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Message
from the Editorial

B

ack in January, no one would have
imagined that enjoying a live concert in
a concert hall would be something of a
luxury. In that month, a rare opportunity came
for pianist Leslie Howard, a leading authority on
Franz Liszt’s music, to tour in Asia. Vantage seized
the opportunity to attend one of his concerts in
Hong Kong and had an inspiring conversation
with him a few days after the concert. It was
fascinating to get to know him first-hand and
we discovered many interesting facts about the
pianist and the Hungarian composer.
This issue also features Chan Pik Sum, the
foremost erhu player in Hong Kong. Erhu has a
long Chinese tradition, but Pik Sum is exposing
the traditional music instrument beyond Chinese
traditions to a wide range of musical genres never
before touched on by the erhu. These span across
pop, rock and modern music. Interested readers
will be able to find out more about her presently.

Classical Music in a Classical Building
Presents

Pianist Tomasz Liz has also written an
article on Chopin for this issue. It highlighted
certain places, stories and histories related to
Chopin. Moreover, music enthusiast Peter Lo has
introduced music in the Tang Dynasty of China.
At the time of writing, the COVID-19
pandemic is still impacting human lives around
the world. Remarkably, our young musicians
have been keeping up with their (online) lessons
and (home) practice but for the past few months,
their public performances have come to a halt.
As the situation in Hong Kong has improved, our
young musicians are now preparing for their first
internal assessment. There should be more update
in the September issue of Vantage.
Vantage Music Editorial Board
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11th September 2020 Friday | 6:30pm
Organiser

Sponsor

Acknowledgement

35 Garden Road, Central, Hong Kong
Cocktails & canapés | 6:30 p.m.
Performance | 7:00 p.m.
$280 for members | $330 for guests
(One complimentary drink & canapés included)
For reservations, please call 5345-5235
or e-mail to info@vantagemusic.org.
Last booking date: Friday, 4th September 2020

Revival of
Guangdong Music and Tradition
as the
Essence of Modern Music
Vantage Music | Hong Kong | February 2020

T

he interview began with a recount of Chan’s
childhood, from her very first erhu lesson to
her training at the Hong Kong Academy for
Performing Arts (HKAPA). She also elaborated on her
various teachers and how they have influenced her as a
professional musician. Chan gave us a brief explanation
about the origins of the erhu and gaohu and we learnt
about the development of Chinese music, in particular
how Guangdong music became popular in Shanghai and
gradually gained wider recognition. Finally, she offered
some advice for young musicians and shared with us a
review of her upcoming projects.

Choice of Erhu and Early Development
In late February, amidst the concern over
the coronavirus, we were fortunate to be
able to invite erhu artist Chan Pik Sum
(陳璧沁) for a phone interview. Active in
both Chinese and Western music, Chan
has performed worldwide with leading
orchestras such as the Pan Asia Symphony
Orchestra and the City Chamber Orchestra
of Hong Kong. She has also served as
concertmaster for the Academy Chinese
Orchestra and the Hong Kong Youth
Chinese Orchestra. Although the year did
not have a promising start, with concerts
having to face inevitable cancellations
as a precaution against the pandemic,
2020 is still seeing the development
of new projects for Chan as she plans
to release two personal albums, which
include collections of traditional and new
crossover material.

When her mother brought her along to her older sister’s
Chinese percussion lessons at the Music Office1, twoyear-old Pik Sum was fascinated by the sound of the
erhu coming from the room next door, where the man
who would be the first teacher to initiate her into the
erhu was teaching. As she was too young to sign up for
lessons, Wong Shu Wing (黃樹榮), the erhu teacher, told
her to come back when she had reached the minimum age
of six. Chan still remembers her first lesson: “I became
interested in the erhu right after the first lesson, where my
teacher played a piece named ‘Xiao’ (簫), which is a wellknown Chinese folk song that everybody had to learn as a
beginner.”
Although Chan did not come from a musical family,
her parents have been very supportive of her decision to
pursue a career in music. As the youngest daughter of the
family, with much older siblings, Chan was not put under
any pressure by her parents about what she should do for
a career and she had their full support for whatever she
chose. Practising the instrument was something fun for
Chan and she didn’t need to be reminded to do it. She
enjoyed playing the erhu so much that toys could not
tempt her away from practice.
However, Wong Shu Wing had his reservations about
her choice to study music. As Chan was a timid child who
didn’t speak much, her teacher thought that her shyness
indicated that she didn’t like to perform, which is vital for
learning an instrument. He also noticed that Chan was very
thin and he was worried that she did not have the physical
stamina needed for a musician. In fact, Wong encouraged
1

her to go swimming to improve her fitness. Despite these
observations, Chan’s introvert personality did not diminish
her desire to perform, as many quiet individuals can also be
great performers despite their reserved nature, though she
admitted that she gets tired easily and should improve her
body strength.
The primary and secondary schools that Chan
attended did not particularly cultivate development in
music, therefore she had to seek opportunities elsewhere.
However, the schools would ask Chan to perform in school
events such as graduation ceremonies, annual dinners or
open days to make good use of her musical skills. In fact,
her first public performance, at Shatin Town Hall, took
place in the form of a primary 6 graduation ceremony: “I
played an erhu piece called 光明行 (‘Kwong Ming Hang2’)”,
she recalled. “I played solo but I wasn’t scared at all;
in fact, I quite enjoyed it.” Chan was also given a lot of
freedom to make music with her schoolmates and to plan
performances. She remembers that she found a friend who
played the piano and they would arrange pop songs or
piano pieces to be played together.

HKAPA and Encounter with Guangdong Music
Before entering the HKAPA, Chan had played at the their
Chinese orchestra, which had been short of players. “I
was in my fourth or fifth year of secondary school and, by
playing in their orchestra, I started to understand what
student life was like at the HKAPA.” By the time Chan
graduated from high school, she applied to the HKAPA and
began her performance studies there.
Chan Pik Sum studied both the erhu and gaohu as
double major at the HKAPA under Professor Yu Qiwei
(余其偉), who was to become a major influence in her
development in Guangdong music. Chan has a high regard
for Professor Yu: “If I were taught by other erhu professors
back then, I wouldn’t have become the erhu artist that I am
today.” Although she did not take to Professor Yu straight
away, Chan was to find that he was very open-minded and
had a liberal teaching style.
One important lesson that Chan remembers from
her teacher is his emphasis on keeping the traditional
side of music: “He calls it 雙肩挑, which literally means
to carry on two shoulders, so you must maintain a good

The Music Office is managed by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department, which offers instrumental lessons to young people.

光明行 “Kwong Ming Hang” is a solo erhu piece composed by Liu Tian Hua (劉天華) in 1931. The piece is characterized by an uplifting,
excited and vigorous tone that was a march used during the May Fourth movement in the style of the Han people, which is rare.
2
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An Introduction to Erhu and the
Invention of Gaohu

he erhu is a two-stringed bowed instrument that belongs
to the huqin (胡琴) family. Developed from the xiqin
(奚琴) in north-east China, the erhu was initially a folk
instrument played in southern China and first appeared during
the Tang Dynasty. During the 1920s, Chinese musician-composer
Liu Tianhua (劉天華) introduced the erhu to the capital, Beijing,
where it became the most popular form of huqin in the country.
Making comparisons with the stringed instruments of the
western world, the erhu is similar in pitch to the viola, despite
being often compared to the violin, whilst the gaohu (高胡)
matches the violin in this regard. Further down the line in terms
of pitch is the gehu (革胡), which can be said to be the equivalent
of the cello both in the sound and structure of the instrument,
both having four strings in the same pitch of C-G-D-A and using
a similar bowing technique. The contrabass gehu (低音革胡)
functions as the Chinese version of the double bass.
The gaohu, developed and adapted from the erhu in
Shanghai in 1920s by Chinese composer-musician Lü Wencheng
(呂文成), was widely used to play Cantonese music and
Cantonese opera. During the 19th century, Shanghai was a very
westernized city and western music was played extensively in
tea dances, cabarets and other entertainment venues using both
western and Chinese instruments. Lü played the erhu but found
the sound it produced too deep so he took the D string of the
violin and fixed it onto the erhu, and minimized the size of the
sound box. With these slight modifications, a brighter sound was
attained and the instrument became what is now known as the
gaohu. The first violin-maker in China, Mengyan Situ (司徒夢岩),
assisted Lü in the manufacturing process and also taught him
the violin. In fact, Situ studied mechanical engineering and shipmaking; he learnt to play the violin as a hobby.
Violin pieces have been commonly used to train technical
skills on the erhu, which can be very challenging. As the number
of strings on an erhu is half of that on a violin, it makes it much
more difficult to play as the hand has a greater distance to cover
when pressing the strings. On top of traditional erhu music,
to demonstrate technique when she was studying at HKAPA
Chan had to play violin pieces adapted for the erhu, such as
the Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso by Saint-Saëns and
Zigeunerweisen (Gypsy Airs) by Pablo de Sarasate. “It’s very hard
to play harmonics on the erhu,” she remarked.
There are other members in the huqin family, including the
banhu (板胡) and jinghu (京胡), which are made from coconut
shell or wood, and from bamboo, respectively. The banhu is
played in bangzi (梆子) opera in northern China, whereas the
jinghu often doubles the singer’s voice in Peking opera, imitating
how the locals speak.
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Chan appeared as
a guest performer in
Jun Kung’s concert (2019).
Photo credit: Johnny Yim

balance between traditional and new material in
terms of the style of music you play.” Professor
Yu also provided Chan with lots of performance
opportunities, which built up her confidence
when collaborating with different musicians.
In hindsight, Chan told us that she would
like to have spent more time learning from
Cantonese opera masters, which would have
improved her grasp of the flavor of Guangdong
music in her playing. “My teachers in their time
would listen and imitate those who were playing
traditional Guangdong music on the streets; but,
for us, we don’t have this kind of environment.”
Chan Pik Sum is a beneficiary of the Helena
May club, from which she received a scholarship
in 2007 whilst studying at the HKAPA. Chan was
nominated by the HKAPA: “I was the only female
erhu player there then. I was concertmaster of
the Academy Chinese Orchestra,” she said. The
Helena May supports women in education, as well
as the arts and cultural activities. Money from the
scholarship funded Chan’s studies and enabled
her to buy a new erhu.

