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Programme Notes

A classical pianist is today usually thought of as a soloist who performs either
on his own or with an orchestra in a concerto, a chamber musician who plays
with performers of other instruments, or a “collaborative artist” who provides
support for singers: he is not generally expected to play with another pianist.
But when in a piano work the textures desired by the composer are too rich for
ten digits to produce, two players may be called for, whether they be seated at
a single instrument or a pair. The works on this evening's programme illustrate
some of the differing needs that arise for richer-than-usual keyboard textures
and hence an extra pair of hands. A work may be a transcription of one with
more voice parts or for multiple instruments — with more notes, that is, than
can be played with two hands. Or it may be the other way round: a work for
four hands may be an intermediary work version on which the final, fully
orchestrated version is based, though the two may also be created in parallel. If
the orchestral work in question is a ballet score, the piano version may be used
for dance rehearsals, but in any case it may be an effective concert piece in its
own right. Finally, one may advance his musical career by writing a keyboard

work as grand as an orchestral one and playing it with a partner.



Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)

“Schafe konnen sicher weiden”
from Was mir behagt, ist nur die muntre Jagd, BWV 208
(Arranged for piano four hands by Mary Howe)

Nun komm’ der Heiden Heiland, BWV 599
(Arranged for piano four hands by Gyorgy Kurtag)

Sonatina from Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit, BWV 106
(Arranged for piano four hands by Gyorgy Kurtag)

Was mir behagt, ist nur die muntre Jagd (My Only Pleasure is the Merry Hunt) is a Bach
cantata written for the birthday of Duke Christian of Saxe-Weissenfels and performed
at his hunting lodge in 1713. The soprano aria “Schafe konnen sicher weiden” (Sheep
May Safely Graze) reminds the duke that peace and happiness for the people in a
country are a result of good governance. American composer Mary Howe made
transcriptions of this serene music for solo piano, two pianos and piano four hands.
Interestingly, she even transcribed the recitative that precedes the aria, but this is rarely

performed.

While Howe regularly played four-hand works with fellow alumna Anne Hull, the
Hungarian Gyorgy Kurtag did so with his late wife Marta, whom he also met at school.
His arrangement of Bach's organ chorale prelude Nun komm’ der Heiden Heiland
(Come Now, Saviour of the Heathen), BWV 599, is most straightforward. Throughout
this opening piece of the German master's Orgelbiichlein (Little Organ Book), a
collection of chorale preludes mostly composed in 1712-15, the downward arppegios
with Martin Luther's Advent hymn in the top voice are symbolic of Christ's descent to

earth.

It is this descent that Christians believe enables us to have solace even when faced with
death, a central idea of Bach's Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit (God's Time is the Very
Best Time). This is an early (1707-087?) cantata for a funeral, but the identity of the
deceased remains a matter of conjecture. It begins with a gentle instrumental Sonatina
that seems to lull the soul to rest, its many dissonant clashes notwithstanding. Kurtag's
transcription is unusual in that the pianist who plays the higher part has to do so with

crossed hands most of the time.



Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791)

Sonata for Two Pianos in D, K. 448

Allegro con spirito
Andante
Molto allegro

Mozart completed at least four soantas for piano four hands, but only one for two
pianos. This remarkably polished and virtuosic work dates from 1781, shortly after his
move to Vienna, when he was eager to make a name for himself as both composer and
pianist. His duo partner was his student Josepha Auernhammer, two years his junior,

whom he described thus in a letter to his father:

If a painter wanted to paint the devil to the life, it would be her face that he'd have
to choose. She's as fat as a farm wench, sweats so much that it makes you sick
and goes about so scantily clad that you can read it as plain as anything: “Please
look here.” True, there's enough to see, quite enough, in fact, to strike you blind
— but you're punished for the rest of the day if you're unfortunate enough to let your
eyes wander in that direction — tartar [emetic] is the only remedy! So loathsome,
dirty and horrible! Faugh, the devil!

Mozart went on to say that he was now seeing Auernhammer less and less, since she
was besotted with him and helped spread the rumour that they were getting married.
In reality, she could not have been nearly as abhorrent as his characterisation of her
indicates. Indeed, they were evidently on pretty good terms with each other: he thought
highly of her playing, continued to perform with her, and even dedicated to her a set of

six violin sonatas.

In the Sonata for Two Pianos, the performers have equal roles and face equally great
technical challenges, often with phrases tossed to and fro between them, like a ball “at
a top-class tennis match” as one pianist put it, to delightful stereophonic effect. Opening
with what sounds like an orchestral tutti, the first movement is an ebullient affair.
Following the dolce second theme, which receives canonic treatment, is an especially
exciting passage that dazzles with a stream of sixteenth notes and builds up in both
volume and textural density. Like the first movement, the G-major Andante is in sonata
form. It is thoroughly graceful, though the calm is momentarily rippled by minor-mode



music towards the end of the development, as well as multiple sforzando accents before
the final bar. In the frolicsome sonata-rondo finale, Mozart surprises us by starting the
first episode in a minor key and introducing later in it, after a suspenseful pause on a
trill, a pianissimo chordal passage. The pianists largely take turns to play in the second
episode, the only section in the entire work where they do so.

