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Music 1	Peraiha T1, top - 40”			[33”]





Schumann began all three of his piano sonatas in 1833, wanting to rescue the Sonata idea from the thoughtless depths into which it had sunk. The first was finished in 1835, and dedicated to his piano teacher’s daughter, Clara Wieck. Schumann was still engaged to someone else at this stage, but about to embark on the five-year struggle to marry Clara in the teeth of her father’s opposition. Instead of his own name on the title page, Schumann put the names of his imaginary personae, Eusebius and Florestan, who represented the dreamy and the forceful sides of his character.





It’s no surprise, after all this, that the sonata wears masks beyond the title page. The music is ambiguous in intent, and lies waiting for the performer to put it on and peer out through it at the world.





We just heard a gentle introduction from Murray Peraiah. Nicolai Demidenko makes something much more sinister out of it, practically jumping out and shouting Boo just after lulling us with a beautiful melody.





Music 2	Demidenko T1. 23”- 1’41			[1’18/1’51]





Demidenko making opportunities for himself right from the beginning, using Romantic performing tricks to emphasize the Classical nature of Schumann’s structure - a paradoxical possibility that helps to explain the peculiar power of the piece. That beautiful tune will turn out to be the slow movement, and the shocking interruption, the interval of a fifth, takes on thematic importance very soon - first, slow and mysterious at the end of the Introduction, then fast and not mysterious at all as the movement proper gets under way.





Music 3	Bauer T1  2’21 - T2 47”			[1’20/3’11]





And there are those fifths again. That’s a Nimbus recording of a 1916 piano roll by Harold Bauer, an excellent straightforward performance by a pianist who knew his stuff. At the risk of causing an outcry amongst all you piano roll addicts, I found that the player piano mechanism betrayed Bauer in this piece that relies so heavily on repeated notes. I felt a bit battered by the end.





That bouncing tune started life as a fandango - not the sort of thing you associate with Schumann really. He twists it round some dark corners before he serves up his smooth second subject.





Music 4	Pollini DG T1 3’19-4’47			[1’28/4’39]�
Beautiful playing from Maurizio Pollini in 1973 on DG.





Most people slow down more for that smooth tune, though Schumann doesn’t demand it. One of the most imaginative here is Vladimir Feltsman, who takes the opportunity of the exposition repeat to play it in two quite different ways. We’ll hear the second, and on into the beginning of the development. Feltsman has a ruminative way of playing that sounds as if he’s actually composing at the piano.





Music 5	Feltsman	T1 8’27-10’12			[1’45/6’24]





Vladimir Feltsman on Russian Disc, making real magic out of what often seems a dull, hard bit.





One of the oddest performances of that smooth tune is Bauer’s - betrayed again, I devoutly hope, by the player piano mechanism. But it’s a good example of what we can learn from these old performances, other than the fact that we’re all too finicky these days. Never mind the clumsy clumping, listen to the magisterially automatic chord-spreading.





Music 6	Bauer T2 1’42-2’20			[40”/7’04]





Bauer, like all the deceased pianists you’ll hear in this review, equally magisterially ignores Schumann’s repeat marks, by the way.





In the development section that Feltsman was so enjoying, Schumann pulls a cat out of the bag when he suddenly interrupts his fandango with the tune from the Introduction.








Music 7	Andsnes T1 9’18-11’08			[1’50/8’54]





A crystalline performance from Leif Ove Andsnes on EMI, one of the few to keep his cool at that great climax. He uses the interruption of the music by the Introduction as a way of staring into a bleak but removed past. For Walter Gieseking, playing live for German Radio in 1942, there was nothing removed about the bleak terror that fills his whole performance.





Music 8	Gieseking T.25  5’27-6’42		[1’15/10’09]





Too erratic a performance to listen to often, that Music and Arts disc, but a remarkable demonstration of the chamaeleon-like nature of this Sonata - or perhaps not so much a chamaeleon as a mirror. Nicolai Demidenko won’t look back with that thematic reminiscence - he rejoices in the chance to push on through the torment.





Music 9	Demidenko T.1 9’43- 10’17		[40”/10’50]





Scarcely-contained fury there. All to be swept away by the second movement, the Aria, which we’ve already heard previewed in the Introduction, and which started life as a song. It’s marked to be played ‘without passion but with expression’, a nice distinction perfectly understood by Emil Gilels.





Music 10	Gilels  T18   top - 58”			[58”/11’48]�
Earl Wild and his mellow Bösendorfer find great beauty in the middle section.





Music 11	Wild  1’09 - 1’57			[48”/12’36]





Pollini, too, finds a remarkable sound. Since we’re not told, it’s probably a Steinway.








Music 12	Pollini DG T2. 1’45 - 2’40		[55”/13’31]





But one of the most moving recordings is by one of Clara Schumann’s pupils, Adelina de Lara. She played for Brahms as well, and she certainly shares his interest in inner voices. You’ll notice how the nebulous sound she coaxes from her Bluthner is enhanced by the very ‘spread’ basses.





Music 13	De Lara T.4  13’54-14’58		[1’04/14’35]





de Lara was 80 when she recorded that in 1952, and she’d only learned it shortly before - indeed, Clara Schumann never taught anyone this F sharp minor Sonata - so it’s not quite the hot line to 1835 that we might have hoped.