Notable Teachers
Huang An Yuan (⿈安源), former
concertmaster of the Hong Kong Chinese
Orchestra, taught Chan fundamental performance
techniques, whilst erhu and gaohu player Sarah
He (何濤) was influential in Chan’s understanding
of crossover material. Sarah and her husband,
renowned suona player Guo Ya Zhi (郭雅志),
played jazz and western music and have gone on
to develop their performing career in the U.S.
Chan’s former teachers have all been
performing musicians, which could be a factor
that encouraged Chan to become a performer
herself. “My first erhu teacher, Wong Shu Wing,
has retired and does not perform any more;
however, Professor Yu Qiwei is still active in the
music scene.” Some of her teachers would attend
Chan’s concerts from time to time to show their
support, though sometimes it may not be so
convenient for them to travel very far.

wanted to ensure that their wives
could not be looked upon.

Cantonese Music
Guangdong music, also known as Cantonese music, was
unpopular amongst the Chinese music circle because
it was considered an old art form and was unorthodox;
many preferred Chinese folk music, which was more
mainstream. “Nobody in Hong Kong played traditional
Guangdong music as everyone thought it’s old-school and
was unfamiliar with it because no one taught them,” Chan
said. “I was amongst the first cohort of young people who
knew how to play this ‘old-school’ music.” But this makes
it something special because it is rare to see the younger
generation play local music.
Guangdong music was the most popular style of
music in Shanghai at the time because of the thriving
record industry, although, as its name suggests, it
originated from the Guangdong cities of Hong Kong,
Macau and Guangzhou. Music that was local to Shanghai,
such as Jiangnan sizhu (江南絲竹), a type of chamber
ensemble, and Peking opera, were not as prominent. A part
of Guangdong music’s popularity across China came from
Guangdong culture, which gave the impression that the
local people enjoyed a relatively relaxed lifestyle as they
perhaps suffered less hardship during the war. This life of
the common people was reflected in their music, which
was comparatively relaxed and easy to listen to.

Cantonese Naamyam 南音
Naamyam is a local narrative singing tradition in
Cantonese, performed before the first half of the 20th
century by blind singers at places such as teahouses,
restaurants, brothels and opium dens. It was sung by the
blind because some members of their audience, such as the
prostitutes at the brothels where they performed, did not
want to be seen. Moreover, as the singers were often hired
by wealthy households to sing at their homes, the men

The music of naamyam
consists of a single tune which the
singer adjusts to the pitches and
sounds of the Cantonese dialect.
One well-known naamyam singer of today is Cantonese
opera performer Yuen Siu Fai (阮兆煇). Naamyam songs
are lyrical in nature and follow literary texts, which have a
common theme of lamentation for lost love. As the songs
tend to be quite long, the singer would adapt the stories
and improvise. Some of the instruments that accompany
the singing include the zither (guzheng, 古箏), the lute
(yehu, 椰胡), dulcimer (yangqin, 揚琴), and percussion
instruments such as wooden clappers. Unlike western
chamber music, for instance, there is only one set of music
and no separate parts for each instrument, therefore
they would have to improvise on the given melody. For
example, if the gaohu and dulcimer were playing together,
the dulcimer may adapt the melody by spreading it out in
larger intervals or by adding other material.

Performances and Collaborations
In 2015, Chan performed with the a cappella group
Yat Po Singers in a concert series named “Sounds of
the South”. She has also collaborated frequently with
harmonica virtuoso CY Leo (何卓彥) on arrangements
of Chinese music and others, including music for violin
such as Vivaldi’s “Winter”, which they have performed
several times. Cellist Tan Cong (譚聰) is another musician
who would appear in Chan’s concerts, such as the series
“Beyond Boundary, Beyond Time” in January last year.
Local artists would be invited by ambassadors to
perform in their countries and Chan was one of the artists
appointed by the Hong Kong Economic and Trade Offices
to promote Guangdong culture. She has performed in
various locations, such as Singapore, Bangkok, Chengdu
and Kazakhstan, as well as European countries including
France, Belgium, Germany, Austria and the Netherlands.
During Chinese New Year in 2018, Chan was invited
as one of the performing guests along with CY Leo to play
at the Hong Kong-Thailand Trade Association Chinese New
May 2020 | Vol. 5 No. 3 | Vantage 9

Year celebration dinner. This was arranged through the
Home Affairs Bureau in conjunction with the Leisure and
Cultural Services Department.
Last October, the Pan Asia Symphony Orchestra
invited Chan Pik Sum to perform the world premiere of the
symphonic poem “HoiShan - My Hometown” (交響詩 “我
的故鄉 - 海韻之城”), composed by Dr Yip Wai Hong (葉惠
康博士). The piece was intended as an erhu concerto and
the concert took place at Shatin Town Hall and Tuen Mun
Town Hall. This marks a breakthrough for the erhu as a solo
instrument as, previously, there had been only traditional
erhu pieces arranged for western orchestra but not new
music written independently for the instrument. This
opens the door to opportunities for future commissions
of original works for the erhu, which has the potential to
popularize the instrument. “It is important to promote
classical music, or erhu, or any other kind of music that
is not popular through performance because even people
who are unfamiliar or have no knowledge in the field would
come and listen.”

that western instruments
are of a higher class. “I think
their ability to know what
kind of sound they like is
inborn,” Chan said. “I would
advise students to go with the
instrument that they like out of
intuition.”

Challenges as a Professional Musician
The most imminent challenge is ensuring that there are
enough concerts to remain financially stable. The recent
coronavirus situation is a difficult test for this, and maybe
more so for Chan as she relies on performing and does
little teaching. In addition, a musician must maintain
the quality of his/her performance and always have new
material prepared. “Audiences can get bored of crossover
material more easily than traditional music because what’s
once new will become old very quickly in this day and
age of fast-changing trends.” This proves the importance
of keeping traditional music as it doesn’t seem to be
affected by time, whereas new material requires constant
renovation and reflection.
An equally demanding component of the work of a
professional musician is packaging their performances.
“The performing part actually takes up less than half of
our time; the main part is finding concert opportunities,”
Chan explained. Unlike pop artists, for instance, classical
musicians often do not have managers to plan shows
for them, unless they have the financial resources to
hire a marketing team. Therefore, musicians need to put
themselves in the position of the audience and consider
whether what they plan to perform will be well received.
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Teaching Experience and Advice for
Young Musicians
In recent years, Chan Pik Sum has received invitations to
talk about Guangdong music and to give demonstrations
of traditional erhu music at schools. She has found that
students enjoy Guangdong music almost as soon as they
hear it, perhaps because the music itself reminds us of the
Cantonese dialect. “Not many people who play the erhu
teach or play Guangdong music in Hong Kong,” Chan said.
“So my job is to let students know of its existence.” Chan
felt that she bears part of the responsibility to promote
Guangdong music and to enhance people’s understanding
of it because it is a local tradition that should not be
lost. Chinese instruments such as the erhu also have a
disadvantage in an increasingly westernized society like
Hong Kong. Chan told us that she has seen children who
initially had a preference for the erhu being told that
they should learn the violin instead, as parents believe

In 2019, Chan and harmonica
virtuoso CY Leo were invited to
perform in a concert organized
by HKSAR’s Chengdu Economic
Trade Office in China.
Photo credit: Isaac Woo

With regard to learning
methods, two aspects were
highlighted: selective
listening and slow practice.
The convenience of recording
and the availability of online
channels such as YouTube
could make it more difficult for
students to focus as they can
find many versions of the same
piece. “When choosing one
style of playing over another,
you must be very clear about
the reasons for your choice,”
Chan remarked. Secondly,
students perhaps spend too
much time trying to achieve a
high level of technical skills,
at the expense of refining
their playing style. Traditional
music, which tends to be slower in pace, is
particularly useful for training good timbre
but young students often lack the patience
required.
For those who would like to pursue a
career as a professional erhu player, Chan
stressed again the importance of preserving
traditional music, as it is the core
foundation from which crossover material
is conceived. One must have a good, solid
understanding of what is unique about the
sound of the erhu so that it retains its value
in collaborations. Working with a range of
different artists is essential for any kind
of performer as you improve and develop
your skills through these interactions.
“Great players don’t just come from within

HKAPA,” Chan told us; “there are foreign
players who I got to know at bars in mini
bands who are excellent players.”

Projects for 2020
Some adjustments have had to be made to
Chan’s concert schedule for February and
March because of the coronavirus: “I should
be in Singapore right now but the concert
was cancelled,” she told us. “I was supposed
to be touring in the Greater Bay Area in
April but now it’s unlikely that it would go
ahead.” Though it may not be possible to
hold concerts as before, Chan was lucky
that her show, “Secretly Hers”, with “Gig
in da sky” sponsored by the Affectionate
World Charitable Foundation (人間有情慈
善基金), had the chance to be broadcast
live through social media such as Facebook
Live, IG Live and YouTube Live on 2 April.
Singers Sukie Shek (石詠莉) and Rachel Lau
(劉蘊晴) also featured in the show.
With concert plans disrupted due
to the coronavirus, Chan has turned her
attention towards preparing for a CD
release, which will be her first solo album.
She plans to record two separate CDs,
one for Guangdong music and another for
crossover material. “A producer invited
me to make a Hi-Fi CD and I was given a
lot of freedom for what I would like to put
on it but I haven’t thought it out in detail
yet.” Some of the considerations include
deciding on the style of music and selecting
the combination of instruments that will be
used so that listeners can find a connection
between the pieces. Chan also mentioned
that she wanted to avoid being too eclectic
in the crossover material that she chooses
to feature on the CD. We wish her a smooth
recording process and look forward to
hearing her latest works. ¢

Interview written by
Puntid Tantivangphaisal.
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Concerts You Have Missed

Leslie Howard, piano solo recital
20 January 2020 | 8pm
Recital Theatre, The Chinese Congregational Church

T

he programme began with Mozart’s Sonata
in A (K. 331), with the noticeable “Turkish”
Rondo concluding the first piece. Mr.
Howard’s performance was stylish and colourful
with rhythmic strength, giving a spirited and
excellent account of the Sonata.

