
PROGRAM NOTES: SAT / OCT 5 
By Bill Crane, Director of Audience Engagement, Portland Piano International 

“When it comes to translating human emotions, the piano is the most perfect 
instrument I know.”  

– Marc-André Hamelin  

in his recent interview  
for BBC Music Magazine 

Whether as listener, student, teacher, composer, or performer, one has so many ways to 
approach the seemingly endlessly varied sonorities of the piano, ripe for expressing myriad 
emotions. As well, the piano allows a single performer to create such abundance of music – 
with such satisfying results, when in good hands – that composers for it have stretched its 
capacities tirelessly, always exploring possibilities.  

We live in a time well after all constraints of harmonic and formal practice that characterized 
music before the “modern” period were thrown off. Much of the music after the end of the 19th 
century, indeed, was quite reflective of the tumultuous times in which the Western world lived 
with boundless conflict and astounding change. This is particularly true, of course, of the 
Russian piano tradition, from which we will hear stellar examples in these recitals, but not 
there only. French music comes to mind, of course, with its own special harmonic innovations 
and suave, evocative ways. 

You are about to encounter bazillions of notes, more than seems humanly possible. More 
important, though, you are in for sublime artistry. 

This swirling world of music and musical ideas borne of many profound influences, some 
directly “artistic” and some esoteric (spiritual matters, political intrigue, lovers’ longing and 
laments), some clear to understand and others distinctly not so. I would bet that a majority of 
the pieces found in these two programs will be new to you, as they were to me. Have a fun 
ride! We couldn’t be in better hands than with Marc-André Hamelin! 

MARIO CASTELNUOVO-TEDESCO 
CIPRESSI (CYPRESSES) 
COMPOSER: born April 3, 1895 in Florence, Italy; died March 16, 1968 in Beverly Hills, California 

WORK COMPOSED: composed in 1920 and later transcribed for orchestra 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 8 minutes 

Well-known to modern audiences mostly for his vast catalogue of music composed for the 
guitar, the Italian composer (with a terrific name!) Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco equally wrote 
splendid music for the piano and many other instruments and genres, perhaps most 
abundantly for the “silver screen” with his some 200 scores for Hollywood movies composed 
in the fifteen years after he immigrated to the United States in 1939. 

A native of Florence, he fled Italy because of rising anti-Semitism and the subsequent ban on 



performances of his music there, first going to New York, then Los Angeles. During those 
Hollywood years, he also wrote many concert works, including several Biblical oratorios, as an 
affirmation of his Jewish heritage. He became an American citizen in 1946 and taught at the 
Los Angeles Conservatory of Music (now called the California Institute of the Arts) where his 
students included Henry Mancini, André Previn, and John Williams, among others. 

The wonderful “tone-poem,” if I might use that term, Cipressi, that opens today’s program is an 
intimate revealing of memories of the cypress trees in the small Tuscan town of Usigliano di 
Lari, where he had spent many contented summers at the Villa Forti with his wife Clara, whose 
family owned the estate. 

Opening with slow, vivid chromaticism, then gaining impetus early in the going, one would not 
be wrong to call this a rhapsody, even if the composer didn’t. It also seems not wrong to me to 
call this music majestic and pictorial, a fine beginning to a program in which those terms might 
be applied to much of what we will hear. The ending of Cipressi with a flattened-7th chord 
strikes me as especially and wonderfully enigmatic. 

ROBERT SCHUMANN 

FANTASIE IN C MAJOR,  
OP. 17 

COMPOSER: born June 8, 1810 in Zwickau, Germany; died July 29, 1856 in Bonn 

WORK COMPOSED: 1836; it was revised prior to publication in 1839, when it was dedicated to Franz Liszt 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 29 minutes 

(This work was heard in Rachel Cheung’s recital for Portland Piano International last year; thus, I take 

the liberty of republishing my notes from that program. BC.) 

“... the most passionate thing I have ever composed – a deep lament for you.”  
 –  R.S. in a letter to Clara Wieck, 

while still courting her  
           

Anyone who cares much about the piano and its vast concert literature, and that would be 
pretty much everyone here today, is certainly acquainted with the history of Robert and Clara 
Schumann, their many challenges in life, their robust friendship with Johannes Brahms, and so 
on. Many will also know that Clara was the daughter of one of Robert’s early teachers and that 
Friederick Wieck tremendously disapproved of their budding romance. In fact, he sent Clara 
quite far away to make their continued courtship impossible. It was in this time and context 
that Robert began the work now called the Fantaisie, Opus 17. 

Beginning in 1836, Robert began the work, first struggling with its form. Should it be a sonata 
(premeditated, tightly-constructed music) or a fantasy (a nearly improvised outpouring of 
spontaneous feeling with looser construction)? Once a champion of the balance and 
perceptibility of the normal sonata form, he had begun to change his mind. 

