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Programme Notes

Invitation to the Dance Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826)
(Arr. Gabriel Marie)

This is one of the most well-known waltzes originally written for piano solo. Its exposure
has blossomed under the hands of many great pianists from Chopin, Liszt, through Cortot,
Schnabel and to Stephen Hough just to name a few. It further takes wings when Berlioz
arranged it into an orchestral version for a ballet scene. While the giant virtuoso Carl Tausig
has turned it into a sensational romantic transcription showing us an incredible sound world a
pianist can ever imagine, the French composer, Gabriel Marie, created an opportunity inviting
four pianists to dance their fingers on two keyboards.

Written in 1819, German-born Weber dedicated the music to his newly wedded wife, Caroline.
The slow introduction portrays a man who gently asks for a lady’s hand to dance with him in
a typically operatic conversation. The lady’s response appears to be rather elusive at first,
but she soon succumbs to the pressing invitation leading to the fast waltz section, where they
emerge themselves among several dance tunes freely expressing their full enjoyment with
each other’s accompany. The music has an ending that might amuse the audience and prove
the composer’s extra-ordinary idea.

Les jeux d’eaux a la Villa d’Este Franz Liszt (1811-1886)

Les jeux d’eaux a la Villa d’Este was written in 1877 when Liszt was immersing himself
into religious practice in Rome. It is being collected in the “Third Year” of his Années de
pélerinage (Years of Pilgrimage), a collection of pieces composed during his European trips
that are divided into three periods. With the inscription Liszt has cited from Gospel of John,
“But the water that | shall give him shall become in him a well of water springing up into
eternal life”, this piece seems to be a self-realisation for Liszt after having gone through most
part of his life.

Villa d’Este is beautifully situated in Tivoli. It has ltalian Renaissance gardens decorated
with fountains. The music starts with the fountain sprays under the morning breathe of
spring shaded by shimmering effect. A soul strolls along as the tune unfolds its journey. The
experiences given by light and dark harmonic colours enable the soul to find its spiritual
enlightenment as the music brings in heavenly light at the end with the high pitch range and
ethereal harmonic progressions. The use of the rare key, F-sharp major, symbolises God or a
higher self that calls for spiritual awareness.



Duettino Concertante nach Mozart Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924)

Busoni is one of the giant romantic virtuoso who is also well-known in transcribing
masterpieces by famous composers. His transcription of Bach’s Chaconne in D Minor,
originally written for violin solo, is one of the examples where he enlarged the spectrum in
tone and enriched the texture with thick chords and virtuosic passages.

The Duettino Concertante nach Mozart was based on the third movement of Mozart’s Piano
Concerto No. 19 in F, K. 459 dated back to 1784. While keeping the original form and tonality,
Busoni not only re-allocated the original materials between the orchestra and the piano solo,
he also added in figurations where necessary to keep the duo an equal partnership ensuring
musical excitement in both parties. According to the old practice, the cadenza of a concerto
that displays the soloist’s musical ability can be re-composed or improvised by the performer
on stage. Some romantic pianists went far regardless of the stylistic concern of the origin.
Busoni, however, has remained the spirit of Mozart in his writing. His cadenza also serves
as a nice bridge to the coda where the undulating triplets flow naturally into the running
semiquaver notes that ends the piece as swiftly as water, unlike the original work.

Valse and Romance Sergei Rachmaninov (1873-1943)

As a teenager, Rachmaninov already showed excellency in both his piano playing and
composition. Part of the credits should be given to his mentor Zverev who invited
Rachmaninov to stay in his house for daily special music training. Apart from piano
practising, Rachmaninov was often assigned to copy orchestral scores. The strict supervision
together with the exceptional inborn listening skill and relentless memory gave rise to this
great musician.

Written by Rachmaninov in the age of 17 to 18, this piece was dedicated to his friends,
Natalya, Lyudmila, and Vera Skalon. It is a display of how Rachmaninov expressed different
moods using the same tonality, A major. The Valse is a short and delightful one with the tunes
sharing between the primo and the secondo upon the accompaniment played by the terzo.
On the other hand, the Romance is rather nostalgic, where under the beautiful moon stood a
couple sharing their intimate feelings for each other as expressed by the primo and the terzo.
It might have reminded us moments from his Piano Concerto No. 2. Rachmaninov tended
to reuse materials from his earlier works giving himself chances to develop and establish his
signature sound.



Three Movements from The Firebird Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971)
(Trans. Guido Agosti)

Inferno Dance
Lullaby
Finale

Stravinsky’s The Firebird was written in 1910 as a commissioned work for Ballets Russes
founded by Diaghilev. It was based on a Russian legend in which Prince Ivan Tsarevich was
to save his beloved princess and all magical creatures from the spell of the evil sorcerer
Kashchei. The three movements featured in Agosti’s transcription depicts the battle between
Prince Ilvan and Kashchei in which the prince is chased by the minions under Kashchei’s
command. In response, he summons the Firebird who bewitches the minions to start the
Inferno Dance. Being exhausted, the minions fall asleep in the Lullaby when Prince Ivan
destroys Kashchei’s soul which is hidden and protected in an egg. Koschei’s death breaks
the spell, and the victory is being celebrated in the Finale.