Liszt’s Deux légendes S. 175 are a pair of
solo piano pieces written in 1863, based on the
narratives of two Catholic saints. The playing
demonstrated technical mastery and the sensitivity
that was essential in bringing out the contrasting
nature of the two legends.

It then continued with the last of Beethoven’s
early period piano sonatas – Sonata in B flat major
Op. 22. The composer wrote the sonata as a form of
personal expression whereas the pianist’s musical
articulation was generous and hearty.

The final piece drew the audience towards the
world of opera with the paraphrase Réminiscences de
Norma de Bellini – Grande fantaisie. The playing was
rich in textures and voices, offering a convincing
rhetoric.

Being a world-leading authority on Liszt’s
music, Mr. Howard did not disappoint the audience
who were privileged to enjoy two works from the
Hungarian composer for this occasion.

Mr. Howard’s performance was captivating,
with tonal clarity and adherence to the spirit of
the music. It was an overall technically demanding
programme and yet, he took on these challenges
and conquered them with seemingly little effort and
made it sound too easy for the general audience. ¢
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Cello Recital by Wong Ka Lap
21 January 2020 | 8pm
Theatre, Hong Kong City Hall

I

t is rare to have a solo cello recital given
by a young cellist in Hong Kong. The
programme comprised a wide range of
substantial solo cello repertoire, including
Bach’s Cello Suite No. 5 in C, Kodály’s Sonata
for Solo Cello and Dutilleux’s Trois Strophes
sur le nom de Sacher (this work necessitated
tuning down the two lowest strings, G string
to F sharp and the C to B flat, in order to
enhance the sound of the lower registers).

*Photos credit: Isaac Woo.

It also featured “Variations Reminisce”
– where Ka Lap performed his own cello
piece with artwork set on stage. This
unaccompanied cello recital was a great
pleasure throughout with musical and visual
creativity – it is hoped that more will be
offered in public in the future. ¢

Kelly Kim
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A Life of Liszt: Interview with

Leslie Howard

We are fortunate to have
met Leslie Howard in

Vantage Music & Julie Kuok | Hong Kong | January 2020

Hong Kong late January,
where he consented
to an interview and
dinner amidst his hectic
masterclass schedule. A
few glasses of wine later,
Leslie happily shared his
life story as a pianist and
Liszt scholar.

Childhood Prodigy

An Introduction to Liszt

eslie was destined to become a pianist from a very young
age. “There was a piano in the house, and when I was only
two years old, I had already worked out how to play it.” Soon,
Leslie learnt to replicate on the piano any radio tunes he heard. “I
had perfect pitch, so I picked up a lot of details by ear. That’s why
I could go straight to the piano and play out every note they were
singing.”

Leslie’s first endeavor into Liszt was at the age of thirteen. “I had
already performed Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2 by then, so
I started to look for other challenging pieces, like Liszt’s Bénédiction
de Dieu dans la solitude, or Gnomenreigen.” Leslie became familiar
with many of Liszt’s piano pieces, but it was the Faust Symphony
that started his lifelong admiration for the composer.

L

At the age of five, Leslie already made a name for himself. “I
distinguished myself in kindergarten in the worst possible way.”
During school, the kids were invited to sing along to popular tunes,
accompanied on piano by a well-meaning lady of around thirty
years old. “We were supposed to be singing this song, but I couldn’t
follow along because she kept on playing bass notes that were
completely wrong.” So, in an episode of childish insensitivity, Leslie
marched up to the piano and corrected her harmonization. “Here,
try it this way!”
Fortunately, the lady was not upset at Leslie’s behavior.
Instead, amazed by Leslie’s musical abilities, she arranged for Fox
Movietone News to come around and interview this young prodigy.
“It was a time before they had television in Australia, so I was
featured in newsreels, and people saw me on-screen when they
went to cinemas.”
Most parents of our time would capitalize on the publicity
and encourage their sons to pursue a performing career, but Leslie’s
parents had different views. “Well, that’s it,” Leslie recalled his
parents saying, “You had your fun, but no more.” Leslie’s parents
maintained that kids should have a reasonable life, playing games
with friends and studying a wide range of subjects, so they did not
force Leslie into a professional musical life right away.
Deep down, however, Leslie knew that music had a place to
stay. “By then, I had already decided that whatever else I will do
in life, music was going to be part of it.” True to his words, after
Leslie graduated from Monash University with an English major,
he completed his post-graduate study in Italy, studying music with
Guido Agosti.
14 Vantage | May 2020 | Vol. 5 No. 3

“The Faust Symphony was scored for a male voice choir, a
pipe organ and a solo tenor, and I think it is one of the half dozen
greatest works for the orchestra since Beethoven. Even though Liszt
arranged two versions, one with and one without a choir, the chorus
is so beautiful that you can’t bear not to have it.”
The Symphony prompted Leslie to look beyond the piano, and
he gradually became acquainted with the composer’s surprisingly
large oeuvre of vocal, chamber and orchestral works. “Did you know
that Liszt wrote more than fifty Latin motets? Most people wouldn’t
know any of these at all, yet there are some churches where his
sacred choral works, such as the Missa Choralis or Via Crucis, are
actively performed.” Leslie stressed the importance of getting
acquainted with Liszt’s non-piano works. “If you don’t understand
the rest of his works, you can’t play the piano pieces well. It is like
playing a Mozart concerto without having heard The Marriage
of Figaro or Don Giovanni: you wouldn’t realize how closely the
exchanges between the piano and orchestra resemble the lines and
conversations of an opera.”

The Liszt Project
In 1986, in commemoration of the centenary of Liszt’s death,
Leslie chose to perform, in a series of ten recitals, Liszt’s entire
original solo piano works. It was a massive undertaking, and this
attracted the attention of Ted Perry, Hyperion Records’ founder and
managing director, who invited Leslie to record a comprehensive
series of Liszt’s solo piano oeuvre.
Unlike the recitals, there was no constraint on the
performance time, so Leslie decided to dig deep. “For the recital,
I only performed the final versions of Liszt’s original works, and I
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One thing Leslie noted in his research is that most of Liszt’s
works are published with a title, and Leslie believes this has to do
with Liszt’s romantic outlook. “Liszt knew that most performers
ascribe extra-musical meanings to pieces, so why not put
characteristic titles on your compositions to guide performers to
connect the dots in your way? That’s why almost all of his pieces
have descriptive or evocative titles.”
Leslie quoted Liszt’s Dante Symphony and Dante Sonata
as an example. “In the Symphony, Liszt was very generous with
his textual markings, labelling the movements Inferno and
Purgatorio, and ending with a Magnificat. He also inscribed
lines over the themes, with ‘abandon all hope you who enter
here’ appearing beneath the first theme, and ‘there is no greater
sorrow than to recall happy times in the midst of misery’
beneath the second.”

excluded all of Liszt’s arrangements and transcriptions. For the
recording, however, I decided that I should include all versions
of Liszt’s works, no matter published or unpublished, and from
alternative versions to thirty-second album leaves.”
Leslie elaborated on the scope of the project. “We had
announced our intentions for the album, so we received a lot of
correspondences throughout the years. Every time someone asks
us about a manuscript in their possession, we examine and take
a copy of it. If there is even one bar difference from the published
version, we will include both of it in the recording.”
Due to practicality concerns, Leslie ignored passages that
were crossed out in the manuscript. “I didn’t include it in the
performance because you can’t tell at which point he changed
everything, and evidently you can’t call them an early version of
the piece, because they weren’t.”
Despite this artistic decision, it still took Leslie and
Hyperion Records fourteen years to complete the recordings,
with the final album amounting to a mammoth size of 1377
tracks in ninety-five full-length CDs (equivalent to nearly
five days’ continuous playing time). When Hyperion Records
declared the album finished in 1999, it earned Leslie Howard,
amongst other awards, an entry in the Guinness Book of World
Records as the largest recording project ever undertaken by a
solo recording artist (pop or classical), six Grands Prix du Disque,
the Medal of St. Stephen, the Pro Cultura Hungarica award, and
even a mounted bronze cast of Liszt’s hand presented by the
Hungarian President.
Looking back twenty years later, Leslie was still quite
satisfied with the endeavor. “Whatever you do in life, you always
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have the sensation that you could have done it better, but that
doesn’t mean that I’m ashamed of these recordings. I tried my
best when I was making them, and I did it to the best of my
understanding and scholarship at the time I did it. That’s the best
I can say for it.”
Of course, to Leslie, the Liszt project was more than the
recordings. Since 1987, Leslie has been the president of the Liszt
Society, and when he was not recording Liszt’s works, he would
be busy editing various pieces for publication. “The Society had
a journal where they put up things that could not be included
in the collected edition, and I had been editing one volume
of music for them every year since 1988.” The Liszt Society
Journal & Music Section, an annual publication exclusive to
Society members, would include segments and works otherwise
unsuited for publication as a collected edition, mostly involving
sketches, songs, or piano duets. Some of the rare works has
been compiled into volumes under the name of Liszt Society
Publications, including undiscovered gems such as the three
works for trombone and piano/organ, or the various works for
piano and violin.
Leslie is equally, if not prouder of his editing work. “There
are lots of pieces where I did the first recordings and produced
the first editions of sheet music, some of which are now played
by quite a number of pianists. I’m always delighted to know that I
have had a palpable effect upon the piano player’s repertoire.”

