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Review: A bride, a groom and wolves fuel a chilling West

Coast premiere

By Steven Winn, Contributor
July 27, 2026

The Viano Quartet and pianist Stephen Hough perform the West Coast premiere of Hough’s Piano Quintet at Music@Menlo.

Courtesy of Harrison Truong
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Imagine a drunken sleigh ride across the Russian steppes that reaches its grisly climax

when a bride and groom are pitched out into the snow and killed by wolves.

British Australian composer Stephen Hough came across the wrenching tale in
Nebraska writer Willa Cather’s 1918 novel, “My Antonia.” He was so struck by it that he
transmuted the story into a passionate and cunningly constructed piano quintet, “Les
Noces Rouges” (“The Red Wedding”).
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That piece had its West Coast premiere Sunday, July 26, capping Music@Menlo’s “The
Unfolding of Music” program at the Menlo School’s Spieker Center for the Arts.

With the composer at the keyboard and the Viano Quartet as his inspired partners, this
blighted journey began with the somber strains of an Orthodox wedding hymn. No
sooner had the strings spun out the long lines than the pianist picked up the theme
and tilted the harmonies, as if to teasingly foreshadow the dire events to come. It was a

technique that informed the music throughout and heightened the narrative stakes.

As if dollying a camera into the bridal chamber, Hough served up some rapturously
lyrical love music in the first section that brought Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninoft to

mind. The swells grew increasingly tumescent, rising, then gently drifting away.
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As the wedding party began, a quotation from a Russian drinking song took hold. Soon

enough, as if the musicians themselves had grown tipsy, pitches began to wobble and
harmonies started to teeter. The boisterous dances grew frantic and unruly — the

strings keened, and the pianist even slammed the keyboard a few times.

Violinists Arnaud Sussmann, from left, Stella Chen, Aaron Boyd and Jessica Lee perform a piece by Georg Philipp Telemann
during Music@Menlo’s 2026 summer programming.

Courtesy of Harrison Truong

When the scene shifted to the sleigh, Hough set a repeated musical figure in motion to
suggest the dogged, doomed procession of the horse-drawn sleigh. As in Ravel’s
“Boléro” or Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony (“Leningrad”), the perseverating
passage drove on even as the strings wailed through weaving glissandi and dissonant
attacks. The depiction of the horses stumbling in the drift and the wolves approaching

was keenly drawn and played with desperate urgency.

Even as the deaths loomed, the music glanced backward at the hymn and the drinking

song, capturing the tunes as distorted memories lost in time.

Hough sounded fateful church bell chords near the end. But there was no redemption

or release, only the musical embodiment of travelers out on a fateful cold night.

The cohesion and connective tissues that made “Les Noces” gleam played out in other
ways through the afternoon program, which “unfolded” music from the Baroque era to

the present.

Some of that had to do with the performers. After opening the concert with a
disciplined but charmless Georg Philipp Telemann concerto, it was a pleasure to hear
violinists Aaron Boyd and Stella Chen return after intermission and turn nine Béla
Bartok miniatures into a mini-essay on expressive tone and temperament, including a

witty evocation of bagpipes.

Violinist Stella Chen, left, and pianist Stephen Hough perform a piece by Beethoven during Music@Menlo’s 2026 summer
programming.

Courtesy of Harrison Truong

Robert Schumann’s Andante and Variations for Two Pianos, Two Cellos and Horn was
a highlight of the program, and the ensemble was by turns majestic, martial, playful
and poignant. Two superb pianists, Wu Han and Hyeyeon Park, led the way in

prominent roles.
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Han and her cellist husband, David Finckel, founded this invaluable organization in
2003 and will conclude 24 years as co-artistic directors this summer. There will be

speeches and tributes to come as the festival continues through Aug. 8.

Against that backdrop, two touching moments on Sunday between the dynamic duo
may have stood out to many Music@Menlo regulars. Twice during the Schumann, Han
and Finckel had a few glowing measures mostly to themselves. In the midst of this

eloquent and energetic performance, those bars of music spoke gorgeously.

Steven Winn is a freelance writer. This article has been provided in partnership with

San Francisco Classical Voice.