“It looks as if this form has run its course, which is indeed the nature of things; we should not 



repeat the same thing century after century and also have an eye to the new. So, write sonatas, 
or fantasies (what’s in a name!), only let not music be forgotten meanwhile.” 

Well, whatever his compositional process, it certainly revealed his intense longing for his 
beloved. Effectively, their only means of communication about their feelings for each other 
was by musical exchange. In the very first minutes of the Fantaisie, one hears a music 
ultimately imbued with passionate and unresolved longing. And, as one hears almost always in 
Schumann, it continues in a spontaneous flow of soaring melodies and swirling rhapsodic 
accompaniments. 

Clara, far away, was quite touched on receipt of the score: “Yesterday I received your 
wonderful Fantasy;” she wrote on May 23, 1839, “today I am still half ill with rapture.” 

But, there is still more to the history of the marvelous piece. Schumann was already quite 
successful in his musical world, well acquainted with other active performers and composers. 
On learning of a plan led by Franz Liszt for a Beethoven memorial to be erected in Bonn, 
Schumann took his one-movement fantasy and added two more movements (back to that old 
is-it-a-sonata question!) and proposed that a hundred copies of what he now considered a 
“Grand Sonata” should be sold for the benefit of the Beethoven statue memorial fund. The 
fundraising effort was a success and Schumann dedicated the piece to Liszt, but none of that 
describes its most important aspects. 

The first movement includes a quote from a Beethoven song cycle, “To the distant beloved;” 
throughout the work, a distinct “Clara theme” is heard in the form of descending octaves. It is 
not too much, I think, to call it an ultimate love letter. 

The second movement was quite something for Clara: “It makes me hot and cold all over.” 
Continuous dotted rhythms intensify its obsessive march-like qualities. 

A sublime “song without words,” (my designation, not his), is the offering of the third 
movement. It is, in a way, a surprising tenderness at the concluding stage of this large work. 
With adventuresome departures into far-away keys, it concludes with C-Major chords, as did 
the first movement, but with a very different feeling. At the first, they seem hopeful, if longing; 
in the last, there is much resignation and unbearable sadness. What an astonishing, personal 
testament to the steadfastness of their love during those turbulent years. 

ALEXIS SIGISMUND WEISSENBERG 
SIX ARRANGEMENTS OF SONGS SUNG BY CHARLES TRENET  
COMPOSER: born July 26, 1929 in Sofia, Bulgaria; died January 8, 2012 in Lugano, Switzerland 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 14 minutes 

The Bulgarian-born French pianist Alexis Weissenberg gave his first public performance at the 
age of eight, fled German-occupied Bulgaria in 1941, was held in a concentration camp for 
three months, but was freed by a German guard who admired his playing of Schubert on an 
accordion (and who threw the accordion to him through a train window as he and his mother 
escaped to Istanbul!), then emigrated to Palestine, then New York, but, most of all, gained and 



was recognized for a formidable, very personal style at the piano. After his performance of a 
concerto with an orchestra in Berlin, Herbert von Karajan said of him that he was “one of the 
best pianists of his time.”  

His music has been heard in recitals on this series and many in our audience will immediately 
recognize his inviting, jazzy style, particularly in these “pieces of music in love with other 
pieces of music,” as the best transcriptions always are, these songs sung by Charles Trenet. 
They offer, and maybe demand, a different kind of listening from other works on this program. 

These homages might be characterized as improvisatory, as “aquarelles,” bluesy, up-tempo 
chorus-girl music, evocative, abounding in filigree, sometimes musing over an ostinato. But, 
they equally are inviting, perhaps into a sound world rarely explored by most of us. 

The extraordinary French singer and songwriter Charles Trenet (1913-2001), exceptional writer 
of winning melodies and poignant lyrics, was the very essence of the cabaret balladeur and 
enjoyed an enviable career across decades, admired on both sides of the Atlantic. In the 
1950s, an album titled Mr. Nobody Plays Trenet offered six of Trenet’s songs in florid piano 
arrangements. Mr. Nobody turned out to be Weissenberg himself and that recording intrigued 
Marc-André Hamelin. Of it, he recalled, “The moment I was introduced to this recording by a 
friend, I was anxious to play the arrangements myself. But since I had no idea at the time 
whether Weissenberg had ever written them down, I had to create a score. Luckily, the whole 
experience of transcribing the songs was pleasant. . . the great clarity of Weissenberg’s 
playing made a potentially arduous task significantly easier. . . Some years later, I received a 
surprise e-mail from Weissenberg’s youngest daughter María, containing scans of four of these 
six arrangements, in Weissenberg’s own hand! These manuscripts proved to be extremely 
illuminating in many ways; most important`, they revealed that Weissenberg didn’t always stick 
to what he’d written.” 

The final movement of the Six Songs, with a real “flight of the bumblebee” sort of opening is a 
mad toccata with the theme in inner voices, no small trick to play! Its soft ending is yet another 
moment of enigma in today’s program. 