Murray Peraiha’s at his contrapuntal best in the Scherzo, snapping his fingers at the difficulties, and dividing his brain absolutely in two for one of those typical Schumann passages where two people waltz together, but in different rooms.





Music 14	Peraiha T.3  top- 2’03  (fade)		[2’03/16’38]





In that syncopated section, Schumann has written out the tune one beat ahead all the way through. It works so well there because Peraiha gives the bass its proper shape. Gilels didn’t bother, and all Schumann’s cleverness is thrown away.





Music 15	Gilels	 T19  39”- 1’13			[35”/17’13]





One of the hallmarks of Peraiha’s performance is an almost anxious clarity of texture. In those rising, jumpy arpeggios he simply ignores Schumann’s notation, and takes his fingers off some of the notes so that others might be clearer. Demidenko doesn’t worry so much, and yet the music’s just as clear. And his syncopations aren’t just syncopations - we can feel why they’re syncopated.





Music 16	Demidenko T3 29”-1’20  (fade)	[50”/18’03]





A typical Demidenko shock, that acceleration into the return - and yet, again, it’s only what Schumann asks for.





This Scherzo, like the whole sonata, is full of surprises. Just when you thought you’d had the middle section, along comes something entirely new, a Polonaise marked pomposo. Few manage it with quite the natural swagger of Earl Wild. Or the surprise that follows!





Music 17	Wild T. 3  2’25-4’25			[2’/20’03]�
Earl Wild on dell’Arte, much more convincing in the improvisatory recitative than in the more workaday logical bits.





Leif Ove Andsnes plays the Scherzo as if it were Beethoven, which would have thrilled Schumann, I’m sure.





Music 18	Andsnes T.3  top-50”			[50”/20’53]





Treating it like Beethoven means Andsnes has rather to overplay the joke of the sudden Polonaise though.





Music 19	Andsnes  T3.  3’00 - 3’44		[44”/21’37]





And that’s only half of it.


*************************************    possible cut


Murray Peraiah falls down in this pomposo section too, perhaps because he’s such a pleasantly unpompous person. And his passion for clarity doesn’t really work with the recitative.





Music 20	Peraiha  T3  2’58 - 3’35		[40”/22’17]


*************************************


After the unexpectedly complicated Scherzo, the long Finale. In the wrong hands this can go on and on - Vladimir Feltsman’s thoughtful style of playing wears very thin, for instance. So too does virtuosity unsupported by logical clarity. Pollini and Wild fail to convince here, though for the sonata as a whole you might pick Pollini if you want a cheap CD.





Demidenko makes sure he starts with a surprise. Here’s the end of his Scherzo.





Music 21	Demidenko  T.3 4’55 - T.4 20”	[40”/23’]





Dashing straight in, and really making the point that those repeated chords hark back to the repetitions in the first movement fandango. Oddly enough, the only other pianist that dashes in like that is the 80-year old Adelina de Lara. Peraiha makes a nice distinction between dash and poise, and then makes much more of the theme than just forceful repetitions, observing Schumann’s marks with great care.








Music 22	Peraiha T.3 4’00 - T.4 1’25		[1’35/24’35]





In the Finale, as in the other movements, with the blessed exception of the Aria, Schumann creates an extraordinary shape, full of pitfalls at the tactical and strategic level. That todder tuh todder tuh todder rhythm that Peraiha handles so masterfully can easily turn into du-dum du dum du dum, even in pianists like Gilels and Andsnes. Good though he is here, though, Peraiha’s over-concentration on clarity makes it a slightly arid performance on the whole.





Leif Ove Andsnes may drop a few rhythms here and there, but he certainly grasps the strategy in this movement.





Music 23	Andsnes  T.4  2’06- 3’15		[1’09/25’44]�
Andsnes doing just what Schumann asks for, and making a fine unforced musical shape to go with his fine unforced musical tone. So, what about this for perversity?





Music 24	Demidenko  T.4  2’30 - 4’39		[2’09/27’53]





The furious and melancholy Demidenko, of course. The forceful chords, marked ‘brilliant and swift’, are instead almost insane hammer blows of nails into a wildly-regretted coffin, and the relaxing, expansive section that follows it is transformed into a nightmare torrent leading up to ----  and here’s where Demidenko’s insight really strikes home. For what all this has led up to is an extraordinary, heart-broken interruption - and such things have their greatest artistic effect when they’re unexpected.





Compared with Andsnes’s cool musicality, Demidenko seems a seething mass of contradictions. And yet, as we’ve heard, nearly all his most individual surprises are simply the result of exactly following Schumann’s instructions. And where he ignores them, in the Finale, he succeeds, to my ears, in being wiser than Schumann - finally abandoning the balance that he, best of all the performers, has achieved between Classical and Romantic, and openly coming out as the perverse Romantic artist - a perfect counterpart, in fact, to another aspect of Schumann’s notation - the names Eusebius and Florestan on the title page.





By this stage, you’ll be expecting a surprise in the coda, and sure enough, Schumann invents a special notation of dots to drag the music back just before the last gallop. You’ll also be expecting a final sting in Demidenko’s tail - - he eschews the invitation to hurry to the end, and remains horrifyingly malevolent even in triumph - a magnificent performance on Hyp