Dante and Faust
The Liszt Project left Leslie with a profound expertise in Liszt,
and he is happy to share his insights with us.

“When you look at the Dante Sonata, however, there is
just the title Après une lecture du Dante: Fantasia quasi Sonata
(After a Reading of Dante: Fantasia quasi Sonata), and there
is no specific reference to any Dante line, word, or sentence in
the score at all. In fact, he even changed the title a few times,
from Paralipomènes à la Divina Commedia (a commentary or a
parallel observation) and Prolégomènes à la Divina Commedia
(introductory argument), before finally settling on the current
title. Despite the sparse reference, however, it is still perfectly
clear when the music descends into the murky circles of hell,
and you can well hear the calls of the doomed spirits without any
help from the inscriptions. All of Liszt’s characteristic music are
like that – the title itself gives you something to think about,
and at least makes sure you don’t play the Dante Sonata as if it
were a leisurely stroll across the countryside.”
As with every generalization, there are exceptions to the
rule, and the B minor sonata is a good counterpoint of that.
Leslie maintained that those are deliberate omissions on Liszt’s
part. “There are very few pieces that did not have titles, and
they are very deliberate because he didn’t want anyone to find
out what he was thinking when he wrote those pieces, and
instead encouraged the performer to concentrate on the musical
content.”
“Liszt never called the piece Sonata in B minor; He
had called it Grand Sonate when it was first written in 1849,
because he wanted people to know he had been taking this piece
seriously, but when it came to the publication, it was just called
Sonate, along with a dedication to Robert Schumann.”
Leslie finds the lack of key signature in the title intriguing.
“It is the same case with César Franck, who never called his
symphony the Symphony in D minor. I am quite sure Franck knew

it was going to be the only symphony he would write, just as I am
sure Liszt was not going to write another sonata after this – as
far as the piano is concerned. I think that the Sonata represented
the summit of what he was trying to say musically.”
This begs the question: what was the piece trying to say?
Some claimed that the Sonata was a musical portrait of the Faust
legend, but Leslie does not agree. “Liszt was asked about the
Faust connection, but he denied it. Others suggested that it was
a character study of his relationship with the Princess SaynWittgenstein, but I refuse to believe this also.”
Leslie noted the origins of a theme in the sonata. “There
was a tiny fragment at the beginning of the F-Sharp major
section which was slightly altered from the beginning of
the fourth Consolation, allegedly written by duchess Maria
Pavlovna. I’m sure he adapted it to his purposes, but that doesn’t
give you any clues about the meaning of the sonata. What is
clear, however, is that it is a very broad picture of the human
condition, of emotional experience, and that it begins in absolute
trepidation and with a lack of understanding.” Leslie conceded
that we may never know what Liszt was specifically thinking
about when he was writing the sonata, but consoled that
“whatever it is, it is a big life story.”

Liszt the Abbé
Throughout his life, Liszt had quite an intertwined relationship
with religions. “The young Liszt was quite a young radical, and
he thought the church was terribly old and stuffy. Along with his
friend, Abbé Felicité de Lamennais, Liszt was part of a religious
sect called the Saint-Simonists. During that period, Liszt wrote a
couple of motets, and dedicated to Abbé Lamenanis an extraordinary Psalm for piano and orchestra called De profundis. However,
he drifted away from writing music for the church quite soon.”
Liszt’s interest in religion returned with a fervor in
Weimer. “All of a sudden, Liszt started churning out sacred works
in great quantity.” All of Liszt’s major religious works, including
the two oratorios, the consecration of the Basilica at Gran, the
setting of Psalm 13, and the multitudes of Ave Maria settings all
stem from this period. “It is very clear that his relationship with
the church is going to be a lot closer.”
Unfortunately, Weimer did not bode well for Liszt. “Liszt
kept on introducing new music to the crowd when they only
wanted stuff that was accessible and easy to listen to, so the
crowd decided to plot against him.” Liszt fled to Rome, and he
eventually became a good friend of Pope Pious IX. “Liszt then
decided to take minor orders of the Catholic church, and he
became a Franciscan monk.”
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TEN THINGS YOU (PROBABLY)
DON’T KNOW ABOUT FRANZ LISZT
A List of Lisztian Trivia after an Interview with
Leslie Howard
Readers of Vantage may no doubt be familiar with Franz Liszt, the dashingly handsome Hungarian
piano virtuoso and composer, yet few can claim to be as knowledgeable on the musician as renowned

Despite this, Liszt was still very
much a secular man. “At that time, Liszt
was trying to write a third oratorio, but
his heart wasn’t in the story because he
wanted to make a present for Princess zu
Sayn-Wittgenstein, but the oratorio was
about St Stanislaus’ love of Poland. He was
very unhappy with the libretto that he
had, and he rejected it twice.”
The oratorio was never completed,
but Liszt did produce another fantastic
work. “The Via Crucis (fourteen musical
portraits plus an introduction of the
Stations of the Cross) is a completely
extraordinary work. There’s nothing like it by any other composer
before. It was considered so avant-garde that when he sent it to
his publisher in Budapest, they politely sent it back, saying that
they didn’t think they would be able to sell this kind of music.” The
publisher urged Liszt to reconsider and to write something in a
more accessible style, and the piece wasn’t published until 1929.
“Everybody immediately said what a remarkable work it was, and
that was how far he saw into the twentieth century!”
Leslie was amazed by the abundance of dissonances in Via
Crucis. “Compared to what had happened in music since, I suppose
the dissonances in this piece seemed no more than is necessary to
describe the events of the crucifixion. But for a romantic composer
who represented the heights of Romanticism, it is extraordinary
that Liszt turned his back on the richest forms of tonal harmony,
and instead wrote music with such spiky dissonances and chords
you wouldn’t hear again until Messiaen.”
Liszt’s continued experimentation of music’s boundaries
is especially precious when compared to his contemporaries.
“There were people like Sibelius, who was a very prolific composer
and then one day after he had written Tapiola and the Seventh
Symphony, he didn’t write anymore. The same can be said of
Rossini, who would not write any operas after William Tell. It
is remarkable that Liszt, even in his old age, still continued to
revolutionize his music and produce something as avant-garde as
the Via Crucis.”
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Liszt scholar and interpreter, Leslie Howard. During an insightful interview with Leslie, he shared
with us many interesting observations about the great Romantic composer, and we have compiled
the best of them into the list below.

1

Liszt wrote a lot of chamber music.

Whilst Liszt is mostly known for his piano music, he
also wrote a large amount of chamber music. Leslie estimates
that Liszt’s chamber music, for one combination or another,
totaled between fifty and sixty pieces. The Liszt Society, of
which Leslie had been president since 1987, has in fact been
publishing volumes of rare music by the composer, including
undiscovered chamber gems such as the various works for
piano and violin, as well as the three works for trombone and
piano/organ.

Wrapping Up
We asked Leslie if he would be interested to write a biography of
Liszt. Leslie shuddered at the thought. “Liszt’s life is too welldocumented, there are so many things I would need to research
about.”
Liszt was a very prolific composer, and unlike earlier
composers such as Haydn or Mozart, there were multitudes of
contemporary accounts on Liszt’s life. “Liszt’s life was very busy,
and we had so many letters and documents that we can put
together a calendar with a page on each day of his life.” In fact,
a friend of his was already working on a similar idea. “I’ve got a
friend who’s been working on a biography while I’ve been working
on the recordings, and to date, his biography is over 3 million
words, spanning well over 4 volumes. I would never have time to
write all that!”
If it were possible, however, Leslie would like to travel back
in time and play to Liszt the first piece from the last book of Années
de pèlerinage, Aux cyprès de la Villa d’Este. “I’d be seeking his
approval more than anything else because I think I’ve got it, but I
would really like him to put his rubber stamp on it.” ¢
Interview written by Chester Leung.

For those familiar with Liszt’s piano works, a cursory
glance through Liszt’s chamber catalogue might reveal some
familiar titles – indeed, some of the pieces are a reworking of
their piano counterparts. However, Liszt would never write
the same piece twice.
A case in point would be the Romance Oubliée. It was
originally a romance Liszt wrote when he was young, but he
had forgotten about it until a publisher recovered it from his
manuscripts in 1881 (hence the title Forgotten Romance). Liszt
took the chance to rework the piece, and published it in four
versions simultaneously: for piano solo, for violin and piano,
for viola and piano, and for cello and piano.
A lesser composer might just assign the melody to
different instruments and left it at that, but Liszt was not
satisfied with a simple transcription. Instead, he experimented
with different sonorities and harmonies, altering the strings
and piano parts as he saw fit. What came out of this was a
wistful, introspective piece, even evoking the mystical sound
qualities of Scriabin to some.

2

Liszt also wrote a lot of sacred music.

Did you know that Liszt wrote more than fifty Latin
motets? While most people wouldn’t know any of those
works at all, there are still some churches where his sacred
choral works, such as the Missa Choralis or Via Crucis, are
actively performed.
The young Liszt was quite a radical, and he thought
the church was terribly old and stuffy. He held some fairly
progressive ideas at his time, and together with his friend,
Abbé Felicité de Lamennais, they joined a religious sect
called the Saint-Simonists. However, Liszt was influenced by
the idea that an organized form of religion is not satisfactory,
and he slowly drifted away from the church.
Liszt’s religious beliefs returned with a fervor in
1847, and he produced most of his major religious works in
Weimar, including the mass for the consecration of Basilica
at Gran, the setting of Psalm 13, numerous settings of Ave
Maria, and the Cantico del Sol (the Hymn to the Sun), where
Liszt set to music the words of St François d’Assise.
Interestingly, Liszt also started work on the third
oratorio in Weimar, whose libretto was about St Stanislaus’
love of Poland. Unfortunately, Liszt’s heart was not in the
story because he wanted to make a present for Princess zu
Sayn-Wittgenstein. This naturally made him unhappy with
the libretto, and he had only completed seventy minutes’
worth of music by the time of his death.
Liszt nearly married Princess zu Sayn-Wittgenstein
in 1861, but his plans were thwarted by the Russian Tsar.
Two years later, Liszt declared that he was to enter a life of
seclusion, and he retreated to a monastery outside Rome,
receiving minor orders of the Catholic church and becoming
a Franciscan monk. Liszt never did finish the orders to
become a full-fledged priest, though he was made canon of
Albano in 1879.
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5

Or rather, Leslie Howard’s ambitious recording of all of
Liszt’s solo piano works was.

