Building a Library : Chopin B minor Sonata
David Owen Norris

Note : timings in Roman Bold are Music timings. In Italic Bold, Speech timings. The script should come in at just under 44’. Adjustment at end if required.

MUSIC 1

Demidenko  1993

HYPERION

CDA 66577

Track 7 – In: opening, Out: 29” (Intro to Largo)   30s

Of Chopin’s three piano sonatas, the LAST (in B minor) is the real one. The first was a student-ish attempt in the significant Beethoven key of C minor : the second, in B flat minor, was written around rather a good Funeral March that Chopin had prepared earlier. But in the summer of 1844, he was a mature and successful artist deliberately writing a Sonata from scratch. Now, what is it that differentiates a Sonata from a ‘string of pieces’? An over-riding unity, surely, a meaning – and a meaning for the whole of each movement, and for the whole piece. I mention this because many pianists do treat it as a string of pieces, and many critics and note-writers encourage them.

What the Sonata’s about, at the simplest level, is falling and then climbing back up again. Here’s a live performance from the 71-year-old Benno Moiseiwitsch, in 1961,  a splendid reminder of the spontaneity of the Live Occasion, for all the splashes. Only this recording starts with such a pointing of the first note.
MUSIC 2

Moiseiwitsch (1961) age 71. Live recital.

PEARL

GEMM CDS 9192/A

CD1. TRACK 7 – In: opening , out 48”
50s

Moiseiwitsch on Pearl. Besides the fall and rise of his themes, Chopin is falling at a deeper level. Within a few seconds, the first theme was repeated in the lower key we call the subdominant. This is so surprising that it can take years to notice ! And then, just where we left Moiseiwitsch, come forceful chords, no longer climbing but falling, and in the key of B flat – a blunt semitone lower than the key we started in. It’s quite a first page!
Now, heaving, falling lines in the right hand, and rising scales in the left – blurred for effect by Evgeny Kissin, live in Carnegie Hall.

MUSIC 3 

Kissin  1993 (22) live in Carnegie Hall

RCA

09026 62542-2

Track 1, In:25”, Out: 1’12


50s
Kissin on RCA. You hear how he’s changing speeds, though Chopin hasn’t asked him to. The movement won’t hang together if we stop to savour every moment. One of the worst offenders is Emil Gilels, who stoops to pluck every pretty flower.

MUSIC 4

Gilels

DG 449 090-2

Track 7, In: 1’30   Out:2’40


1’10
Gilels on Deutsche Gramophon. By the time he’s reached the second set of melodies, mainly in D major, he’s quite forgotten it’s an allegro movement. There is a slow movement to come, in fact, but by the time Gilels gets there, all his pretty flowers have long since died.

Leif Ove Andsnes has a better idea of what a sonata might be –  mental as well as sensual gratification. Hear how his tempo may ebb, but it always flows back.

MUSIC 5

Andsnes 1991

Virgin Classics

7243 5 61317 2 9

CD 1, Track 5, In:opening, Out: 1’43


1’45

Andsnes on Virgin.

The beautiful D major tune doesn’t need to be slow. Moriz Rosenthal, who studied with Franz Liszt, recorded it in 1939 when he was 76, and he gave it a swagger to go with his upswept moustaches.

MUSIC 6

Rosenthal  1939 (aet 76) Chicago  b. 1862 Studied with Liszt. Studied Philosophy.

BIDDULPH LHW 39

Track 20, In : 1’29, Out: 2’16



50s     (6’)
Moriz Rosenthal in a shed in Chicago, by the sound of it. On the Biddulph label.

Now there are more tunes to come, all full of falling shapes, interspersed by necessary rising. Of course, all tunes must rise and fall, except Onward Christian Soldiers, I suppose – but I think you’ll agree, these do so with a particular significance. The second tune you’re about to hear, from Nicolai Demidenko, is repeated, reinforced by octaves, and marked with a crescendo, as Chopin makes the point that falling is not always a matter of sad resignation. Demidenko chooses not to follow Chopin’s suggestion. He always has good reasons for his choices, and his performance is full of character, with a beautifully-varied ornamental twiddle made up on the spur of the moment just at the beginning here.

MUSIC 7

Demidenko  1993

HYPERION

CDA 66577

Track 7 – In: 2’ Out: 3’05



1’05

Nicolai Demidenko on Hyperion, admirably independent. (One or two pianists add ornaments : Alfred Cortot puts in Wagnerian turns in the slow movement.)

