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Petr Antonín Eben, born in Žamberk on 22nd January 1929, died in Prague on 24th October 2007, came from a family of teachers—his Christian mother was of an Austrian-Polish origin, the Jewish  ancestors of his father originally came from Spain. In Eben’s family tree, artists are to be found—for example, his great-uncle was an actor—, but it was also an amateur  music-making at home that added to the flowering of his extra-ordinary genius. His childhood, starting from the age of six until graduating from the grammar school after WWII, Eben spent in Český Krumlov, South Bohemia region. On account of his partly Jewish origin Eben was being discriminated by his schoolmates and his girlfriend left him too. Consequently, he was forced to work in a printing office, construction or stone quarry, respectively. Together with his brother, they were interned at the concentration camp Buchenwald. 

As for his music education, it was not before the age of sixteen that he was taught by professionals; he took piano and cello lessons in Český Krumlov and České Budějovice. Between 1948 and 1952 he studied piano playing at the Academy of Musical Arts (AMU) in Prague under Prof. František Rauch, whom Eben later dedicated the Concert for Piano and Orchestra; moreover, between 1950 and 1954 he also studied composition under Prof. Pavel Bořkovec where he graduated with the Concert for Organ and Orchestra No.1 (known as Symphonia gregoriana).

After graduating from the university he married Šárka Hurníková, a psychologist and sister of his mate, Ilja Hurnik; together, they had three sons: Kryštof, a mathematician; David, a musicologist; and Marek, an actor and moderator. (example-specimen 1st. Musica Dominicalis - Fantasia I., Moto ostinato and Finale) cca 23´ min.

    
 Eben dedicated his life to composing, but he also occupied himself with teaching and giving lectures and concerts as well as with improvising and with work of a repetiteur (a piano coach).  Between 1954 and 1955 he worked as a music dramaturg  in the Czech Television and as a part-time lecturer at the AMU, from 1955 until 1989 he was a member of the Department of Musicology, Charles University Prague, Faculty of Arts (until 1970 as an assistant, later on until 1985 as an assistant professor) where he was teaching piano playing, organology, form and analysis of musical composition, and score playing. Just right before the Velvet Revolution took its course, he became an associate professor and he was decorated as an Honorary Artist, 1990–1994 he became a professor of composition  at the AMU in Prague, for several seasons he was chairing the Arts Council of the Prague Spring Festival. In the same year, a degree doctor honoris causa of Charles University Prague  was awarded to him, followed by other awards. In 2002, the former president Václav Havel awarded him the Medal of Merit.

     
Petr Eben was an archetype of a versatile man.; apart from his fondness for travelling, which he inherited from his father, he was keen on fine arts. It served as an important well of inspiration—see for his numerous co-operation with visual artists. He was also devoted to literature, especially to poetry, and to languages: he spoke German, English and French fluently, but he also knew Latin and Greek, being interested in old Italian, Hebrew, Aramaic or Catalanic as well. He was gifted with absolute pitch and visual memory; he was interested in photography, he collected cartoons of various nations. Considering sports, he was keen on yoga, swimming and strolling the countryside; he was an enthusiastic car driver and he liked thyme. In his spare time he used to visit his cottage in Dolany by Kralupy. (example 2nd. Vesperae in Festo Nativitatis, sung in Catalanic: II. Praeludium. Antiphona 2. Psalmus 112, III. Antiphona 3. Palmus 126. Postludium, V. Praeludium. Antiphona ad Magnificat. Canticum Mariae) cca 11´ min.

     
From his childhood onwards, the composer had to struggle with chronic insomnia (resulting in Night Hours for Wind Quintet, String Orchestra, Piano and Percussion), later on he suffered from knee, heart and stomach diseases, he was placed in  hospital for treatment of erysipelas. Owing to several strokes he suffered from amnesia in his advanced age. Eben’s lifelong journey was accomplished on 30th October 2007 when he was ceremonially buried in Prague in Basilica of St. James, the cardinal Miroslav Vlk and many of European organ players being presented.

     
While composing, Eben worked chronologically and systematically—in seclusion he firstly chose the main motif, then, without piano, he drafted the content, outline and formal plan of composition. When composing first few pages he was already decided on the lenght of the piece. It was his principle that he did not revised the completed composition—it was uneasy and slow to compose, but when finished it was the final version.