Speaking of titles, Liszt’s Sonata in B Minor, the one
purportedly about the story of Faust, was never named as
such by Liszt. Instead, Leslie believed that the piece was a
very broad picture of the human condition and experience,
not related to the Faust legend, and definitely not only based
around the key of B minor. That’s why Liszt called it Sonate,
or Grand Sonate, with a dedication to Robert Schumann.

Liszt was listed in the Guinness World
Records.

The Liszt Project started in 1986 when, as a
commemoration of the centenary of Liszt’s death, Leslie
performed Liszt’s entire original solo piano works (excluding
arrangements and transcriptions) in a series of ten mammoth
recitals. This massive undertaking attracted the attention of
Ted Perry, Hyperion Records’ founder and managing director,
who invited Leslie to record a comprehensive series of Liszt’s
solo piano oeuvre, this time with no time constraints.
It took Leslie and Hyperion Records fourteen years
to complete the recordings, with the final album amounting
to a mammoth size of 1377 tracks in ninety-five full-length
CDs (equivalent to nearly five days’ continuous playing time).
When Hyperion Records declared the album finished in
1999, it earned Leslie Howard, amongst other awards, an
entry in the Guinness Book of World Records as the largest
recording project ever undertaken by a solo recording artist
(pop or classical), six Grands Prix du Disque, the Medal of
St. Stephen, the Pro Cultura Hungarica award, and even
a mounted bronze cast of Liszt’s hand presented by the
Hungarian President.
Since then, a further five CDs had been issued, bringing
the total amount of discs in the set to a staggering hundred.

4

Liszt liked descriptive titles for his
works.

Whilst other composers might publish works with
names like ‘String Quartet in D’, Liszt almost always put a
characteristic title on his works, so that the performer and the
audience can connect the music to the underlying meaning
more easily. A piece in Harmonies poétiques even included a
poem on top of it.
One does not have to look further than the Dante
Sonata to see the effect of titles in action. Compared to
the Dante Symphony, which had textual markings all over
the place and poetic lines over the themes, the Sonata only
carried the title Après une lecture du Dante: Fantasia quasi
Sonata (After a Reading of Dante: Fantasia quasi Sonata).
Despite the sparse reference, however, it is still perfectly clear
when the music descends into the murky circles of hell, and
you can well hear the calls of the doomed spirits without any
other textual help.
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Liszt never called his sonata in B minor
a Sonata in B Minor.

To Leslie, this sonata represented the pinnacle of Liszt’s
musical achievement on the piano, and Liszt probably deliberately omitted writing a descriptive title due to that. “Liszt
wanted people to know he is taking the sonata seriously.”

6

Liszt had an intriguing relationship with
Clara Schumann.

According to Leslie, before Clara acquired the status
of a wise old woman and insisted that Liszt was unspeakable
because he played from memory, she had fallen in love in
Liszt. “When the young Clara (who was already engaged to
Schumann) met Liszt for the first time, she fell head over
heels for him.” Liszt, who was quite popular at the time, did
not reciprocate her love, but he did dedicate the Paganini
etudes to her, and later even transcribed three of her songs.
Unfortunately, Clara’s fascination of Liszt must
have worn off over time, because when she was publishing
Schumann’s Fantasy in C in 1839, Clara tried to remove
Robert’s dedication to Liszt, and insisted that ‘he wrote it for
me’ only.

7

Liszt was one of the most welldocumented Romantic composers.

Liszt was, in many ways, an intensely private man, and
he would spend every morning from six until midday at his
desk writing music. At the same time, however, he was also
a gregarious man, and he liked to have lunch with other
people, write letters after lunch, play cards, go for walks and
participate in many social activities. Thanks to his fame and
rich correspondences, scholars nowadays can identify what
Liszt had been working on throughout most of his life. In
fact, Leslie had even put together a calendar with a page for
each day of Liszt’s life. “We know what letter he wrote, what
piece he was working on, what he was referring to, and even
what he had for dinner and with whom!”

Incidentally, this is the main reason why Leslie had not
considered writing a biography of Liszt – there are simply
too many topics to research on and to talk about, and no
publisher would be willing to publish such a large amount
of paper on one single subject. After all, the musical world’s
previous endeavor, H. C. Robbins Landon’s five-volume book
on Haydn, was based on much sparser material, yet it had
already cost the publisher a hefty fortune!

8

Liszt never practiced for most of his life.

Liszt started his musical life as a child prodigy at the
age of nine, but his performance career ended quickly at
the age of thirty-five. Liszt no doubt did run his hand over
a few pieces, but for most of his life afterwards, Liszt never
practiced on the piano – he simply didn’t have the need to.
In a sense, it is both amazing and sad that Liszt never
played in public all the fantastic works that we know him
by as a composer. “During his later years, Liszt played a few
concertos, always for charity concerts, and he conducted a few
of his pieces, such as the Totentanz. Liszt also participated in
several domestic music evenings, where he played one or two
solos, and in a case in Paris, even accompanied one of his cello
pieces. However, he would never play another full-scale piano
recital, having invented the genre.”

9

Liszt was a stickler to the score.

Despite his improvisation and frivolous use of
ornamentation in his early days as a performer, the elderly
Liszt, as a teacher, advocated following the score to the letter.
In fact, Liszt was so strict that if anyone deviated from the
score in his lessons, he would sit down and transcribe what
they had played. “That’s why we’ve got all these odd little
variant passages in his manuscripts!”
Liszt’s approach to the score carried over to his
published compositions, which were often meticulously
covered with tempo and dynamic markings. Leslie made it a
point in his masterclasses to follow Liszt’s doctrine. “Take La
Campanella for example. Throughout the whole piece, there is
no forte marking until the very last page. The piece was never
supposed to be bold and brassy – instead, it should just be like
a short story, simple and sweet.”

10

Liszt foresaw atonality.

Liszt was considered by many as a towering giant in the
era of Romanticism. Imagine our surprise, therefore, when we
learnt that even Liszt turned from the tonal practice during
his later years.
Behold Via Crucis, an extraordinary set of fourteen
musical portraits depicting the Stations of the Cross. As
Leslie explained, the work was considered so avant-garde that
when Liszt sent it to his publisher in Budapest, they rejected
it, saying that they would not be able to sell this kind of
music.
The publisher had urged Liszt to reconsider and
to write something in a more accessible style, and we are
fortunate that Liszt did not heed the advice. Indeed, when
the piece was published posthumously in 1929, it attracted
critical praise from the contemporary music scene, including
Béla Bartók who commented on how the work stretched the
harmonic limits of tonality.
To the modern-day listener, the dissonances in Via
Crucis may have seemed no more than is necessary to describe
the events of the crucifixion. For a composer who represented
the heights of Romanticism, however, it is extraordinary that
Liszt turned his back on the richest forms of tonal harmony,
and instead wrote music with such spiky dissonances and
chords that one wouldn’t hear again until Messiaen.
Liszt’s continued experimentation of music’s boundaries
is especially precious when compared to his contemporaries.
“There were people like Sibelius, who was a very prolific
composer and then one fine day after he had written Tapiola
and the Seventh Symphony, he didn’t write anymore. The
same can be said of Rossini, who did continue to write short
piano pieces, but would not write any operas after William
Tell. It is remarkable that Liszt, even in his old age, still
continued to revolutionize his music and produce something
as avant-garde as the Via Crucis.” ¢

Written by Chester Leung.
May 2020 | Vol. 5 No. 3 | Vantage 21

The surrounding countryside

can still admire, at least from the outside,

is abundant in small villages

their next lodgings at the Kazimierz Palace,

and towns such as Bocheniec,

originally a private residence of the Royal

Sokołów, Ugoszcz, Kikole or

House of Vasa. After many transformations

FRYDERYK CHOPIN

Kozłów which are all incredibly

and different owners such as kings Jan III

picturesque and with the help

Sobieski, August II and Stanisław August

of imagination, one can feel the

Poniatowski, the building became the

enchanting atmosphere of long

headquarters of the Corp of Cadets and

summer days, endless garden

finally Warsaw University. The last of

parties and fascinating sounds of

Chopin’s lodgings were at the beautiful

								Tomasz Lis | London| April 2020

music played by local folks and

Krasinski Palace, designed by the most

Jews.

famous architect of Polish baroque, Tylman

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF

E

A few miles from Szafarnia lies
very year the musical world would

passed since Prussia, Russia and Austria

Second World War. It is filled with music

have an important anniversary

executed their last and final partition

all year round and is especially charming

to celebrate. The 2020 calendar

and the country’s political struggles and

in summer when you can listen to concerts

seems to be dominated by the music of

upheavals would have a profound effect on

while sitting in the garden. The composer

great Ludwig van Beethoven when we all

Chopin’s future.

and his family stayed in Żelazowa Wola

celebrate his 250th birthday.

Chopin’s travels took him all over

very briefly and six months later moved to
Warsaw, but Chopin adored the countryside

Naturally there are other significant

Europe and it was in Stuttgart where he

dates to remember but let’s go back to the

heard that Warsaw fell to Russian forces

1st of March or 22nd of February 1810

under General Paskevich in the last chapter

, exactly 210 years ago when Fryderyk

of the November Uprising. The rest is

Chopin was born in a fairly small but

history but till then, Fryderyk spent nearly

from Nohant, he says: “I’m not made for

beautiful manor house in a charming little

half of his life in beloved Poland, attending

countryside.” And yet a few days earlier

village called Żelazowa Wola. This little boy

school, playing first concerts, making

his reaction was the exact opposite. When

was to become the man who would redefine

friends, enjoying opera and travelling

holidaying in Poland, Chopin visited

piano literature and create his own, utterly

around the country.

