BaL Liszt/Norris

MUSIC 1

Alan Marks

Nimbus NI5226

T3

In: 2’04

Out: end (2’35) 


30”intro mus


SPEECH 1

Liszt’s arrangement of a song by his Byronic look-alike, the seventeenth-century painter Salvator Rosa. ‘I get around quite a bit’, sings Rosa, to a tune by another great traveller, Handel’s operatic rival Bononcini. A good motto for the Years of Pilgrimage, Liszt’s later, polished versions of pieces inspired by his travels in the 1830s. His companion was Marie d’Agoult, a Countess who ran away with Liszt when one of her children died. She and Liszt had three children themselves before they fell out and he went on to new conquests.

And yet, the first piece of this Second Year of Pilgrimage, devoted to Italy, was inspired by Raphael’s painting of the Betrothal of the Virgin Mary to Joseph. The picture is a triumph over self-set problems of perspective, and Liszt responds to that as much as to the solemn grace of the Virgin. He begins like a painter, with a line that leads us to unexpected light and shade.










55”

MUSIC 2

Jerome Lowenthal

2010

BRIDGE 9307 A/C

CD2 T1.

In: top

Fade Out: 1’36


1’36mus

SPEECH 2

Jerome Lowenthal’s recent Bridge recording, with all three Années de Pélerinage. Far and away the fastest performances I’ve heard – and perhaps a bit too fast. Fast isn’t the point here – I suppose Liszt found that too easy. But the pieces are full of melody, and not every pianist feels comfortable with that.









20”
1’15

MUSIC 3

Jeno Jando

1991

Naxos 8.550549

T1

Fade in before 1’54 (for tune)

Fade Out after: 2’37 (modulation)
2’20mus

SPEECH 3

Jeno Jando on Naxos in 1991 – some wonderful playing on this disc, but that gracious inclination of the Virgin’s head seems to escape him.

It’s not that melodies need to be slow, mind you. Libor Novacek’s 2006 recording on Landor keeps us waiting so long for the unexpected perspective of the new key that I thought he’d stopped.









25”
1’40

MUSIC 4

Libor Novacek

2006

Landor  LAN278

T1

Fade in: about 2’34

Fade out: 3’22



3’10mus

SPEECH 4

In every piece, Novacek takes longer than anyone else – between 15 and 25 per cent longer! Sounded like Wagner’s Wesendonk Lieder just now. More Rubens than Raphael – opulence rather than clarity.

If it’s clarity you want, try Daniel Grimwood’s 2008 recording on Sforzato. He’s playing Birmingham University’s lovely Victorian Erard Grand piano. It’s what they call straight-strung, like a harpsichord, with light dampers and action. Grimwood makes a charming apology for its occasional infirmities in the tuning department!







25”
2’05

MUSIC 5

Daniel Grimwood

2008

SFZM0208

CD1 T10

In: top

Fade out after: 2’23


5’33mus

SPEECH 5

Daniel Grimwood on a piano Liszt would have recognized.

This piece about Mary & Joseph invents an odd harmonic language. Some of the notes stay unexpectedly still in the progressions – just as they do in some of Messiaen’s pieces about the Virgin, in fact. I find myself wondering if they find a creative connexion short-circuiting the normal procedures of both harmony and of conception! Both devout Roman Catholics.

You can hear the effect very clearly at the end – that hanging G sharp in the left thumb, and then a cadence where only one note changes. Wilhelm Kempff, recording in 1975, his eightieth year, amplifies the effect with his pedalling.








35”

2’40

MUSIC 6

Kempff

1975 – 80th year

DG 00289-4779374-8

T1.

In: 6’07

Out: end (7’30)


7’mus
for Spos
2’40 speech

SPEECH 6

Wilhelm Kempff, just re-issued on Deutsche Grammophon.

This second book of the Années de Pélerinage is Liszt’s survey of the whole world of Italian art. He started with Raphael, and now he turns to Michelangelo as sculptor and poet. Il penseroso pays homage to the grimly thoughtful fellow on Lorenzo de Medici’s monument, and to a verse, The Night, that proclaims:

I am content to feel nothing, while shame dwells in the world.

For I am made of stone – but speak softly.








30”

3’10speech

MUSIC 7

Michael Korstick

CPO777 585-2

Plus late pieces

2009

T2.