     
For his composing, Eben drew inspiration from various sources, of which his partly Jewish origin played an importatnt role—hence his inclination towards a sad, tragical and desolate mood. Eben’s deep Christian faith—predominantly with ecumenical attitudes—which came from his mother’s side might be considered as the essential part of his composing as well. The crucial moment that influenced his career was his stay in the concentration camp Buchenwald where he had to face the perils of death. Surprisingly enough, both totalitarian regimes he lived in were a sort of incentive for his composing—he discovered organ and contemplating the meaning of life he consoled himself with spiritual works. The atmosphere of Prague where  he composed most of his life gave him impetus to compose several pieces which were devoted to the mother of cities (Pragensia, Homage to Charles IV, Prague Te Deum). (example 3rd. The Prague Te Deum) cca 8´min

    
Eben was also influenced by saints, thinkers, authorities such as the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah, Saint Francis, Saint Teresa, Wenceslaus I, Adalbert of Prague, Nicolaus Cusanus, Thomas Campanus, Nothker Balbulus, Jan Amos Comenius. 

     
Eben was also influenced by other “fine” arts, especially Antiquity and the Middle Ages; as for the visual arts it was Theodoric of Prague, Jan Zrzavý, František Muzika, as well as Marc Chagall, Cézanne, Picasso, Mondriano, Matisse or Rounalt that contributed to the fount of ideas, in literature there were Rainer Maria Rilke, Franz Werfel, Franz Kafka, Max Brod, Stefan Zweig or Elias Canetti. The works of other writers such as Mácha, Seifert, Nezval, Hora, Halas, Skácel, etc. were set to music, and in his penthouse at the Eliška Pešková Street in Prague he had a sculpture of John the Baptist made by Jiří Sozanský.

     
As far as the musical inspiration is concerned, there is a manifold list of composers that influenced Eben’s career. The most importatnt composers are Brahms, Mahler, Britten and Messiaen; but he also promoted Dvořák and Janáček, as well as Martinů and Kabeláč. A certain “spiritual affinity” with Josef Bohuslav Foerster might be found, too. Český Krumlov and its surroundings, where he grew up, aroused his interest in Gothic monody, Renaissance polyphony, or in Trouvère songs. As for the genre, the most significant one seems to be Gregorian chant, of which fondness was establihes during his stay in the Austrian Schlierbach, French Solemnes and Spanish Monserrat. For Eben—as he expressed himself— it stood for the “first and most important inspiration for his composing”. According to Eben, Gregorian chant is closer to modern times than generally perceived—there are three main features being stated by Eben: monody as “an autonomous sufficient musical performance”, “harmonius instability giving hearers opportunity to interpret the progress of harmony on their own, and finally “a rhythmic-metrical looseness” as well as a repose standing for an opposition to the hastiness of the modern world. The meaning of Gregorian chant is an effort to render a universal theme rather than an archaic attitude. (example 4th. Cantico delle creature for mixture choir on the text by St. Franciscus of Assisi, 1987) cca 6´min

     
Except for Gregorian chant, there are other sources of inspiration being presented in his compositions, namely Protestant chant and folklore and folk-songs, the latter ones being considered by Eben as a “genuine source” which should bear on the distinctive features of the age. Last but not least, improvisation was a basis of many of his compositions; Eben was fond of this method and he used it frequently not only as a concert while composing on account of films, poems, pictures or recordings, it was commonly used when partaking in feature programmes Lyra Pragensis and other gatherings with poets and painters, with whom he tried to bring literature, music and visual art together. According to Eben, it is improvisation that is able to “finish a poem”. Assignments that he was given should not be taken for granted, since they provided Eben with the specific instructions concerning the structure of a composition; the same goes for the chamber play (in the 70s and 80s, he was a member of two piano trios), virtuoso performance, or just from the reason of being curious about the sound of instruments and their possible combinations. (example 5th. Piano Concerto - Allegro risoluto, 08:38 Tranquillo, 18:40 Molto con brio) 25´min

     
Eben cannot be considered as an exclusive vocal composer—even though he was labelled that way for a long time—but on the other hand, he cannot be regarded as a strictly spiritual composer either. As stated by Vítová, one should be aware of the variety of forms that are included in his work. Eben disapproves of being rendered as a neoclassic composer, he considers himself rather as a sort of romantic composer. He also rejects the method being only an experiment-for-experiment and artificiality. Hora states that Eben is “a successor of Janáček and Martinů, being a dignifed representative of Czech music.” Eben strives to approach auditors with a clearly stated message and he wants to be interpreted in the most exact way; that is the reason why he frequently combines music with poetry. In his composition we may find various comments, mottoes and quotations. Eben conceives that the recent lack of interest concerning classical music is partly caused by an excessive individualisation of composers.