Szafarnia, a modest estate in Masovia

1

unique and inimitable style. 1810 was a
fascinating year of which our little Fryderyk
was not yet aware. Beethoven was still alive
and at the peak of his fame. He composed
‘Für Elise’, one of his most famous little
pieces, played nowadays by all beginner
pianists, less than two months following
the birth of Chopin. The father figure of
the First Viennese School, Joseph Haydn,
passed away the year before and Napoleon
was still the undefeated conqueror of
Europe, having just divorced Empress
Josephine for Marie-Louise of Austria.
Above all, Poland, Chopin’s native
country, did not exist. As a nation, it
remained rebellious and stubborn in its
quest for independence but on a map it
ceased to exist. Twenty five years had
1

The manor house in Żelazowa Wola
belonged to Count Skarbek, whose four
children were looked after by Chopin’s
father, Nicolas, who came from the
prosperous Duchy of Lorraine and moved
to Poland in 1787. At the age of thirtyfive he married the reportedly beautiful
and loving twenty-four-year-old Justyna
Tekla Krzyżanowska, of noble albeit
impoverished descent.
Unlike other composers such as Bach
or Beethoven, Chopin’s childhood seemed
idyllic, filled with love and understanding.
He maintained a close bond with his
parents and three siblings till the end of
his life. The manor which now serves as
a museum and a “shrine” for “Chopin’s
pilgrims”, was beautifully restored after the

and visited the place of his birth again in
1823.
In a letter to his family written

which belonged to his classmate’s parents
- the Dziewanowski family. Everything
was a revelation for a fourteen-year-old
boy, with new sounds, smells, local people
and customs. It was a time of carefree
pleasures, attempts at horse riding and
listening to folk music. His often witty
observations and plenty of self-deprecating
humour can be found in his letters and
the Szafarnia Courier he wrote during the
summer. In fact the list of villages and
towns young Chopin visited is impressively
extensive, though most of the buildings
no longer exist. The palace in Szafarnia,
which is currently the Chopin Centre,
was not built until the second half of
the nineteenth century and the wooden
manor house, which young Fryderyk used
to visit, was sadly dismantled in 1910.

Chopin gave his birth date as 1st March 1810 which is now generally accepted as the correct date, however his birth certificate marks 22nd February.
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the splendid Turzno Palace, designed
by Henryk Marconi, one of the most
distinguished architects of the first half
of the nineteenth century. This beautiful
complex with extensive gardens and
surrounding park belonged to several noble
families and Chopin visited it twice in
1825 and 1827 as a guest of the Działowski
family who received the village of Turzno
as dowry and erected a Classical-style
palace soon after. In their old manor house
and in its new seat, the family used to keep
their art collection, substantial library and
most probably a keyboard instrument as
young Fryderyk was almost always asked
to play. After the Second World War, the
buildings fell into disrepair but over the
last decade its new owners restored it to its
former glory. Now it is a luxury hotel but
staying there feels very much like visiting a
private family residence.
Let’s retrace our steps back to
Warsaw which at the time of Chopin’s
arrival functioned as a semi-independent
Duchy of Warsaw, but in fact served as a
resourceful satellite of the French state.
Young Fryderyk seemed to blend in very
quickly with aristocratic circles, was
received in all the best houses and in
spite of slightly disingenuous complaints,
loved it all to bits. The imposing Saxon
Palace where the family stayed and where
Chopin attended his classes at the Lycée
is no longer there, destroyed during World
War Two by the German forces. But you

van Gameren. This prodigious Dutchman
created such masterpieces as the Church
of Saint Anne in Kraków and the Ostrogski
Palace in Warsaw, which currently houses
The Fryderyk Chopin Society and Museum.
The Krasinski Palace was located near
the Royal Route, the most elegant and
central of all Warsaw’s throughways and
Chopin’s family rented a flat in the south
annex, most probably on the second floor.
Until 2014 one was able to get a taste of
the atmosphere of the place by visiting a
reconstruction of the drawing room based

“Remarkable lightness of touch. His
interpretations are highly sensitive, but also
engaging and communicative.”
- Fanfare Magazine

on a watercolour executed by Antoni
Kolberg in 1832. Although none of the
furniture came from the composer and the
grand piano made by Bucholtz belonged
to Franz Liszt, the interior gave a terrific
idea of what it looked like when Chopin
rehearsed here both his piano concertos,
enjoyed the company of his friends or
when he met the leading cultural figures

T

omasz Lis is an exceptional
pianist with passion for arts. In
2019 he co-founded Bespoke Tour Concierge Travel Agency organising
luxury tours to Poland, focusing on
art, music and fine dining. For more
details visit bespoketour.co and
tomasz-lis.com.

of the day at the invitation of the Krasinski
family.
Poland’s turbulent history of the last
two centuries created havoc in its national
heritage, destroying countless works of
art, private collections and architectural
gems. But what is left is still aplenty and a
treasure trove of stunning discoveries. This
year Warsaw welcomes young pianists from
all over the world to participate in the 18th
International Fryderyk Chopin Competition
which is a great opportunity to pack your
bags and make a pilgrimage to Poland
for the country’s most –celebrated music
prodigy. ¢
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M usical L ife in the
T ang D ynasty
Peter Lo | Hong Kong | April 2020

E

military commander, and Xuanzong had to flee from the capital

and He Manzi continued to remain famous after the reign of

(present day Xi’an) heading west towards Sichuan. In the course

Xuanzong. Several poets of a later Tang period wrote about him,

of the journey the accompanying troops stalled and demanded

and it is from Bai Juyi (白居易) who was born after the death of

the death of the Imperial Consort before they would proceed

Xuanzong that we learn of his plea for a reprieve and its rejection

further. The demand was presented through the chief eunuch.

by Xuanzong. Bai Juyi sounded regretful at Xuanzong’s refusal

Xuanzong asked why they wanted her dead as she was only a

to reprieve. Another poet Yuan Zhen (元稹) (779-831) also gave

woman in the imperial household. The reply was that since the

an account of the incident, but recorded a happy ending in which

troops had killed the hated chief minister who was the brother

the life of He Manzi was spared.

of the Imperial Consort, they feared for their own lives if she
remained alive. Xuanzong felt he had no choice and although
deeply grieved he commanded the chief eunuch to strangle the
Imperial Consort to appease the troops. He lamented that even
though he was the emperor, he was unable to protect the life of a
woman he loved.
The insurrection lasted eight years (755-763) and was
ultimately put down. Before it ended Xuanzong had to abdicate

xtant Chinese history and literature give a picture of

Emperor Xuanzong was a man of taste and culture.

and his son became emperor. During the insurrection along

a highly developed cultural and social life in the Tang

His reign saw the Tang Dynasty at its height as well as its

with Xuanzong many high officials were driven into internal

Dynasty (AD618-906).

catastrophic decline owing to internal strife and insurrection.

exile. Some of them followed Xuanzong into Sichuan but a

At the height of his reign there was peace and prosperity. One

number of them ended up in present day Hunan. It was in such

evening he was invited to view at a pavilion in the palace new

circumstances and location that Li Guinian received mention in a

strains of the peony flower which had just been successfully

famous poem of Du Fu.

Music was an integral part of that life. Contemporary

personages had left us vivid accounts of musical performances
and musicians. Regrettably, the sound of the music has not
survived as a living tradition in any identifiable form, though a
large number of musical lyrics have survived to the present day,
assimilated into Chinese culture.
It is now difficult to form accurate ideas as to how they
were sung, but the lyrics as poetry have an intrinsic musical
quality, and it is as poetry that they have endured through so
many centuries. Poetry probably began life as words for singing,
and in time it acquired an independent existence with its own

developed. The new strains were of four colours: red, purple,
light red and white.
Xuanzong was accompanied by his favourite consort Yang
Yuhuan (楊玉環) also known by her title of Yang Guifei (楊貴
妃) (Imperial Consort Yang). On the occasion Li Guinian was

At gatherings of the exiles Li Guinian would sing for them
and bring tears to their eyes as they recalled the old days. On one
such occasion Du Fu met Li Guinian and composed a four-line
poem entitled “On meeting Li Guinian in Jiang Nan” (江南逢
李龜年). The poem began with recalling performances by Li

in attendance with sixteen choice musicians of the Pear Garden

in illustrious households in the capital and concluded with a

Academy (梨園).

reference to their present meeting in a season of falling blossoms

Xuanzong was asked by the master of music to appoint

which the entire drama of the decline and fall of a great era is

Xuanzong then commanded that Li Bai (李白) (701-762), then

expressed in twenty-eight words. It also gave the musician Li

a young court appointed scholar noted for his literary talent,

Guinian a place in history.

recording had not been invented earlier so that they could
actually hear their illustrious predecessors, instead of having to
desperately imagine what they actually sounded like.
Notwithstanding the ephemeral nature of musical sound,
musicians have been noticed in historical accounts and the
literature of the Tang Dynasty.
A celebrated musician of the dynasty was Li Guinian

In response Li Bai (who was said to have been still under the
influence of drink) composed three sets of lyrics (清平調辭
三首) idealising and amalgamating the beauty of Yang Guifei
(reputed to be one of the most beautiful women in Chinese
history) and the beauty of the flowers, coupled with allusions to
ideals of beauty mythical as well as historical. The result was
much commended, and has survived to the present day, and the
poems could be found in any anthology of Tang poetry. However,