In: top

Fade: c.1’02



1’02mus

SPEECH 7

A recent recording by Michael Korstick on CPO. A very odd hesitation in the line – well, it doesn’t really come across like a line, and that’s true of many of Korstick’s tunes. There’s a strange comment in his liner note that might explain that failing – Il Penseroso, it says, is so advanced that ‘one can no longer grasp a large part of the chordal connections with the means of classical functional analysis’. The rest of us can just listen carefully.

The interesting analytical remark to have made would have been to point out that this unmoving stone figure elicits an unmoving, one-note, melody. Leslie Howard plays it marvellously, making the shape clear by lengthening the important beats.






35”


3’45sp

MUSIC 8

Leslie Howard

1996

Hyperion CDA67107

T2

In : top

Fade : about 1’34


2’36mus

SPEECH 8

Just one small step in Leslie Howard’s Complete Liszt on Hyperion. The one-note tune appears later with a very bold, deep, winding bass line. Here’s Alfred Brendel chiselling out its full significance.






15”

4’sp

MUSIC 9

Alfred Brendel

Philips 462 312-2

1986

CD1. T11

In: 1’52

Out: 2’46

SPEECH 9

Alfred Brendel on Phillips – a double disc where he plays the first two volumes of the Années de Pélerinage, and Zoltan Kocsis plays the Third.

Now Liszt turns to Italian song. The Canzonetta del Salvator Rosa, a painter with a louche reputation that Liszt may have admired in the 1830s.





c. 55” – 3’30musPens (7’musSpos)






20”

4’20sp

MUSIC 10

Alan Marks

Nimbus NI5226

T3

In: top

Out: 52”


52”mus

SPEECH 10

That’s Alan Marks on Nimbus. Arresting character, he gives to that jaunty tune – it’s got something about it that sticks in the ear, even though a finger slightly muffs a twiddle. Back in 1990, the Nimbus Green Agenda of holistic recording would have taken that in its stride, and I’m not going to get holier than thou about it.

Because it’s surprisingly difficult to play that simple music. Here’s Lazar Berman.







30”
4’50sp

MUSIC 11

Lazar Berman

1977

DG471-447-2

CD2 T3.

In: top

Fade after: 33“


1’25mus

SPEECH 11

Berman on Deutsche Grammophon back in 1977. Good twiddles. But that opening buckles no swash.

The quick-silver Jerome Lowenthal nails the piece’s foot to the floor by making too many emphases – turns it into 2/4 rather than 4/4.








15”
5’05spMUSIC 12

Jerome Lowenthal

2010

BRIDGE 9307 A/C

CD2. T3

In: top

Out: 15”


1’40mus

SPEECH 12

Jeno Jando’s left hand romps superbly in crisp octaves.








5”
5’10

MUSIC 13

Jeno Jando

1991

Naxos 8.550549

T3.

In: 52”

Out:1’44


2’32musCanz (3’30Pens7’Spos)

SPEECH 13

Now Liszt turns to one he’d prepared earlier – three luscious songs for a very high tenor, settings of Sonnets by Petrarch.

Let’s listen to Leslie Howard first. He very wisely remarks that the pianist needs to retain the sense of the words, and that implies more than just what the song’s about.

What I especially like about Howard’s approach is the way he expands in the cadenzas, just as a voice would dwell on the high notes, rather than scurrying through them.

‘Blessed be the day I found you’ sings Petrarch.







35”MUSIC 14

Leslie Howard

1996

Hyperion CDA67107

T4

In: 38”

Fade Out: 2’06


1’28mus

SPEECH 14

Leslie Howard.

Alan Marks has the same melodic gift, and the same way of expanding his cadenzas. 






5”

40”

MUSIC 15

Alan Marks

Nimbus NI5226

T4

In: 2’58

Fade Out: 4’



2’30mus

SPEECH 15

Alan Marks.

Did you notice those mildly weird harmonies near the end of that section, where the G flat in the bass was slightly foxed by the G natural right at the top? Daniel Grimwood pursues a very interesting course with his ancient Erard. There’s a huge debate getting under way about how they tuned pianos in the nineteenth-century. There used to be a thoughtless acceptance that once we reached 1800 everyone used Equal Temperament, as we do now – that’s the system where every key is equally out-of-tune. Scholars hang back, because no-one wrote anything down about it at the time. But a lot of us are simply experimenting, and I congratulate Grimwood on a convincing demonstration. He chooses one of those Rolls-Royce temperaments, where all the keys sound pretty good, but they all sound different. And, just at this moment in the music, my ear tells me that he’s got something. The bass G flat is a tiny bit lower, and it makes all the difference.