Chopin’s sonata movement has set out its stall. He’s presented us with themes linked by their character, and he’s found an interesting key-scheme on the way to the present D major, which he proceeds to nail down with a flowing coda. It’s a sonata exposition, and to reinforce the point, he asks for the whole thing to be repeated. This is an important matter. Not only does it fix the character and the material in our mind, it gives the pianist a chance to show his imagination by playing it all differently this time, and, best of all, the difference between the first-time bar and the second-time bar can be full of meaning. So it’s a shame that out of 18 performances here, only 5 make the repeat – and two of those play it the same each time. Perhaps pianists are more interested in the notes than in the meaning of the notes. Perhaps they think it works better as a string of unrelated tunes. Or perhaps there wasn’t room enough on their 78s. Martha Argerich didn’t do the repeat in London in 1965 for EMI, but she was made to do it for Deutsche Gramophon in 1967, and that’s what it sounds like! The musicians who see the point of the repeat are Demidenko, Andsnes – and Nelson Goerner.

MUSIC 8

Goerner 1996

EMI CDZ 569701 2

Track 1, In: 2’57, Out: 4’06



1’10
(8’15)

Splendid playing from Nelson Goerner on EMI.

The next thing in a sonata movement is for the composer to try and confuse us about the key we’re in. Mozart often did this with a completely new tune, but by 1844 Beethoven’s sometimes over-dutiful workings-out of what we’ve already heard were taken as the ideal. Chopin’s study of Bach stands him in good stead here. Artur Rubinstein plays this tonally ambiguous counterpoint with a proper seriousness – but he can be passionate too!

MUSIC 9

Rubinstein Mayday 1959, and Jan 5th1961!!

RCA RD 89812

Track 6, In : 3’53, Out: 5’08



1’20
(9’35)

Rubinstein on RCA.

After what was the second of the D major tunes has been paraded in the keys of D flat (a semitone lower, like that B flat moment on the first page), and then in E flat (a semitone higher) – (these key-choices are right in tune with the basic meaning of the movement, of course) – there’s a bit more Bach, and suddenly  Whoa! – we’re in B major – the major version of the key we set out from, and we’re hearing that B flat music from the first page, a semitone higher. The opening fanfare, which you might have expected to hear again here,  is quite left out. Chopin doesn’t want to be dutiful, he wants to be surprising. If you wanted to hear it again, you should have played the repeat!

Here’s Dinu Lipatti in 1947 with Chopin’s recapitulatory surprise, and a beautiful second tune.

MUSIC 10

Lipatti  1947

EMI

CDM 763038

Track  1, In: 5’18, Out: 7’   



1’40
(11’15)

Dinu Lipatti on EMI.

Deutsche Gramophon have a Chopin Recital from a young Chinese pianist, Yundi Li, who won the Warsaw Competition in 2000. It’s a nicely presented disc, especially if you like that sort of photography. The strength of the performance is that he just plays Chopin, most of the time, which can be better than using Chopin to put across some agenda of your own, unless you’re a truly great artist. (Just wait till we get to the Finale and you’ll see!) Perhaps his most expressive moment is the ending of the first movement. 

6’35 I
MUSIC 11

Yundi Li 2001

DG 471 479-2

Track 1, In: 8’21, Out: End (9’08)


50s
(12’15)I   NINETEEN’
Yundi Li, ending the first movement on a B major chord with a D sharp at the top. The Scherzo takes that D sharp and pretends it’s an E flat. And off it goes in E flat major. Molto vivace, says Chopin. Very lively. But these are only quavers, and in all the musical dictionaries of Chopin’s time – and since –  vivace is slower than, say, Presto. If this is vivace, what might it be like if Chopin had marked it fast!?

MUSIC 12

Argerich  1967

DG 419 055-2

Track 2, In: opening Out : 32”



35”

Martha Argerich. Ludicrous. You get no idea of the music. She simply commands us to marvel at her – not at Chopin. But it’s so exciting to play this music really fast that nearly everyone does. Then comes the middle section – no change of speed marked, but nearly everyone slows down. Because there’s a more obvious melody in this section, playing it too fast would be too silly even for the flightiest pianist.

Leif Ove Andsnes makes it sound a bit like Grieg.

