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The performance will run for about 1 hour and 50 minutes including a 15-minute intermission.
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Pianist Nikolai Lugansky is renowned for his interpretations of Rachmaninov, Prokofiev,
Chopin and Debussy. Described by Gramophone as “the most trailblazing and meteoric
performer of all”, Lugansky is a pianist of extraordinary depth and versatility.

He collaborates regularly with conductors of the calibre of Kent Nagano, Yuri Temirkanov,
Manfred Honeck, Gianandrea Noseda, Stanislav Kochanovsky, Vasily Petrenko and Lahav
Shani. He is invited by leading international orchestras regularly including Berliner
Philharmoniker, London Symphony Orchestra, Netherlands Philharmonic Orchestra,
Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France, Oslo Philharmonic Orchestra, Swedish Radio
Symphony Orchestra and Orquestra Nacional de Espafia. He is also invited by some of the
world’s most distinguished festivals including the Aspen, Tanglewood, Ravinia and Verbier
festivals. Chamber music collaborators include Vadim Repin, Alexander Kniazev, Mischa
Maisky and Leonidas Kavakos.

In 2023, he celebrated the 150th anniversary of Rachmaninov's birth by performing cycles
of monographic programmes at the Théatre des Champs-Elysées in Paris and Wigmore Hall
in London, along with other performances throughout Europe. In 2024/25 season, he has
been invited by NHK Symphony Orchestra, NDR Radiophilharmonie Hannover, Brussels
Philharmonic, Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France, Berlin Konzerthaus Orchester
and Philharmonia London. He has toured his Wagner’s transcriptions in recitals at Teatro
alla Scala, Théatre des Champs-Elysées, Wiener Konzerthaus, Wigmore Hall, Zurich
Tonhalle, Piano a Lyon, Gulbenkian, among many others.

Lugansky is Harmonia Mundi’s exclusive artist and has received numerous awards for
recordings and artistic merit. Among the other awards for his many previous recordings:
Diapason d’Or (Rachmaninov’s Piano Sonatas and César Franck, Préludes, Fugues & Chorals)
and Gramophones’s “Editor’s Choice” (Grieg and Prokofiev with Kent Nagano and the
Deutsches Symphonie-Orchester Berlin), Classica’s Choc de ’Année 2023 and Gramophone’s
“Editor’s Choice” (Rachmaninov: Etudes-Tableaux; 3 Piéces). And his latest recording
Richard Wagner (2024) was selected as the “Editor’s Choice” and included in “The Best
Classical Albums of the Year” by Gramophone, and won the Premio Abbiati del Disco 2024
for solo repertoire.
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PROGRAMME NOTES

Piano Sonata No. 17 in D minor, Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 -1827)
Op. 31, No. 2, “The Tempest”

Largo - Allegro
Adagio
Allegretto

Ludwig van Beethoven’s cycle of 32 piano sonatas encompasses such a remarkable range of
expression, technique and formal experimentation that it resists the conventional division
into early, middle and late periods. The three sonatas comprising Op. 31, published in 1803,
were composed in 1801-02, during the period leading up to Beethoven’s stay in Heiligenstadt
— a village outside Vienna where, in 1802, he sought rest and recovery. It was there that
he confronted the despair brought on by his worsening deafness and famously committed
himself to pressing ahead with a new artistic resolve. According to biographer William
Kinderman, the composer’s “innovative tendencies surface more clearly” in these works,
pressing forward along the “new path” that would soon culminate in the Eroica Symphony.

The Sonata in D minor appears as the second of this trio of sonatas. Like its predecessor
from 1801, the Sonata quasi una fantasia, Op. 27, No. 2 — popularly known as the
“Moonlight” — it has also acquired an evocative nickname drawn from the natural world:
“The Tempest” (“Der Sturm” in German). And as was the case with the “Moonlight”, the
nickname did not originate with Beethoven himself. Anton Schindler, who served for a time
as the composer’s secretary and left behind many recollections later shown to be unreliable,
claimed that when he asked Beethoven what the sonata was about, the composer replied: “Just
read Shakespeare’s Tempest”. While Beethoven owned a complete edition of Shakespeare’s
works, there is no concrete evidence that he intended this sonata to be heard as programme
music. Moreover, many of his compositions elicit images of “stormy drama” through purely
musical means, without reference to a non-musical source.