(李龜年) whose career coincided with the reign of the emperor

a rather severe commentator observed that by their nature

Xuanzong (玄宗), who lived from 685-762. He received at least

these lyrics were necessarily sycophantic, and demonstrated an

two mentions. He was the lead musician at a soiree of the

eagerness to win official approbation on the part of the poet!

emperor, an event of great elegance and refinement. He was also
the subject matter of a poem by Du Fu (杜甫) (712-770) who met
him in very different circumstances late in the reign of Xuanzong.
24 Vantage | May 2020 | Vol. 5 No. 3

Unfortunately this elegant lifestyle was soon shattered by
an insurrection on the part of An Lushan (安祿山), a regional

particularly poignant account of a singer who was a favourite
of the emperor Wuzong (武宗) (reign 840-846). Wuzong was
ill and asked her what she would do in the event of his death.
Commentators read this as the emperor expressing a wish
that she should accompany him in death. She burst out crying
and pointed to the cord binding her musical instrument case,
suggesting that it should be used to end her life. She then offered
to sing He Manzi for the emperor to relieve her agitation. The
emperor assented but she died after singing the opening words.
This sad account is alluded to in a number of poems and
the name He Manzi has come to symbolise the unfortunate fate
of young women brought in to serve in the imperial household,
with their lives being wasted in the sterile confines of a palace.
Apart from singers there were also virtuoso
instrumentalists in the Tang Dynasty.
An instrumentalist who appeared in two well-known
董大). Dong Da meant Dong the eldest (among siblings) which

a salubrious occasion, we should not be repeating old lyrics”.

be summoned to compose fresh lyrics for the appointed music.

In connection with the He Manzi Composition there is a

Commentators consider this poem to be a masterpiece in

essential element of poetic effect.

difficult to preserve, and musicians have lamented that sound

deeply moved by the tragic version.

poems was Dong Tinglan (董庭蘭) also referred to as Dong Da (

the musical programme for the evening. He replied: “On such

through their surviving poems. Musical sounds are much more

accurate, but the imagination of poets appears to have been more

and in a setting of great beauty (but impliedly far from home).

forms and conventions, but musicality has always been an
Many Tang Dynasty poets have achieved immortality

It is impossible to ascertain which account is the most

A second musician that we come across in Tang Dynasty
history and literature was also from the reign of Xuanzong.
This was the singer He Manzi (何滿子) who became famous
under unusual circumstances. This singer lived in what is now
a part of Hebei Province. He had committed a capital offence
and was sentenced to death. There is no record of what he had
done, but before the sentence was carried out he offered a vocal
composition of his as a plea for his reprieve from the death
sentence. The plea went to Xuanzong who was a music lover but
was rejected. His composition and his unfortunate circumstances
subsequently became known to court musicians and they
performed the composition under his name. There is also a
reference to the music being used for a dance. The composition
seems to have remained in the repertoire for a number of years

was a customary form of designation. A poem of Li Qi (李頎)
described the profound impact of a performance on the qin (琴)
by Dong Da. A farewell poem by Gao Shi (高適) attested to Dong
Da’s fame: the poem contains the famous line that there was no
place under heaven where Dong Da was unknown (天下誰人不
識君).
But Dong Da was not only a musician, he was also a close
associate of Fang Guan (房琯), a high official and sometime chief
minister during the reign of the emperor Suzong (肅宗), successor to Xuanzong. He would appear to have been in a position of
some influence because accusations were made that he accepted
bribes to facilitate access to Fang Guan. The accusations went
all the way to the emperor and resulted in the dismissal of Fang
Guan as chief minister. Musicians did not always lead a simple
life as an artist.
We meet a different kind of musician in Bai Juyi’s
narrative poem Pipa Xing (琵琶行). The protagonist was a
May 2020 | Vol. 5 No. 3 | Vantage 25

female musician entertainer. She was a native of the capital

high positions, but at that point his prospects were bleak. As for

city, studied at the officially established music academy under

the musician, she had settled into a life far removed from that

famous pedagogues, graduated with fully trained pipa skills at

of a favoured courtesan in the capital city. Her husband was

the age of thirteen, and embarked upon a career as a musician

indifferent to her, caring more for his business than her company.

and entertainer. Then followed times filled with revels and rich

A chance encounter with a patron who appreciated her art had

admirers until she was past her prime, when she became the wife

let loose a gush of emotions. Her story ended there, though the

of a provincial merchant.

poem it engendered is still being read today and evoking strong

The poet met her by a chance encounter. The poet was
then in disfavour at court and had been demoted to a provincial

responses.
It can be seen that music was an integral part of life at

posting. He was seeing off a friend at a river landing when he

many different levels of Tang Dynasty society. We are given

heard the sound of a pipa across the water. He recognised the

fascinating insights into the art and private lives of individuals

sound as having the tonal qualities of performers in the capital

of the era, and there is a common humanity which reaches to us

and invited the performer to play for him and his guest. After

across the centuries even though in the absence of the musical

some initial reluctance she agreed. Then followed a vividly

sounds the medium is confined to words alone.

described virtuoso performance, after which she narrated the
story of her life.

A 14-Concert Series Featuring Chamber Music by
Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven and Schubert

The subject matter of Capriccio, the final opera composed
by Richard Strauss, was a debate between the relative importance

The poem concluded with observations on the melancholy

of words and music. Strauss and his librettist Clemens Krauss

of the situations of the poet and the musician. They were both

declined to give an answer at the conclusion of the opera. In the

sensitive and talented people but neither of them seemed to

case of the Tang Dynasty, whether because of historical reasons

have a future. Bai Juyi eventually recovered favour and rose to

or otherwise, the words seem to have been the most important. ¢

Concert Diary (Hong Kong)
1 Jun 2020 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil x Tai Kwun: Chamber Music Series:
Beethoven Encounter! (String Quartet with Horns)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

19 & 20 Jun 2020 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Swire Denim Series:
Francesco Tristano: Classical x Electronic
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall

5 & 6 Jun 2020 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Frank Peter Zimmermann’s Mendelssohn
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall

29 Jun 2020 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil x Tai Kwun: Chamber Music Series:
Summer Nights in the Americas (Woodwind Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

9 Jun 2020 (Tue) 7:30pm
HK Phil x Tai Kwun: Chamber Music Series:
Beethoven Meets Mozart (Piano & Wind Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun
12 & 13 Jun 2020 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Swire Maestro Series:
Sinaisky | Shostakovich 12
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

June 2018 - June 2020
Kitty Cheung, violin | Joanne Kim, cello | Cindy Ho, piano | Evelyn Chang, piano | | Euna Kim, violin

3 & 4 Jul 2020 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Lea Salonga: The Voice of Broadway
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
Clear Water Bay, Hong Kong, 7:30pm Free Admission
For more details, please visit: http://www.hkustcfa.net/
Organiser:

Sponsor:
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CONCERT XIV

Programme Preview

Sonata for Violin and Piano in D major K. 306
I. Allegro con spirito; II. Andantino cantabile; III. Allegretto

T

he last of the set of violin sonatas Mozart wrote on his
journey to Mannheim and Paris, this is the grandest of
them all, being the only one in three movements apart
from K. 296 (written in Mannheim but not published as part
of the set of six sonatas K. 301 - 306). This sonata was probably begun in Mannheim and completed in the summer of 1778
while Mozart was in Paris. Its spirit shows little evidence of
what the composer must have felt about his circumstances.
His mother had died suddenly and unexpectedly in July of
that year while in Paris and Mozart himself wrote to his father
about the terrible conditions in that city: “…really the mud
in Paris is beyond all description. To go in a carriage entails
spending four or five livres a day, and all for nothing; it is true

Mozart (1778)

the people say all kinds of civil things, but there it ends… the
French are far from being as polite as they were fifteen years
ago; their manner borders on rudeness, and they are odiously
self-sufficient…”
Written in almost a concertante style, the work’s first
two movements set a new standard in soloistic power and
poise: a lively opening movement makes way for a breathtakingly intimate Andantino. But it is in the last movement that
Mozart really unleashes his creative powers with alternating
interludes of different tempi and, in a brilliantly operatic
touch, a written out cadenza for both instruments at the end
of the movement bringing the work to its dramatic climax.

Sonata No. 5 for Violin and Piano in F major Op. 24 “Spring”
Beethoven (1801)
I. Allegro; II. Adagio molto espressivo; III. Scherzo: Allegro molto;
IV. Rondo: Allegro ma non troppo

I

t is not clear exactly who nicknamed Beethoven’s violin
sonata Op. 24 the “Spring Sonata” but we know it was
not the composer, who was also not responsible for the
names “Moonlight” and “Pathétique” applied to his two most
famous piano sonatas. The moniker seems to have arisen
after Beethoven’s death but it aptly describes the sunny
melodic complexion of this work. Beethoven dedicated this
sonata to one of his patrons in Vienna, Count Moritz von Fries,
to whom he also dedicated the string quintet written in this
same year (1801) and his Symphony No. 7.
This sonata was his first to be written in four
movements, following an expanded symphonic template
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he had already pioneered in his piano sonatas. In the
opening of the sonata, the violin presents the main theme,
a beautiful and sinuous locution for which the sonata is
famous. After a tender and highly expressive slow movement,
Beethoven offers a scherzo that is as short as it is witty.
What is particularly notable is the playful way that the main
theme presented by the piano is echoed by the violin, which
constantly seems to be one step behind. The last movement
Rondo opens with another lyrical and highly memorable
melody that no doubt partly explains why this is Beethoven’s
most popular of the ten sonatas he wrote for the two
instruments.