July 27, 2026

Steven Winn

ORAONO)

Most Popular

1. Records reveal what led to crash
that seriously injured 49ers coach
Kyle Shanahan

2. Dramatic video shows teenage
lifeguard rescue boy from violent
waves at Santa Cruz beach

3. ‘My baby is gone’: S.F. family
grieves death of 3-month-old girl
at daycare as authorities
investigate

4. Hurricane Genevieve exploded
into Category 5 storm in Pacific
before dropping back to Category
4

5. Bay Area woman among first in
U.S. to undergo groundbreaking
breast cancer surgery

Your Daily Puzzles

Pile-Up Poker

Poker meets Solitaire. Cards
and strategy combine in a new
way.

Cross|word

An approachable redesign to a
classic, featuring exclusive
weekday puzzles.

Flipart

A quick daily flip. Finally
someone cracked the code on
digital jigsaw puzzles.

SpellTower

Word search but with strategy.
Clearing the board feels really
good.

o
"
15
B

More From Datebook

MOVIES & TV MUSIC

‘I Want Your Sex’ review: Gregg
Araki skewers Gen Z prudishness in
wild, hilarious comedy

CLASSICAL SONgS.

Review: A bride, a groom and wolves
fuel a chilling West Coast premiere

FESTIVALS MOVIES & TV

Missed out on Outside Lands tickets? Here’s how to stream the S.F.

Why people keep belting Taylor Swift
songs at the Golden Gate Bridge

Swifties are filming themselves at the Golden Gate Bridge as
they belt out the emotional bridges of the pop superstar’s

Video: 100 Bay Area teens are making a feature film with Hollywood

festival for free pros
Let's Play
E Cross|word I..I Flipart @ Really Bad Chess Eﬂ SpellTower II_] Typeshift E Wordbind E_: CubeClear &

About Contact Services

San Francisco Chronicle

P X @ 0 )

Our Company Newsroom Contacts Advertise With Us

Careers Customer Service e-Edition

HEARST newspapers © 2026 Hearst Communications, Inc.

@x Cookies Choices

Terms of Use

Our Use of Al

Standards and Practices

Sitemap

Privacy Notice

CA Notice at Collection

Mobile App

Copyright & Reprints

Print Edition Back Issues

Archives

Newspaper Archive

Your CA Privacy Rights (Shine the Light)