Still, the scale and ambition of this sonata are unmistakable. The first movement departs
from conventional sonata form by interweaving slow, reflective passages with bursts of
agitated energy. Beethoven had experimented with this idea earlier in the Op. 13 C minor
Sonata from 1798, the Pathétique — a nickname the composer himself endorsed — but in “The
Tempest” he shapes the contrasts into a more charged and suspenseful dramatic structure.

The first movement begins with a broken chord — its notes rolled in sequence, as if on a
harp, rather than struck together. This simple gesture serves as a unifying musical idea. The
Adagio offers music of great stillness and expressive depth, while the finale is restless and
propulsive, driven by a theme that keeps returning with an anxious sense of urgency.



Faschingsschwank aus Wien, Op. 26 Robert Schumann (1810 -1856)

Allegro
Romanze
Scherzino
Intermezzo
Finale

We encounter another kind of “tempest” in this work of Robert Schumann, who admired
Beethoven profoundly and often wrestled with his legacy. By the late 1830s, when he was
approaching the age of 30, Schumann had become best known for his music for solo piano.
He had also established himself as a highly influential and eloquent music critic, helping to
promote such emerging colleagues as Chopin (and, later, Brahms) on the map. Meanwhile, in
his emotional life, young Schumann found himself under strain because of his deep love for
a brilliant young pianist, Clara Wieck, whose father vehemently opposed their relationship
and did everything in his power to prevent their union.

Emotionally worn down by the strain of his forbidden love for Clara and feeling
professionally adrift, Schumann spent about half a year in Vienna, from the end of 1838 until
the spring of 1839, and for a time even considered resettling in the great musical capital.
Faschingsschwank aus Wien (which can be translated as Carnival Scenes from Vienna) is a
product of this stay and reflects inspiration from what the composer observed in February
1839, during the city’s Carnival celebrations—a time of masked balls, music and revelry
preceding the Lenten season.

The mercurial shifts and ambiguity in the music likely mirror Schumann’s own inner
turbulence during this period — caught between flashes of extroverted exuberance
and moments of intensely intimate longing or uncertainty. Even the structure of
Faschingsschwank aus Wien is unconventional and open to multiple interpretations. Cast in
five highly contrasting movements, the work has often been compared to a kind of musical
masquerade, in which the composer adopts a different mask for each, assuming a new
personality with every shift in mood.

The high-spirited opening movement — longest of the five — teems with virtuosic flourishes
and even includes a brief quote from the third of Beethoven’s Op. 31 sonatas, as well as a nod
to the French anthem La Marseillaise, which had been banned in post-Napoleonic Vienna. A
gentle Romanze follows, tinged with lyrical introspection. The ensuing Scherzino is nimble
and playfully rhythmic, giving way to an Intermezzo of intense lyricism that has often been
associated with a longing for the distant Clara. The work ends with a whirlwind Finale
recalling the exuberance of the opening movement.
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Entry of the Gods into Valhalla Richard Wagner (1813 -1883)
(from Das Rheingold, Scene 4) (trans. Brassin-Lugansky)

Magic Fire Music (trans. Brassin)
(from Die Walkiire, Act 111, Scene 3)

Richard Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung ranks among the most monumental — and longest —
works of art in the Western repertoire, typically performed over four evenings. Taking
more than a quarter-century to write, the Ring cycle blends Germanic myth, revolutionary
philosophy, psychological drama and musical innovation into a vast, interwoven epic. In
broad strokes, it tells of a cursed ring forged from gold stolen from the Rhine, and the
downfall of gods and mortals who fall under its shadow.

Moreover, few works are more daunting or costly to produce. As a result, orchestral excerpts
soon found their way into concert programmes, where Wagner’s sumptuous writing for
orchestra could captivate on its own. But before the advent of recordings, it was through
piano transcriptions that this music first began to circulate widely — shared in salons
and living rooms, where a pianist could summon Wagner’s mythic universe from a single
keyboard.