Piano Trio No 2 in E flat major D.929
Franz Schubert (1827)
I. Allegro; II. Andante con moto; III. Scherzando: Allegro moderato;
IV. Allegro moderato

C

omposed in 1827 when Schubert was 30, a year before
his death, his Piano Trio in E-flat major is an epic
masterpiece comparable to Beethoven’s Archduke
Trio as one of the greatest piano trios in the repertoire. It is
immense in length and breadth, wealthy in thematic ideas
and constant transformations yet seamlessly integrated.
Like much of Schubert’s late period music, it is grand and
profound. It was among the few pieces performed in the only
public concert featuring Schubert’s music held during his
lifetime, and the only work published outside Austria before
his death. In one of Robert Schumann’s musical essays, he
summed up this work thus: “a Trio by Schubert passed across
the musical world like some angry comet in the sky”. More
intense than its companion, the Piano Trio in B-flat major
written around the same time, it surges with passion, pathos,
and at times even anger, but equally its mood often returns to
one of grace and triumphant beauty.

and breadth of the first movement is vast, the slow second
movement with its hauntingly beautiful opening melody
uttered first by the cello, is more far-reaching as it both
plummets into the depths of despair and ascends to the
heights of exuberant passion. The somber melody has been
used quite often in the movies, most memorably and to
powerful effect by Stanley Kubrick in his 1974 period epic
Barry Lyndon.

The first movement opens with an upbeat lyrical
Schubertian theme that takes us on a journey visiting as
many as five other related thematic ideas. While the scale

triumphant major key. ¢

The Scherzo movement that follows presents an
ingenious canon with piano and strings imitating each
other in a variety of shifting combinations interlacing twoand three-part textures in a genial dance. The grand finale
takes on even bigger proportions than the first movement,
introducing three new melodies while also bringing back
the dark melody from the slow movement in a tapestry of
dazzling color and virtuosity. As a final masterstroke Schubert
concludes the work with this dark theme transposed into a

About the author: Julian Brown is a writer and violinist based in Mountain View, California. Born in the UK,
he lived for many years in London and has performed in both London and the San Francisco Bay Area. He
is the co-founder of the Cal Arte Ensemble, which performs numerous chamber concerts a year in the Bay
Area, aiming to make great music available to a wider audience. He also serves as concertmaster for several
orchestras including the Cambrian Symphony and the Palo Alto Philharmonic. For more information see
https://www.julianbrown.xyz.
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then passes on to the bass,
then the soprano, and the
Recital Programme by Gwyneth Suen
alto. In the middle of the
fugue, the key changes to
Prelude & Fugue in A flat major, BWV 862
F minor, its relative minor,
J.S. Bach (1685-1750)
then to B flat minor, then
E flat major, then back to A
Piano Sonata No. 14 in
flat major to finish off the
C sharp minor, Op. 27, No. 2 - “Moonlight”
piece with a grand ending.
Beethoven (1770-1827)
This piece features many
of Bach’s hallmark styles
Variations Brillantes in B flat major, Op. 12
such as rhythmic vitality
Chopin (1810-1849)
and an intricate polyphonic
La plus que lente
melody structure. The
Debussy (1862-1918)
element and details of each
voice are clear, elaborative,
Trois pieces, FP48:3 Toccata
and should remain
Poulenc (1899-1963)
distinguishable, even when
they overlap with other voices, to bring
Prelude & Fugue in
life to the texture of the piece.
A flat major, BWV 862
v

J.S. Bach (1685-1750)

Johann Sebastian Bach is generally
regarded as one of the greatest German
musicians of the Baroque era. Prelude &
Fugue in A flat major, BWV 862 No. 17 is
part of The Well-Tempered Clavier, a collection of two sets of preludes and fugues
in all 24 major and minor keys, starting chromatically from C major. Bach
composed the collection for educational
purposes. It made one of the greatest
contributions to the keyboard repertoire.
The prelude begins with a short,
melodic and fanfare-like motif, built
mostly from the notes of the tonic triad,
and repeated in different harmonies
and keys. The rhythm, consisting of
leaping quavers and semiquavers, is
passed between two voices from right
to left hand as if they were having a
conversation. The melody changes to E
flat major during the piece, then returns
to A flat major towards the end. The
prelude has a bold and yet light, playful,
and dancing character.
The fugue has four different voices.
It starts on an offbeat with a proud,
cheerful and lively melody in the tenor,
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Piano Sonata No. 14 in C sharp
minor
Op. 27, No. 2 - “Moonlight”
Beethoven (1770-1827)
I. Adagio sostenuto
II. Allegretto
III. Presto agitato
Ludwig van Beethoven is a predominant
German figure in the history of piano
music. He is often described as the
composer who expanded across and
started the evolution between the
Classical and Romantic eras because
of his endless experimentation and
exploration beyond the norm on tonal,
instrumental and textural possibilities.
Completed in 1801, Beethoven
dedicated Piano Sonata No. 14 in C
sharp minor, Op. 27, No. 2 to his pupil,
Countess Giulietta Guicciardi with whom
he fell in love.
The first movement, in C sharp
minor, is a slow, restrained but sustained
passage consisting of steady triplets
in the right hand; deep, haunting, and
ringing octaves in the left hand. The
atmosphere is dark, mysterious and

deeply reflective. Instead of floating in
the magic of moonlight, I would think
of it as the spiritual voice of someone
mourning for the loss of love or lamenting in the midst of pain at a funeral. It
is to be played delicately at pianissimo
or piano. It reinforces a mystic, ghostly,
almost other-worldly aura, making the
movement sound like a solemn funeral
hymn for the death of love.
The second movement is distinctly
faster and livelier in D flat major, the
parallel major of the first movement. It
is in the style of a scherzo, with playful
articulation of a charming, innocent and
sweet melody.
The third movement brings us back
to the darkness of C sharp minor; indeed,
to an emotional turmoil. It is the weightiest of the three movements, and has an
overall turbulent, almost threatening,
attitude. There is an overpowering ferocity of conflicting emotions: a tempestuous rage built on arpeggios and strongly
accented notes that creates a feeling of
unease and agitation; yet at the same
time, a second, more lyrical sense of
longing comes in stark contrast.
v

Variations Brillantes in
B flat major, Op. 12
Chopin (1810-1849)
Often described as the “poet of the
piano”, Frédéric François Chopin is
regarded as one of the most influential
Polish composers of the Romantic period.
He composed Variations Brillantes,
Op. 12 at the age of 23. As an opera
aficionado, he wrote this set of variations
on Act I aria “Je vends des Scapulaires”
from the opera Ludovic. Chopin dedicated
the piece to Emma Horsford, his pupil.
This piece starts off with a grand
opening in a virtuosic manner in 4/4
meter, but changes to 6/8 in the theme.
The theme, from Ludovic, is subtle,
charming and sweet.

The first variation consists of a
series of elaborate legato semiquavers
that represent the theme. In the second
variation, the left and right hands are
rhythmically unified. It has a dance-like
staccato rhythm, creating a buoyant and
energetic atmosphere.
The third variation brings us back
to some graceful, sweet tenderness and
expressiveness that draw us into greater
emotional depth. The use of a song-like
melody in the right hand resembles the
mood of a nocturne.
A long, swirling and flowing passage
leads the third variation into the fourth-a
scherzo with an animated mazurka-like
rhythm in the bass to bring a lively,
playful and at times, quirky atmosphere.
Leading to the end is the dazzling,
often chromatic, “brilliant” coda, that
plays in a showy, spirited and sparkling
style to give the piece an aura of drama.
v

La plus que lente
Debussy (1862-1918)
Claude Debussy is often seen as a
revolutionary figure in the music of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. He
used rich but unconventional harmonies
and the fluidity of colour and rhythm
to evoke distinctive layers of nuance,
moods, and impressions. Exploration
with an imaginative mind is of the
essence.
Published in 1910, La plus que lente
is a waltz written for solo piano. The title
reference to “the even slower waltz” is
meant to outdo, in a humorous way, the
popularity of valse lente (slow waltz)
style in Paris’ salons at the time. Set in
G flat major, this piece retains the waltz
spirit but transcends it through the use
of irregular phrasings and unresolved
dissonances. The elasticity of the
melody creates a relaxing soundscape
that immerses us into different layers
of colours, emotions and sensualities.

Toccata is part of the Trois Pièces
Pour Piano collection, dedicated to
Poulenc’s teacher, Ricardo Vines. The
piece is atonal, very chromatic and
dissonant, and explores many different
keys within the piece. The piece begins
with an accented, quirky and bold
introduction in homophonic parallel
fifths. With the fast and busy running
of semiquavers and plentiful use of
unexpected and unresolved dissonance,
it highlights some improvising qualities
and sustains a fun, flashy and whimsical

The tempo is free with a lot of rubato
that accentuates expressiveness. It calls
for a liberal mind of the performer, with
spontaneity but depth of understanding.
v

Trois pièces, FP48:3 Toccata
Poulenc (1899-1963)
Francis Poulenc was an important French
composer of the Neoclassical movement
that aims to revive old musical elements
of order, balance, emotional restraint
and clarity of articulation. His music is
direct and melodic, with an emphasis on
rhythms and diatonic textures. Humour
and wit are important characteristics in
his music.

Young Musicians Series

character to the end. ¢
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(Words across are bold & highlighted.)
1. One of the most divisive pianists (5)
2. A composer who has the same name as
his country (7)
3. The one Mozart said “He is the father, we
are the children” (1, 1, 1, 4)
4. Died on the same day as Stalin (9)
5. One of Beethoven’s most recognisable
tunes (3, 2, 3)
6. An earlier version of the piano (10)
7. Sweet (in Italian) (5)
8. Tender (in German) (4)
9. Ritenuto (4)

15

Answers? http://www.vantagemusic.org/magazine/student-submission/

Student Submission

10. Bogomil, Gottlieb, Mozart (7)
11. Not Schumann’s relative (8)
12. A link between Shakespeare and Shostakovich (4, 7)
13. The first pop-star (5)
14. Sitting on the tonic (10)
15. Composer of the Devil’s Trill (7)
16. A fancier name for ABA form (7)
17. A-flat and G-sharp, two sides of the same
coin (10)
18. The Father of Music (1, 1, 4)
19. Schumann’s wife (5)
20. The devil’s interval (7)
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