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It is not surprising that many of the well-known composers of pi ano 
music have been highly regarded keyboard artists as wel l. After 
all, only as the nineteenth century waned were pianists no longer 
expected to supply their own music and did they typically perform 
the compositions of others . Thus, at one time, the powers of crea
tion, execut ion, and interpretation of piano music rested primarily 
with a single musician. Moreover, it is important to appreciate 
that with the composer-pianist, compositional style and performance 
ability and style are inseparable and to realize that both were 
often clearly related to the evolving capacities of the piano itself. 
Tonight's concert provides ample evidence for these observations. 

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) was, of course, not a pianist, but 
a ma~ter of the clavichord,•harpsichord, and organ . He is li kely to 
have played the pianoforte of his day, not a popular instrument, 
with the lighter touch appropriate for the more conman keyboard 
instruments . According to his first biographer Forkel, 

Bach is said to have played with so easy and so small a 
motion of the fingers that it was hardly perceptible . 
Only the first joints of the fingers were in motion; the 
hand retained, even in the most difficult passages, its 
rounded form; the fingers rose very little from the keys . 

This close-to-the-keys approach would seem to be absolutely necessary, 
considering the contrapuntal complexity and figuration of Bach's key
board music. 

Two generations later, Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827/ made his tem
pestuous appearance in the musical world and, in his piano playing as 
in so many other respects, must be considered a revolutionary. Ear
witnesses never failed to stress the unprecedented power, sense of 
individuality, and range of emotionalism of his performances. Largely 
self-taught and undeniably original, he was, in fact, the first 
"romantic pianist" and as influential here as he was as a composer. 
In essence, he replaced the eighteenth-century goal of taste with 
what became the major concern of nineteenth-century musicians--expres
s iori. He was rarely liable to place a higher priority on technical 
niceties and correct notes than he was on interpretation. His key
board music is certainly a reflections of such aims. 

The years that followed Beethoven represent the great age of pianists 
as scores of now-legendary men and women amazed audiences with their 
keyboard arts. Of these, probably the greatest was Franz Liszt (1811-
1886) . Liszt possessed phenomenal native gifts, which he gilded wi th 
elements of showmanship. He was the first to present solo recitals 
as well as the first to play en profile (so his hands could be watched). 
His playing left the fineit mus i cians of his time speechless--even 
those who did not appreciate the bravura of his compositions. 

He was a giant, and Rubinstein spoke the truth when ... 
he said that, in comparison with Liszt, all other pianists 
were children .. .. Liszt was all sunshine and dazzling 
splendor, subjugating his hearers with a power that none 
could withstand. For him there were no difficulties of 
execution, the most incredible seeming child 's play under 
his fingers. One of the transcendent merits of his playing 
was the crystal-like clearness which never failed him for 
a moment, even in the most complicated and, for anybody 
else, impossible passages .... 



Liszt set forth to exploit the complete possibilities of the piano; 
building on the accomplishments of Chopin, he realized this intention 
in both his playing and his compositions. In spite of the somewhat 
meretricious character of some of his music, Liszt's contributions 
are a focal point of nineteenth-century musical art. 

The two rema1n1ng composers, the Pole Moritz Moszkowski (1854-1925) 
and Russian-born Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), represent the spill
ing of the nineteenth-century sensibility into the new era of our 
century. As composers, both were conservative, the bearers of a 
passing tradition. As pianists, both were superb. Rachmaninoff was 
especially revered for an elegant and intellectual style of playing 
supported by his astonishing technique, one of the most celebrated in 
the history of piano playing. Moszkowski's compositions, once so 
popular, have been relegated by today's critics to the realm of salon 
music--not because of their well-considered pianistic requirements, 
but because of their fin-de-siicle sentimentality and "brilliance." 
On the other hand, pianists have never ceased to be attracted to the 
challenges and romantic pessimism of the brooding Russian composer. 

Because of the presence of the piano concerto with orchestra on to
night's program, the audience will have the unusual benefit of hear
ing at one sitting all the major genres available to the pianist: 
the dance suite, the sonata, the character piece, and the concerto. 
Bach's Partita No. 2 in C Minor (ca. 1725), an example of the Baroque 
dance suite for keyboard, was intended "to elevate the spirits of 
lovers of music." Because it reappeared in the most famous didactic 
collection in music history--his four-volume Clavier Ubung (Keyboard 
Practice), we know it was intended for more than that: to train the 
keyboard student. The excerpts to be heard include an extended intro
ductory movement culminating in a fugue, the Sinfonia; a stylized Ger
man dance in binary form, the Allemande; and a brief tribute to the 
French clavecinists, the Rondeaux with its recurring theme. The 
pieces are pervaded with Bach's genius for imitative counterpoint. 

The "Appassionata" (1807), one of Beethoven's most popular piano 
sonatas, is particularly dramatic in character. The ingratiating and 
seemingly contrasting themes of the first movement carry the listener 
effortlessly, possibly without his realizing the mirror-image simi
larity between them. The slow movement is a lyrical transition to 
the finale , which is a lengthy and somewhat relentless study in key
board figuration. The exoticism of Russia and Spain are heard in 
the echoes of Russian Orthodox chants and bells and Spanish dances 
found in the character pieces of Rachmaninoff and Moszkowski. 

The Liszt concerto (sketch ca. 1830, complete 1849, revised 1853 and 
1856) is typical of his efforts to rework the four-part sonata cycle 
into one rhapsodic movement, similar to his symphonic poems. The 
cornerstone of his methods is the process known as the transformation 
of themes, a sophisticated variation technique by which several 
melodic units become the thematic substance for extended compositions. 
To a degree not found in the works of most other composers, the per
formance of a work by Liszt makes remarkable demands on the personality 
and technical resources of the soloist. 

Notes by Michael J. Budds 
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