45”


1’25

MUSIC 16

Daniel Grimwood

2008

SFZM0208

CD1 T13

In: 3’30

Fade Out: 4’14


3’15mus 1st




SPEECH 16

Daniel Grimwood, not in Equal Temperament, boldly going. Good for him.

I had a holiday in Hay-on-Wye over the New Year, and in between trudging about in the snow, and listening to a lot of Années de Pélerinage , I stumbled upon a catalogue of melodic types in Liszt’s music in one of the innumerable bookshops. Some busy bee had identified more than a dozen types, but had not made the crucial distinction between melodies that have, or used to have, words, and melodies that don’t. I’ve come to realize how important this is through working on Mendelssohn’s Songs without Words, and it’s fascinating to realize that Liszt, like Mendelssohn, was a master of many languages, and so of many syntaxes, which informed their sense of structure. Not much else in common, but somehow, in their instrumental melodies, I sense a polyglot kinship.

The point here, however, is that these are not just instrumental melodies. Lazar Berman doesn’t even seem to have read the poem to find out that Petrarch’s cross for longer than just the intro.






55”
2’20sp

MUSIC 17

Lazar Berman

1977

DG471-447-2

CD2 T5

In: top

Out: 1’25



1’25mus

SPEECH 17

Not much of ‘I burn, I freeze’ about that.

Jeno Jando has a nice way with a melody, but it seems to me that, although he knows what the poems are about, he doesn’t relate the music to the actual stuff of language. You can hear one symptom of that in the way he scurries through the cadenzas – though if I could scurry like he can, I might be tempted!






20”
2’40sp

MUSIC 18

Jeno Jando

1991

Naxos 8.550549

T5

Fade in: 1’32

Fade out: by 2’46


2’40mus

SPEECH 18

‘Look what you’ve done to me’ says the poet to his lady; and at the end of the sonnet, he reaches an uneasy balance between Life and Death – thanks to you, he remarks glumly. Only one pianist plays this emotional climax at the dynamic level Liszt stipulates – pianissimo – and it’s Jerome Lowenthal.





20”

3’

MUSIC 19

Jerome Lowenthal

2010

BRIDGE 9307 A/C

Disc B T5

In: 4’20

Out: end (5’40)


4’mus 2nd sonnet

SPEECH 19

Jerome Lowenthal on Bridge. Like the Kempff recording, this is the music of a man approaching 80, and the only way you’d ever guess it is from such details of restraint.

Alfred Brendel was not even in his prime yet when he recorded these pieces in 1986. He devised a really good gig that March. He recorded them in Walthamstow Town Hall for Phillips, and then at the end of the month, he filmed them for BBC Television in the Great Hall of the Middle Temple. Imaginatively produced by Humphrey Burton, and now out on DVD from Deutsche Grammophon.

The differences between the two versions are fascinating. The television one is just a little slower, and the sound is rather brittle. Perhaps even Brendel felt a little nervous on camera, from memory. His sound on the Phillips version can be ravishing.






40”


3’40sp

MUSIC 20

Alfred Brendel

Philips 462 312-2

1986

CD1. T15

In: top

Fade out: 1’45


1’45mus

SPEECH 20

‘You’re like an angel in heaven’ sighs the lover. Brendel, a poet himself, spinning the line.

Lazar Berman is not so fluent. He makes it a very protracted introduction – and there are so many introductions and interludes and postludes in Liszt’s early music, even after their revision a quarter of a century later, that you have to work hard not to sink in them without trace. And then Berman seems almost tongue-tied in the presence of his lady-love.





25”

4’05sp

MUSIC 21

Lazar Berman

1977

DG471-447-2

CD2 T6

In: 1’58

Out: 2’53


2’40mus3rd sonnet

SPEECH 21

Liszt ends with an apotheosis of the appogiatura, gently dying again and again, and purely in the Elizabethan sense, I’m pretty sure. Here’s Wilhelm Kempff.





10”


4’15sp

MUSIC 22

Kempff

1975 – 80th year

DG 00289-4779374-8

T6 

In: 5’30

Out: 6’20





3’30 mus 3rd sonnet

SPEECH 22

Wilhelm Kempff. What a pity his disc omits the next piece, the Fantasia quasi una Sonata, Après une lecture de Dante – or Dant-e as most other languages render him.