     
Focusing on the most frequent themes and ideas being set to music by Eben, we shall especially highlight abstract and spiritual phenomena such as the meaning of human existence (Faust, Job), human destiny (Job, Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart), a battle between good and evil („Motto ostinato“ and „Finale“ from Sunday Music, Faust, Job), contrasts, antitheses and antipoles in general (Curse and Benediction), misery (Job), death (Apologia Sokratus), war (Suita balladica), quest (Vox clamantis), love (Lute Songs, Most Secret Songs), gratitude and praise (Laudes, Prague Te Deum), or optimism and hope (Landscapes of Patmos). (Example 6th. Faust – Prolog, Easter Choirs and Walpurgis Night) cca 17´min

     
As a composer, Eben covered nearly all music genres—from an instructive elementary literature for children to an ecclesiastic Church opera Jeremiah. According to Vondrovicova, a possible way to classify his work is to divide it into three periods : (1) 1951–1961 called “forming his own style” including Sonata for Oboe and Piano and Concert for Piano and Orchestra, (2) 1960–1975 called “a quest for conception” covering the period from Unkind Songs to Greek Dictionary and (3) 1969–1993 labelled as “works being a mature synthesis” which covers the period from Vox clamantis to Sacred Signs, including the cycles Faust and Job respectively. The majority of his compositions do have a programme, but they refer to “an idea” rather to “a plot”. In Eben’s works, the idea is being put above the form, however, the musical aspects always predominate and the author is careful not being too descriptive. The idea as well as the form shall be original. (Ukázka 7th.  Job –   Longing for death and Despair and resignation, English biblical text with the each part) cca 12´min

     
Predominantly, Eben’s works contain the motifs of sacred music. Before the revolution, these motifs stand for ca. 50% of all his compositions, after the revolution it is even 75%. Eben divides the sacred music into “spiritual music” dealing with themes such as humanism, love, peaceful coexistence, categories of beauty, being in harmony with poetry, keenness for the beauty of language, the state of tranquillity and repose in the fatiqued hastiness of the daily life, and into “liturgical music” which is primarily determined for the community of believers regardless religious affiliation. For Eben, the sacred music is “a touch of eternity”.

     
The compact classification of Eben’s sacred works is given by Vondrovicová where she distinguishes the liturgical texts (Salve Regina), the instrumental compositions with sacred motifs (Small Choral Partita), the great concert cycles (Faust and Job), the spiritual motifs in general (Apologia Socratus), the compositions including the sacred aspects in a form of latent messages or apocrypha (“Glory Be the Painter” from the cycle Curious Songs), the ordinaria and mass (Czech Ordinarium Missae, Missa Adventus, Missa Trouvère). (example 8th. Missa Adventus et Quadragesimae: Credo, Offertorium, Agnus) cca 8´min

     
As typical for all outstanding composers, Eben implements discinctive features which shape his musical language: chord combinations, multiple thickening, as well as his tendency towards tonality and towards the functional modality with centric features rank him among the representatives of the Czech and French Modernism of the 1930s–60s.

     
Moreover, Eben’s style is characterised by using counterpoints, by composing by means of greater areas, by using themes and motifs as well as by the rhythmical and metrical diversity; from 1970s onwards, he also uses bimetrical areas. As for melodics, the larger intervals (sixths, sevenths, ninths) are being used; in metrorhythmics the use of dotted rhythm, syncopes, triplets is frequantly presented, as well as a frequent change in metre, tempo or key signuture.

     
Eben made use of various forms, thanks to his inventiveness, imagination and originality he especially preferred larger units and his own solution; he strictly avoided using fugue because of its “strict stiffness” (with the exception of Hommage à Dietrich Buxtehude). 

