Troubled Water for solo piano was composed in 1967 and is 
often performed as a stand-alone work, though it belongs to a set 
called the Spiritual Suite. This set draws influence from specific 
spirituals, and in the case of Troubled Water, Bonds constructs 
this work around “Wade in the Water.” Bonds encases the mel-
ody of this spiritual in jazzy chords and builds up to moments of 
gushing Romanticism. Yet, the distinctive “Wade in the Water” 
melody grounds Troubled Water in the unromantic reality of 
African American history.     / Liner  notes by Samantha Ege 
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FOUR WOMEN: MUSIC FOR SOLO PIANO BY PRICE, 
KAPRÁLOVÁ, BILSLAND, AND BONDS . Price: Sonata in E 
Minor; Bilsland: The Birthday Party; Kaprálová: Dubnová preludia 
and  Sonata appassionata; Bonds: Troubled Water / Samantha Ege, 
pianist / Wave Theory Records WT2018006D. 
Stepping confidently into the minefield of socially corrective art his-
tory, British pianist Samantha Ege offered up a touchingly personal 
and powerfully interpreted collection of works titled Four Women in 
May of 2018. Born of a personal investigation into early 20th century 
composer-pianist Florence Price and her student and friend Margaret 
Bonds, Ege’s distinctive pianistic voice shines brilliantly through this 
insightful program of solo works.  

Ege titles the album after a Nina Simone ballad about African 
American women’s experiences in the United States. Simone, herself 
a skilled classical pianist, was denied acceptance to the Curtis Insti-
tute of Music, ostensibly on the basis of race, and hustled as a cabaret 
pianist-turned-vocalist in Atlantic City before receiving her artistic 
due. Ege concedes a revisionist curiosity on this point: how might 
Nina Simone’s story be different had she been connected to a histori-
cal community of Black female classical musicians? In a more practi-
cal sense, Ege wonders as an educator what happens when gifted mu-
sicians don’t see their identities represented in the canon. 

Lurking behind every noble feminist rediscovery project is the 
ghost of Linda Nochlin’s 1971 essay Why Have There Been No Great 
Women Artists?, enumerating the perils of trying to contextualize 
women’s work in a rubric for greatness designed to exclude them. We 
cringe at the grasping that can undergird these types of projects, and 
recoil further when they accidentally affirm the canon’s judgment 
with clumsy presentations of new voices in old music.  

No grasping here: Ege’s account of her encounters with the music 
of Florence Price, Margaret Bonds, and Vít� zslava Kaprálová call to 
mind the experience of finding home in a place one has never been. 

She describes immediately connecting to Kaprálová’s 
musical language and Price’s distinctive voice, rich with 
historical depth and empathy. That feeling is palpable in 
her playing. Beyond the significant historiographical ef-
fort of Four Women, the project highlights the piano itself 
as a musical shapeshifter, and Ege as an immensely crea-
tive soloist.  

Ethel Edith Bilsland’s The Birthday Party delights in 
twinkling, well-tailored phrases suited for happy week-
ends at home. In this premiere recording, the pianist-
storyteller plays all of the characters in neatly dramatized 
bedtime tales from Peep-Bo to Sleepy Song. In an inter-
view given the day she recorded the album, Ege remarked 
poignantly that The Birthday Party, with six movements 
dedicated to Bilsland’s six nephews, is a rare artifact of a 
woman’s creative work shaped lovingly by her familial 
attachments and obligations. Later, Bilsland literally 
boxed up her compositions and put them in the attic to 
focus on a stable career as a singing teacher. 

For Kaprálová, a young Czech composer-conductor, 
the piano is liquid orchestra, alternately roaring, destroy-
ing, dripping, and flowing within the landscape of a com-
plex emotional life.  

Margaret Bonds’ piano is a dancing body singing out as 
its feet step assured polyrhythms.  

Florence Price’s Sonata in E Minor puzzles and de-
lights in its deliciously unclassifiable synthesis of neo-
classical harmonies, plantation melodies, modernist chro-
maticism, and larger-than-life earth-shaking orchestra-
tions. In an unforgettable opening fanfare, the piano an-
nounces itself with the swinging figures of a French ba-
roque overture that slide down to a jazz swing and back 
up to a Renaissance cadence. One particularly satisfying 
transition in the first movement drops neatly from rhap-
sodic cadenza to a coy song, the bass line creeping up in 
half-steps while a soprano voice sings a light folk tune. 
The second movement broadens warmly somewhere be-
tween a Romantic sonata and a hymn, and the third con-
trasts mischievous scherzo moments with unapologeti-
cally beautiful waterfalls of sparkling pianistic colors. 

With this project, Ege opens the doors to her self-made 
musical home, inviting us to appreciate a new canonical 
architecture. Movement flows into movement, piece to 
piece with an unbridled vitality, musical and emotional 
complexity, and singularity of voice. At the heart of it all 
is an uncompromised sense of belonging to itself which 
makes the question of belonging to the canon seem like a 
limp afterthought. Four Women is truly a gem for pian-
ists, listeners, musicologists, and cultural thinkers alike.          
      Cara Search 
First published in Sybaritic Singer, it is reprinted by permission. 
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