Return To Top A
Account
Account Settings
Email Newsletters
Subscriptions

Membership

DAA Industry Opt Out


https://www.sfchronicle.com/california/article/beach-rescue-santa-cruz-22362073.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/s-f-family-grieves-death-3-month-old-girl-22360385.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/weather/article/hurricane-genevieve-pacific-el-nino-22360908.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/health/article/breast-cancer-surgery-robotic-22349815.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/play/pile-up-poker
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/play/pile-up-poker
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/crossword-19029949.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/crossword-19029949.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/flipart-18974867.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/flipart-18974867.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/spelltower-18973503.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/puzzles/article/spelltower-18973503.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sports/49ers/article/database-says-driver-s-unsafe-turn-behind-kyle-22362841.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sf/article/roommate-data-san-francisco-22336270.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sf/article/housing-fight-affordable-22361687.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/eastbay/article/office-housing-conversion-san-ramon-22352877.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/health/article/covid-wastewater-summer-increase-22362276.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/california/article/beach-rescue-santa-cruz-22362073.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/outdoors/article/orew-redwoods-gateway-center-22350114.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/classical/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfchronicle.com%2Fentertainment%2Fclassical%2Farticle%2Fstephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php%3Futm_campaign%3DCMS%2520Sharing%2520Tools%2520(Premium)%26utm_source%3Dfacebook.com%26utm_medium%3Dreferral
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfchronicle.com%2Fentertainment%2Fclassical%2Farticle%2Fstephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php%3Futm_campaign%3DCMS%2520Sharing%2520Tools%2520(Premium)%26utm_source%3Dt.co%26utm_medium%3Dreferral&text=Review%3A%20A%20bride%2C%20a%20groom%20and%20wolves%20fuel%20a%20chilling%20West%20Coast%20premiere&via=sfchronicle
https://bsky.app/intent/compose?text=Review%3A%20A%20bride%2C%20a%20groom%20and%20wolves%20fuel%20a%20chilling%20West%20Coast%20premiere%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfchronicle.com%2Fentertainment%2Fclassical%2Farticle%2Fstephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfchronicle.com%2Fentertainment%2Fclassical%2Farticle%2Fstephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php%3Futm_campaign%3DCMS%2520Sharing%2520Tools%2520(Premium)%26utm_source%3Dbsky.app%26utm_medium%3Dreferral
mailto:?subject=Your%20friend%20has%20shared%20a%20San%20Francisco%20Chronicle%20link%20with%20you%3A&body=Review%3A%20A%20bride%2C%20a%20groom%20and%20wolves%20fuel%20a%20chilling%20West%20Coast%20premiere%0A%0Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfchronicle.com%2Fentertainment%2Fclassical%2Farticle%2Fstephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php%3Futm_campaign%3DCMS%2520Sharing%2520Tools%2520(Premium)%26utm_source%3Dshare-by-email%26utm_medium%3Demail%0A%0AMusic%40Menlo%E2%80%99s%20West%20Coast%20premiere%20of%20Stephen%20Hough%E2%80%99s%20%E2%80%9CLes%20Noces%20Rouges%E2%80%9D%20transforms%20a%20scene%20in%20a%20Willa%20Cather%20novel%20into%20gripping%20chamber%20music.%0A%0AThis%20message%20was%20sent%20via%20San%20Francisco%20Chronicle
https://www.google.com/preferences/source?q=sfchronicle.com
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/article/zack-fox-san-francisco-22343561.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/article/kim-gordon-castro-sf-22338157.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/article/monica-vitti-antonioni-bampfa-22353107.php
https://www.sfcv.org/?utm_medium=sfchronlink&utm_source=sfchronicle.com&utm_campaign=sfchron&utm_content=music@menlo
https://musicatmenlo.org/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/article/taylor-swift-golden-gate-bridge-22362685.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/music/article/taylor-swift-golden-gate-bridge-22362685.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/article/i-want-your-sex-review-gregg-araki-22354864.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/classical/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/classical/article/stephen-hough-menlo-review-22334646.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/festivals/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/festivals/article/outsiden-lands-livestream-amazon-music-22361875.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/movies-tv/article/48-hills-havana-rose-liu-joe-talbot-22358123.php
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/play/crossword/
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/play/crossword/
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/flip-art
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/flip-art
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/really-bad-chess
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/really-bad-chess
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/spelltower
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/spelltower
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/typeshift
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/typeshift
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/wordbind
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/wordbind
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/cubeclear
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/game/cubeclear
https://www.puzzmo.com/+/sfchronicle/play/pile-up-poker
https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/
https://twitter.com/sfchronicle
https://www.instagram.com/sfchronicle/
https://bsky.app/profile/sfchronicle.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sfchronicle
https://www.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.hearst.com/newspapers/san-francisco-chronicle
https://eevd.fa.us6.oraclecloud.com/hcmUI/CandidateExperience/en/sites/CX_11007
https://www.sfchronicle.com/ai_use/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/standards/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sitemap
https://www.sfchronicle.com/newsroom_contacts/
https://sfchronicle.zendesk.com/hc/en-us
https://marketing.sfgate.com/advertise-with-us-today?utm_source=sfc&utm_medium=footer_link&utm_campaign=sfc_referral
https://subscription.sfchronicle.com/eEdition?siteID=SFC
https://www.sfchronicle.com/mobile-apps/
https://hearstnewspapers.wrightsmedia.com/san-francisco-chronicle
https://sfchronicle.myshopify.com/products/back-issues-1
https://www.sfchronicle.com/archive/search/subscriber/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/newspaper-archive
https://subscription.sfchronicle.com/
https://link.sfchronicle.com/join/signup
http://www.sfchronicle.com/subscribeofferfooter
https://www.sfchronicle.com/membership/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/terms/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy/#california
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy/#shinethelight
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy/#daaindustryoptout
https://www.sfchronicle.com/yourdata/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/hamburgerbutton