These transcriptions are far more than historical curiosities. They became an art form in
their own right, seeking to convey the emotional intensity, theatrical power and innovative
sonic imagination of Wagner’s music — even though the Ring was written for an orchestra
requiring more than 100 players, including as many as eight harps in some of the cycle’s most
spectacular scenes.

“When we talk of Wagner’s music, we think spontaneously of his inspired handling of
orchestral timbres”, observes Nikolai Lugansky. “But his great works go far beyond this
single aspect, to attain universality. This is why the idea of presenting some of his most
fascinating moments on the piano, of making them my own, as it were, seems wholly
legitimate to me”. For this recital, he has chosen a pair of excerpts to represent the Ring,
drawing from the final pages of the first two operas. Lugansky turns to transcriptions made
by the Belgian pianist and composer Louis Brassin (1836-84), who worked for a time in
Munich when Wager himself was based there.

Entry of the Gods into Valhalla comes from the closing scene of Das Rheingold, which serves
as a “prologue” to the three longer Ring operas that follow. Wotan, leader of the gods, had
ordered an imposing castle to be built: Valhalla. But to pay for its construction, Wotan has
been compelled to surrender the all-powerful ring. His companion gods summon a thrilling
storm, from which a brilliant rainbow emerges — stretching across the stage as a bridge to
Valhalla.

Wagner underscores this moment with the hymn-like motif associated with the castle and, by
association, with Wotan’s own power. It evokes the arrogant splendour of the gods’ ascent.
Yet even as the fortress gleams in the distance, the curse clinging to the ring threatens its
stability. In the final pages, Wagner reintroduces the song of the Rhinemaidens — the
original guardians of the gold — whose offstage lament, as arranged by Lugansky himself,
serves as a reminder of what has been lost and foretell the tragic consequences to come. The
music then ends in a blaze of proud, empty pomp as thundering chords combine the Valhalla
and rainbow bridge motifs.
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Die Walkiire centres on Wotan’s favourite daughter Briinnhilde, a warrior maiden whose
rebellion against his order to destroy what he loves—Siegmund, his own mortal son—
results in her severe punishment. Stripped of her divine statue and banished from Valhalla,
Briinnhilde is condemned to be cast into a deep sleep on a mountaintop, left helpless to any
man who might claim her. Yet Wotan is persuaded to soften the sentence by summoning a
wall of fire to encircle and protect her.

Magic Fire Music begins with the descending theme associated with Wotan’s Spear —
his symbol of divine law and authority. To a chain of mysterious chords, he gently kisses
Briinnhilde’s immortality away and lowers her into an enchanted sleep. High in the treble,
the music flickers chromatically, conjuring the magical fire that now encircles her. Wagner
interweaves a descending five-note motif associated with sleep, Wotan’s poignant song of
farewell, and a new, oracular theme foretelling that only the future hero Siegfried will have
the power to pass through the flames.
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Transformation Music and Finale Richard Wagner (1813 -1883)
(from Parsifal, Act I and III) s, Loty aests,

Even after the herculean effort of completing the Ring cycle, Wagner had more to say.
Parsifal, his final music drama, premiered in 1882 at his specially built Festspielhaus
in Bayreuth, which had presented the first complete Ring cycle in 1876. Shaped by an
idiosyncratic blend of Christian symbolism, Buddhist philosophy, and Wagner’s own
psychological preoccupations, Parsifal offers a final, deeply contemplative summation of his
artistic vision.

Based loosely on medieval legends of the Holy Grail, Parsifal unfolds in a timeless, symbolic
realm inhabited by a brotherhood of knights entrusted with safeguarding the Grail — the
chalice that once held Christ’s blood. The community has fallen into decline ever since
its leader, Amfortas, broke his sacred vows by yielding to sexual desire and was wounded
by the same spear that had pierced Christ’s side. His unhealing wound becomes a symbol
of spiritual paralysis — both personal and communal. Redemption comes only through
the arrival of Parsifal, a naive youth who, enlightened through suffering and compassion,
matures into the “pure fool” destined to restore wholeness.