(example 9th. Hommage à Dietrich Buxtehude) cca 9´min

     
It is noticeable that Eben was keen on using counterpoints—dynamic, rhythmic, colourful, instrumental ones—, dissonance and consonance, tonality, polytonality bordering on atonality, and on using features of modernism, archaism or tradition. The contrast is evident when talking about the means of expression, particularly when the dramatic and spiritual atmosphere, the dynamic and contemplative mood, nobleness and banality, tension and lyrical parts, mystery and heartiness, nervousness and repose, aggression and poignancy are being confronted. A moving impression is being evoked by juxtaposing the melismatic looseness of  Gregorian melodics and the tempo-rhythmical variability, chromatics and modern harmonic features.

     
It is known tha Eben did his best to compose with respect to the instruments he was writing for, by means of which he strived for including all sound qualities of the given instrument. According to Eben, the most difficult part in creating were the compositions for organ—for instance, the stress being artificially created by means of an accented beat on a stronger manual (A Festive Voluntary). (example 10th. A Festive Voluntary) cca 7´min

The best knowledge he had of piano which he studied, however, this fact might be the reason why Eben found it most difficult to create his music language considering this instrument. 

     
Another characteristic feature is his fondness for all that is unusual and unconventional, which might be seen in an unusual combination of instruments as in case of Spectrum for Synthesizer, Electric Guitar, Contrabass and Percussion, or in mixing of languages (Czech, German, Italian, or French) in the cycle of songs Six Love Songs, or in using of unusual and bizarre colours or sound experimentation being included, for example, in Ordo Modalis for Oboe and Harp or in Sonata for Flute and Marimbophone, which is considered as the most abstract composition by Eben. We may also find various remarkable ciphers which usually bring secret sacrad messages into the compositions being seemingly of profane subject matter—for example the Gregorian motif “Attende Domine et Misere” which is tapped out in the second movement of Sonata for Harpsichord. (example 11th. Wind Quintet 1965,  Monologue – Allegro, Dialogo I. – Moderato, Coro I. – Allegro quasi pomposo e patetico, Dialogo II. – Molto vivace, zeffiroso, Coro II. Agitato) cca 13´min - celé
     
Even though Prof. Jiří Reinberger tried to talk Eben into the organ class at AMU after the end of war, he had never studied organ playing.  But he composed a number of organ compositions; thanks to them he is considered by many organists as a “classic composer of the organ repertoire”. From the total sum listing more than 150 compositions, more than 40 are written for the organ or for the organ being combined with another instrument, respectively. He wrote two concerts for the organ and orchestra, several organ cycles with the organ as a solo instrument (Sunday Music, Laudes, Faust, Mutationes, Job, Biblical Dances, Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart), smaller concert pieces (A Festive Voluntary, Hommage à Buxtehude, Amen, It Shall Be So), easier compositions for intermediate organ players (The Ten Choral Overtures, Versetti, Small Choral Partita, Momenti d’Organo). Apart from that, the chamber compositions consisting of the organ and another instrument, where the organ is considered not as an accompanying instrument but as an equal instrument in comparison with the other one, are very popular. In these chamber compositions we may find a combination of the organ and trumpet (Windows), viola (Fantasy Rorate Coeli), percussion (Landscapes of Patmos), trombone (Two Invocations), or a combination of two trumpets and two trombones (Tres Iubilationes). (example 12th. Two Invocations to the St. Wenceslas Chorale: I. Moderato, II. Risoluto) cca 11´min

     
As for Eben’s spiritual leaders concerning the organ, it is Olivier Messiaen whom he undoubtedly esteemed the most. He especially appreciated Messiaen’s humbleness and spirituality emanating from his behaviour. He also admired the blind English and French organists (Dolittle, Marchall, Thiry, Langlais, etc.)

     
Above all, Eben considered the organ being an “instrument of prayer”, a “vehicle for sacred ideas” in the modern world, and he did propagate the organ concerts. (example 13th. Windows – A Golden Window) cca 5´min

With his own words: 

[…]Talking about such a concert, a well chosen programme evokes a unique spiritual atmosphere, which may play upon the string of man’s soul and which may set to sing parts being still silent. […] In our fastmoving and overmechanized world it is the organ where we may find a sacred, magical power to touch upon the deeps of our being, bringing us to repose, tranquillity and meditation.
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