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)

La valse

Ravel's La valse was commissioned by the impresario Sergei Diaghilev for his Paris-
based Ballets Russes, and the composer undertook this project by carrying on with a
“symphonic poem"” that he had conceived as early as 1906 but abandoned in 1914.
Titled Wien or Vienne, that work was meant to be “a grand waltz, a sort of homage to
the memory of the great [younger Johann] Strauss”, arising from his “deep sympathy for
these wonderful rhythms” and “the joie de vivre expressed by the dance”. Before he
finished orchestrating La valse, now subtitled “choreographic poem”, in April 1920,
Ravel had completed both solo piano and two-piano versions, and it was the latter that
he played (with Marcelle Meyer) for Diaghilev, who whereupon rejected the piece as
ill-suited to ballet. Ravel broke off their friendship, and had to wait until 1926 for the
work to be staged elsewhere.

In any event, La valse turned out to be far less cheery than the words quoted above
suggest — out of a murky abyss emerge melodic fragments that gradually coalesce in
a dance increasingly frenetic and eventually cataclysmic. Ravel later wrote that he
regarded the work as “a sort of apotheosis of the Viennese waltz, mingled with, in my
mind, the impression of a fantastic and fatal whirling”. These last words may conjure up
extramusical thoughts, but the composer repeatedly denied that any was intended.
Regardless, the years between Wien and La valse saw the Great War in which he was
involved as a soldier, and it has always been difficult for listeners to resist taking, at the
work's convulsive conclusion, the self-destruction of the waltz as a symbol of the
collapse of the Habsburg Empire, nay, in the words of the historian Carl E. Schorske,

“the violent death of the nineteenth-century world".



Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971)

The Rite of Spring

Part One: Adoration of the Earth
Introduction
Augurs of Spring, Dances of the Young Girls
Game of Abduction
Spring Rounds
Games of the Rival Camps
Procession of the Sage
Kiss of the Earth (The Sage)
Dance of the Earth

Part Two: The Sacrifice
Introduction
Mystic Circles of the Young Girls
Glorification of the Chosen One
Evocation of the Ancestors
Ritual Action of the Ancestors
Sacral Dance (The Chosen One)

Among those present at Ravel's “failed audition” for Diaghilev was Stravinsky, who
reportedly did not say a word. Heaven knows what he thought of La valse; he had
already shocked the world back in 1913 with his score for the Ballets Russes production
The Rite of Spring, which ends with another “fatal whirling”. At its premiere, the shock
however had not so much to do with the music, which was largely drowned out by the
commotion in the Parisian audience, as with the choreography and the subject matter
itself. Subtitled “Scenes of Pagan Russia", The Rite comprises two unbroken sequences
of dance episodes. “Adoration of the Earth” begins with piping and divination, and ends
with a wild stomping on the earth prompted by an elderly sage’s planting thereon a
sacred kiss. In “The Sacrifice”, a maiden is chosen to dance herself to death: she “must
give back to the Spring the power youth has taken from it".

The music is certainly shocking, but the word does not necessarily mean “offensive”:
just a year later, at the work'’s first concert performance — that is, without the ballet — in

the French capital, such was the thrill that the composer was cheered and carried, on



the shoulders of admirers, out of the hall and into the streets. The shock and thrill of this
music of unbridled ferocity come from, among other elements, its grating dissonances
and mad rhythms, which may be even more pronounced in the piano-four-hand score
(performed this evening on two pianos) than in the orchestral one, on both of which
versions Stravinsky might have worked simultaneously. Some of the orchestral writing
indeed betrays his pianism. According to his assistant Robert Craft, while rehearsing
two of the episodes Stravinsky would even “ask timpanists and bassists to think of
themselves as a pianist’s left hand, and the tutti orchestra as the same pianist's right
hand; this seemed to improve the rhythmic results”.

One may get a sense of the piano score's effectiveness as a concert piece from the
musicologist Louis Laloy's report of a play-through that took place at his home before
the ballet premiere, with the composer and Claude Debussy at the keyboard. Stravinsky
“led his friend's supple, agile hands into a maelstrom of sound. Debussy followed
without a hitch and seemed to make light of the difficulty. When they had finished,
there was no question of embracing, nor even of compliments. We were dumbfounded,
overwhelmed by this hurricane which had come from the depths of the ages and taken
our life by the roots.” What Debussy wrote to Stravinsky on the experience is no less
delectable: “I still preserve the memory of the performance of your Rite of Spring at
Laloy’s.... It haunts me like a beautiful nightmare and | try in vain to retrieve the terrifying
impression it made. That is why | look forward to its production like a greedy child who
has been promised jam.”

Programme notes by Ernest Wan
(Ernest Wan is a culture and arts writer and translator who specialises in music criticism.)