MUSIC 13

Andsnes 1991

Virgin Classics

7243 5 61317 2 9

CD 1, Track 5, In: 36”, Out: 1’30


40”

However beautiful that may be, the outcome of a fast speed for the outer sections – for the beginning comes back at the end – and a slow speed for the middle section, is that a baffling streak frames a long, slow movement. It takes the self-confidence of Vlado Perlemuter to forgo showing off, and to give the movement its right proportions.

MUSIC 14

Perlemuter (1974)

NIMBUS

NI 5038

Track 6, In: opening, Out: 1’



1’

Perlemuter on Nimbus. Sounds like a piece of music there, and like a sonata movement, what’s more.

But, with careful hands, you can both dazzle AND give the movement some shape. Here’s Lipatti to finish it off. 





1’30 II

MUSIC 15

Lipatti  1947

EMI

CDM 763038

Track 2, In :1’51, Out: end (2’29)


40”
(3’II)

FOURTHIRTY  ii

Twentyfive in all so far
Chopin has not forgotten he’s writing a sonata, with an overall unity. His slow movement will build on the shape of his Scherzo. The introduction takes the E flat the Scherzo’s just finished with, and turns it back into a D sharp, to bring us to B major for a beautiful melody. Here’s Alfred Cortot on Biddulph, with a model lesson on why pianists used not to play the bass and the tune quite together.

MUSIC 16

Cortot  1931

BIDDULPH  LHW 001

Track 12, In: opening, Out: 1’01


1’

Cortot in 1931 – not too slow. Some play it much slower than that. Here’s Demidenko, carrying on.

MUSIC 17

Demidenko  1993

HYPERION

CDA 66577

Track 7, In: 1’28, Out: 2’29



1’

Beautiful tune from Nicolai Demidenko. But just as, too fast an opening to the Scherzo means too great a change of speed for the middle section of that movement, so here. The very substantial middle section would be unbearable too slow – most people speed up. Here’s Vladimir Ashkenazy.

MUSIC 18

Ashkenazy

DECCA  (Ovation) 448 123-2

Track 11, In: 2’09, Out: 3’25



1’15

Ashkenazy on Decca. First we heard a rhetorical section to end the Nocturne-like melody, and then we moved on into the middle section. Notice, it’s in the restful subdominant key, the key that cropped up unexpectedly in the first movement. Chopin is certainly linking his sonata together.

But a concentrated enough expressiveness can make this middle section a profound study of introspection. Nelson Goerner keeps much the same speed for his Nocturne and his middle bit, but it doesn’t wear out its welcome at all. We’ll carry on from where we got to, so you can really appreciate that Chopin repeats the music, just as he tried to in the first movement. Here he cunningly wrote it out!

MUSIC 19

Goerner 1996

EMI CDZ 569701 2

Track 3, In: 3’31, Out: 5’35



2’10

Nelson Goerner finding great depths of expression in the slow movement of Chopin’s B minor Sonata.

Next, Chopin finds a new use for those rhetorical ideas that ended the Nocturne-melody the first time. Here they act its re-Introduction. Dinu Lipatti makes a beautiful job of it, especially by playing the exact rhythms between the hands that Chopin wrote.








1’45 III

MUSIC 20

Lipatti  1947

EMI

CDM 763038

Track  3, In: 6’07, Out: FADE ABOUT 7’20



1’15  (6’40iii)

8’25 III IN ALL

34MINUTES IN TOTAL TO HERE

It’s pretty obvious that a Romantic piano sonata is going to end with a virtuoso, quick movement. But how to begin it, how to sweep away the dreams of the slow movement? And they do need sweeping, because Chopin halved the length of the final Nocturne melody. So he writes a fanfare of a fixed F sharp on a bass that rises by semitones. It starts forte – loud – and it gets louder. It doesn’t slow down, though the pianist is asked to wait before carrying on after it. Chopin’s decisions are perfectly clear, and absolutely in keeping with his sonata’s overall shape.

It seems, though, that the clearer Chopin’s decisions are, the more pianists try to change his mind for him. Moiseiwitsch actually omits the whole opening fanfare, and wrote a specious essay about being a great pianist to explain why. And hear what Mikhail Pletnev does – not all the notes of the last chord even sound, but Deutsche Gramophon didn’t get round to a re-take. Given up by this point, perhaps.