Some of the most thrilling performances of the Dante Sonata come from the pianists that have failed to convince in the tunes. But most of this book is melody, so I’m going to be ruthless, and retain only the tunesmiths. They can play it too.




25”



4’40sp

The tritone  - sing - was still a big enough surprise for Liszt to rely on it for the first minute or more of his Dante piece. If I sound less than thrilled, have a look at Brendel’s commentary on his DVD, where he says Liszt never came closer to Berlioz than in this piece, and then hastily adds that it’s very original. But it meant a lot to Liszt, who never stirred without his copy of Dante – and his copy of Goethe’s Faust. Hmmm.

Here’s Brendel’s take on the wailing of the damned.






30”sp

MUSIC 23

Alfred Brendel

Philips 462 312-2

CD2 T1

In: 1’22

Out: 2’22

1’mus

SPEECH 23

This is a piece of motives rather than melodies, and motives develop very quickly into passages of great pianistic virtuosity. Here’s Jando on Naxos, leading into the magnificent chorale on the black notes that some people like to think represents Lucifer himself.





15”

45”sp

MUSIC 24

Jeno Jando

1991

Naxos 8.550549

T7

In: at 3’01

Out: 4’21

2’20mus

SPEECH 24

Fantastic!

Leslie Howard has a short way with those who think the piece represents the whole of Dante’s Heaven and Hell. He thinks it stays in the Inferno, and so he plays even the part that some would like to portray Laura, with a rather attractive dourness. Same tune as Lucifer, in the same key, after all.





15”


1’sp

MUSIC 25

Leslie Howard

1996

Hyperion CDA67107

T7

In: 6’33

Out: 7’15

3’02mus

SPEECH 25

The only difficulty about Leslie Howard’s stern interpretation is that the passage is marked amoroso.

We must take stock. I’ve ruled out the pianists that don’t seem at home in melody – the lengthy Novacek, the brief Lowenthal, (both of whom hum along with themselves, by the way), Berman and Korstick. Wilhelm Kempff is good, but a little too sober for my liking – and omits the Dante piece. We’re left with Howard, who knows more about Liszt than Liszt did, with Brendel on DVD and CD, with Jando on Naxos, Marks on Nimbus, and a dark horse, Grimwood, playing his old Erard.

Banish any idea that these old pianos can’t transmit virtuosity. In this section, Grimwood not only displays all the different registers of his instrument, and the various possibilities of pedalling. He sets shavings of sound spluttering from the piano like sparks from a Roman Candle.





40”


1’40sp

MUSIC 26

Daniel Grimwood

2008

SFZM0208

D2 T1

In: 8’44

Out: 10’22

4’40mus

SPEECH 26

Daniel Grimwood on Sforzato. Very exciting, but the sound not to everyone’s taste, I fear. Even so, I’m pleased to hear this important record. The piano has shown us what speeds work, and the temperament has shown us a new way with Liszt’s chords.

Jando, for all his marvellous piano playing and beguiling tunes, seems in the end to lack a certain something in his melodic logic. And melody is so important in most of these pieces.

Howard, a wonderful musician, occasionally seems just slightly more interested in his project than in the music that inspired it. But all power to his elbow, and I really mean that, with his almost unimaginable feat at Hyperion. These are masterly performances.

Brendel I’ve listened to a lot, and it doesn’t quite reach me. Beautiful sound, in the Phillips version anyway, and performances full of thought – ah, perhaps that’s it. Perhaps this ultra-Romantic music needs to give the impression that it’s making itself up as it goes along.

So, highly commendeds for Leslie Howard and Daniel Grimwood.

But the CD that I’ve come back to again and again is the Nimbus recording of Alan Marks. Natural, characterful – that Canzonetta opening alone is worth the purchase. I knew nothing of Alan Marks, so it was with almost a sense of bereavement that I found his New York Times obituary.

Born in Chicago, grew up in St. Louis, studied with Fleischer, moved to Berlin to marry a German girl in 1981, and died on July 12th 1995 at the age of 46.
He could really play, and he’s my pick.






1’30


3’10sp

MUSIC 27

Alan Marks

Nimbus NI5226

T7

In: 14’12

Out: end (15’18)
5’45mus Sonata  + 3’ speech

Should be about bang on the nose at 45’
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