Lugansky plays his own transcription of the Transformation Music from Act I, drawing on
impulses from the performing score used by conductor Felix Mottl, an associate of Wagner.
Occurring during a change of scene in the first act, this ceremonial, march-like music
intensifies in luminous waves as the setting shifts to the Temple for the unveiling of the
Grail. The texture thickens with stately harmonies and bell-like sonorities, evoking a sense

of sacred awe and anchored by the solemnly ascending motif of the “Dresden Amen”. “Here,
time becomes space”, observes one of the opera’s characters.

Lugansky segues from the Transformation Music directly into Parsifal’s radiant final pages,
using the work of another acclaimed Wagner transcriber, the Hungarian pianist Zoltdn
Kocsis (1952-2016). The theme of the Grail rises ever higher in luminous arcs to depict
Parsifal’s final act in the opera and the culmination of his journey. Returning to the Grail
Temple as a wise man, Parsifal heals Amfortas of his wound and redeems the community.
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St Frangois de Paule: Marchant sur les flots Franz Liszt (1811 -1886)
(Deux Légendes, S. 175, No. 2)

Only two years older than Wagner, Franz Liszt became one of his earliest and most
influential supporters, conducting performances of Wagner’s works when few others dared.
He also made standard-setting transcriptions of his operas that shaped how they were
received by the musical public when full stagings were rare. As a composer, Liszt developed
a bold harmonic language of his own that left an imprint on his younger peer — who would
later cause scandal by having an affair with Liszt’s daughter Cosima. Eventually, Wagner
married Cosima, officially becoming Liszt’s son-in-law.

While Wagner’s turn to Christian themes in Parsifal marked a striking late shift in his
artistic outlook, religious feeling had long been a guiding force for Liszt. A devout — if
idiosyncratic — Catholic throughout his life, Liszt infused many of his works with spiritual
symbolism. A particularly striking example is the set of Two Legends (published as Deux
Légendes) from 1863.

Composed during Liszt’s period of semi-retirement from public concert life, after he had
taken minor orders in the Catholic Church and settled in Rome, the Legends were inspired
by devotional accounts of saints’ lives. Legend No. 1 is devoted to a famous scene told about
St Francis of Assisi, in which the saint pauses to preach to a great flock of birds, who come
down from the trees to listen until he sends them off with a blessing.

Legend No. 2, St Francois de Paule: Marchant sur les flots (“Saint Francis of Paola: Walking
on the Waves”) evokes a miracle attributed to this 15th-century Italian hermit and healer.
When Francis of Paola, lacking the fare, was turned away while seeking passage on a boat
across the narrow strait separating Sicily and Italy, he was said to have spread his cloak on
the sea, tying one of the ends to his staff as a sail, and successfully made the passage with his
companions.

A painting by his contemporary, Eduard von Steinle, inspired Liszt with its depiction of
Francis pressing forward between stormy seas and clouds. It so captivated the composer that
he wrote an enthusiastic description to Wagner: “On his outspread cloak he strides firmly,
steadfastly, over the tumultuous waves — his left hand holding burning coals, his right
hand giving the sign of blessing. His gaze is directed upwards, where the word “Charitas”
[“charitable love”] surrounded by a halo, lights his way!” Liszt’s musical version of this scene
reflects both the power of nature and the serene assurance of faith.

Programme notes by Thomas May
Chinese translation provided by KCL Language Consultancy Ltd.
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the concert.
Please do not use any light-emitting device during the concert, as the light would distract others from enjoying the performance.
In consideration of the artists and other members of the audience, please avoid making any sounds during the concert such
as conversing, unwrapping candies or opening plastic bags etc.

« Indue respect of the artists, please do not enter or leave the concert hall during the concert. If, however, there is indeed the
urgency, please do so in between pieces, and only re-enter the concert hall as instructed by the venue staff.
Please do not applaud between the movements of a piece. If you are not sure whether it is appropriate to applaud, a good
indication is to wait until the artists have put their arms down and turned around to face the audience.
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