MUSIC 21

Pletnev 1996

DG 453 456-2

Track13, In: opening, Out: 36”


36”

After the fanfare comes the tune, marked agitato. The veteran Moriz Rosenthal, the Liszt pupil, is the only one who thinks ‘agitated’ might imply speeding up a bit. Most slow down for the agitato. Weird or what? One of the many fascinating things about Rosenthal’s performance is his extremely sparing use of the sustaining pedal.

MUSIC 22

Rosenthal  1939 (aet 76) Chicago  b. 1862 Studied with Liszt. Studied Philosophy.

BIDDULPH LHW 39

Track 23, In: opening, Out 1’



1’

Rosenthal, saving his right shoe leather. Certainly sounds agitated. But Nikolai Demidenko would point to the actual material of the first bar of this tune. It’s based on a B minor chord and an E minor chord – that subdominant again. And so Demidenko gives first and second beats equal weight, which sounds a little lumpy at first, but which accumulates terrific significance by the end of the whole piece.

MUSIC 23

Demidenko  1993

HYPERION

CDA 66577

Track 8, In: opening, Out : 1’25


1’25

Nicolai Demidenko, the Truly Thoughtful Virtuoso.

Dinu Lipatti, who had a genius for melodies, as we’ve heard, has noticed something even better about this one. The first bar is the same as the second bar. And then the next bit is twice a long as that. This is an absolutely basic shape in so much music that the Germans have a word for it – quite a short word, for once – Bar. Rum ti tum. Rum ti tum. Rum-ti-tiddle-I-fo. Simple enough, but only Lipatti spots it. And just listen to what variety of phrasing it inspires him to.

MUSIC 24

Lipatti  1947

EMI

CDM 763038

Track 4, In: opening, Out: 1’03


1’03 –4’14

Dinu Lipatti, who should have been a singer really. Glad he wasn’t, though.

I should have discarded a few performances by now, but I thought I’d keep them all up in the air for a change. Grand old Moiseiwitsch with his wrong notes and his opinions – it’s a treat to hear him, though. Rosenthal in his Chicago shed – a wonderful historical document, especially for students of pedalling. Egon Petri, who improvises a staggering recovery from a memory-lapse. Andsnes, Demidenko, oh, that wonderful Rubinstein – even splashy Cortot, who really should have practised a bit more this time – how can I discard any of their insights?? 

The insights I’m valuing most at present, though, are Dinu Lipatti’s. This Finale is astonishing. There’s a dramtic E flat major chord coming up. Most people just play it. Lipatti remembers that that was the key the Scherzo started in, and the key the second bit of the first movement’s second tune’s second bit used, to cheat us of our expected recapitulation – the note that turned into a D sharp to start the slow movement. Amazing.

MUSIC 25

Lipatti  1947

EMI

CDM 763038

Track 4, In: 2’06 Out: 3’04



1’ – 6’30

Dinu Lipatti on EMI is very nearly my top pick for Chopin’s B minor Sonata, and I could listen to it again and again. But the sound quality is perhaps not as good as some people like, and I must confess, I find that ignored repeat in the first movement a real disappointment, especially when I think what Lipatti’s imagination could have done with it.

And so, by a whisker, my very top pick is a non-historical 1996 performance, also on EMI from Nelson Goerner, who’s shown such imagination all through, found a unique, coherent view of that awkward slow movement, doesn’t necessarily feel that fast is best – but, boy! can he play when he wants to!

MUSIC 26

Goerner 1996

EMI CDZ 569701 2

Track 4, In : 3’11, Out: end (5’14)

This deleted bit for time adjustment if need be.

OK, I’ll wave goodbye to Gilels and Pletnev, and, I’m afraid, the much-hyped performances from Martha Argerich, who is of course a wonderful musician, but you simply can’t tell, here. But before I let her go, let me use her to set something up. Here’s how it sounds when you just play it fast. There’s a horrible hint of a fairground organ about da-da-da-da. 

MUSIC 28

Argerich 1965

EMI CDC 556805 2

Track 4, In. 1’13, Out: 2’27



1’14

Martha Argerich, finding no especial significance in an E flat chord. That was the key the Scherzo started in, and the key the second bit of the first movement’s second tune’s second bit used, to cheat us of our expected recapitulation – the note that turned into a D sharp to start the slow movement. Dinu Lipatti remembers these things.   3’30 iv