It is challenging in making a piano, with no sustaining power in sound, to project the same
musical feeling as what the orchestra can offer. While the transcriber tries to make the notes
pianistic, the pianist strives to create imaginative tone colour and effects that are competent
to that of an orchestra.

Theme and Variations from Trout Quintet Franz Schubert (1797-1828)
(Arr. Carl Burchard)

This is originally the fourth movement or the second last movement of Schubert’s Piano
Quintet in A, Op. 114 for piano, violin, viola, cello and double bass. It takes its name from the
song The Trout which Schubert set music to the poem written by Christian Friedrich Daniel
Schubart in 1817. Under the request of a wealthy music patron, Sylvester Palmgartner, the
22-year-old Schubert wrote a theme and variations of that tune. The poem tells the story
about how the trout got fooled and caught by a fisherman. This in turn warns the ladies to
avoid having the fate of the trout by safeguarding themselves against men.

After the declaration of an elegant theme in D major, Variation One expresses blissfulness
in the embellishment with trills. Variation Two features a different character in a deeper
tone as the theme is then presented in the bass. While Variation Three serves as a smooth
continuation of Variation Two, Variation Four introduces a juxtaposition between the Evilness
in D minor and the Innocence in F major. Variation Five introduces more new materials in an
unexpected tonal colour, B-flat major. The original theme then rounds off the music in a light-
hearted manner.



Joy to the Feast (World premiere) Julie Kuok
For 8 hands on 4 pianos with video Filmed and edited by Hui Ling

Commissioned by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department, Julie Kuok wrote a piece that
goes parallel to Mahjong on Stage!. It is about the comic happenings when four gourmets,
played by Gabriel Kwok, Nancy Loo, Eva Lue and Eleanor Wong, gather around the table to
enjoy a feast. Thanks to pianist Henry Chow who has joined this project in an unusual way by
showing another excellent skill of his — cooking/food preparation for this feast!

The music starts with a festive introduction leading to the main theme as the three guests
receive warm welcome by the host and eventually get seated at the table. Sections Two
to Four are the scenes showing the distinctive table manners of the four gourmets and the
interactions among them. The recapitulation displays celebratory scenes that explain the very
purpose of this dinner gathering. This piece is dedicated to Gabriel Kwok, Julie Kuok’s music
mentor, who loves exploring different restaurants and bringing many of his piano students and
friends to enjoy tasty and interesting cuisine in Hong Kong and even abroad!

Mahjong on Stage! Julie Kuok
For 8 hands on 4 pianos with video Filmed and edited by Hui Ling

This music humorously depicts the scene of mahjong playing among four people in the video
featuring Gabriel Kwok, Cheng Kwok-kuen, Shum Kin-wai and the composer herself. The
opening section starts with sounds that imitate the shuffling of tiles, the throwing of the dices
and the calls for matching the tiles. The middle section has four themes representing the
different sets of patterns that the players are trying to make. One of them declares victory
but is soon found invalid. This leads to the recapitulation of the opening theme as the game
starts all over again till someone hails for victory in the end.

The piece received its world premiere in Malaysia with no video in 2009. A year later, the
piece (with video) was premiered in Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall. It is dedicated to
Gabriel Kwok who considers Mahjong playing as another excellent brain training exercises
besides piano playing which he enjoys much. Mahjong on Stage! later tickled the audience in
Sanya in the Mainland in 2019. It brings the house down wherever it appears.



Jam But Not Jammed (World premiere) Julie Kuok
For 20 hands on 5 pianos

This is another work commissioned by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department as
a finale to highlight the concert title “Generations on the Keys” in celebrating the 60th
Anniversary of the Hong Kong City Hall.

Ideas are partly inspired by flipping through photos of the Hong Kong City Hall from 1962
onwards. Situated in the busy Central District of Hong Kong, the City Hall has offered the
public uncountable cultural events and opportunities for nurturing love and development for
several art forms essential for maintaining a well-balanced lifestyle. For artists, it is a place to
work out their dreams and to grow with experiences passing from one generation to another.

This piece assembles pianists of three generations to make music together. It is in three-
part form beginning with a celebratory opening with solemn dotted rhythm and is followed
by a theme of praise. The middle section invites the pianists to improvise in nostalgic feeling
letting in some good old memories. In the recapitulation, Climb Every Mountain from The
Sound of Music is being quoted or hinted as a counterpart to the original theme of praise.
May the Hong Kong City Hall continue to be one of the rainbows in the cultural world!

Programme notes provided by Julie Kuok
Chinese translation provided by KCL Language Consultancy Ltd.