GABRIEL FAURÉ 

NOCTURNE NO. 6 IN D-FLAT MAJOR, OP. 63 
COMPOSER: born May 12, 1845 in Pamier, Ariège; died on 4 November 1924 in Paris 

WORK COMPOSED: Written in 1894 and dedicated to dedicated to Eugène d'Eichthal 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 8 minutes 

“... a persistent inquietude ... ”   – Composer Charles Koechlin commenting on 

Fauré’s sixth Nocturne 

Most anyone who fancies classical music even a bit will know Fauré’s famous Requiem and 
those who are crazy about classical music (e.g., “us”) will have a good number of other Fauré 
pieces on their favorites lists. This Nocturne is from the same period in Fauré’s life as the 
Requiem, a time when he had returned to composing after quite a few years away, in part 
because of the deaths of his parents and other personal challenges. 



It endures as one of his most popular pieces for the piano and a real masterpiece in the 
literature. It is one of 13 nocturnes, a set which joins his 13 barcarolles, six impromptus, and 
four valse-caprices, plus Romances san paroles, the delightful four-hand Dolly Suite, and lots 
of other gems, to form a catalogue of delights. 

Like much of his piano music, the Nocturne is difficult to play, but virtuosity for its own sake 
was never Fauré ’s intent. He disliked show-off-ishness and his music always shows a certain 
elegant restraint and understatement. 

This Sixth Nocturne, dedicated to Eugene d’Eichthal, is considered one of Fauré’s finest works. 
The famous pianist Alfred Cortot said of it, “There are few pages in all music comparable to 
these.” After the long break from composing for piano, Fauré undertook this Nocturne, 
obviously to great success. It begins with a charming, emotional opening; some will recognize 
echoes from his song cycle La bonne chanson. As he did so often, Fauré created a growing 
tension in the music with ascending modulations and in the concluding section went pretty far 
afield harmonically, but always with building drama, then a surprisingly calm ending.  

American composer Aaron Copland wrote that with this Nocturne Fauré first fully emerged 
from the “shadow of Chopin” and said more precisely of the piece, “The breadth and dignity of 
the opening melody, the restless C-sharp minor section which follows (with the peculiar 
syncopated harmonies so often and so well used by Fauré), the graceful fluidity of the third 
idea; all these elements are brought to a stormy climax in the short development section; then, 
after a pause, comes the return of the consoling first page.” 

FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN 

POLONAISE-FANTASIE IN A-FLAT MAJOR, OP. 61 
COMPOSER: born March 1, 1810 in Żelazowa Wola, Poland; died October 17, 1849, in Paris, France 

WORK COMPOSED: It was written and published in 1846 and dedicated to Mme A. Veyret 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 12 minutes 

“Mozart encompasses the entire domain of musical creation, but I’ve got only the 
keyboard in my poor head.”                   – F.C. 

Oh, my. Let’s hope that Chopin took to heart what remarkable things he did for the piano! Who 
else has mattered quite so much to the history and development of the instrument and its 
music? Who else ennobled the piano so grandly, particularly in its early years as a “modern” 
instrument?  

He gave us piano-lovers completely new harmonic colors and flights of melodic fancy that 
remain not one ounce less entrancing than the day they were born. If someone asks you what 
the term “Romantic” means in music, literature, or painting, just play them the first 24 
measures of anything by Chopin and they’ll get it. 

Like so many, Chopin first sought to have a spectacular career as a performer, capable as he 
was of pyrotechnics so popular with audiences in his day, but soon came to realize his true 
destiny. With his compositions, mostly short works, but also three sonatas and a few sets of 
variations, he incomparably enriched the world of the piano and set a star to guide succeeding 



generations of pianist and composers. Playing Chopin on the piano requires a reordered 
thinking altogether of the approach to the instrument. 

Today’s Polonaise-Fantasie did not gain popularity right off. In fact, it took nearly a century for 
it to become popular. This may have been because of its dreamy affekt, polonaise rhythms, 
and contrarian harmonic language. Musical ideas flick around from one point here, one point 
there, and the overall effect is anything but “narrative.” Even Chopin was uncertain about 
where the Polonaise-Fantasie was/is headed: “I’d like to finish something that I don’t yet know 
what to call.” Its noble opening, with its ascending arpeggio figures is so inviting; a refreshing 
“false cadence” takes us into the polonaise-y section, then goes pensive, but then an 
underlying “military” rhythm takes over. This is a fantasy, for sure. More and more contrasts 
lead to an ending that thrills as only Chopin’s music can. 

SCHERZO NO. 4 IN E MAJOR, OP. 54 

WORK COMPOSED: It was written and published in 1846 and dedicated to Mme A. Veyret 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 11 minutes 

This piece, filled with light and sparkle and happiness, is nonetheless not a trifle in Chopin’s 
body of work. Rather, in its rondo-like form it probably reflects the fact that at the time of its 
composition, Chopin was a happy man. He had been restored to health after significant illness 
and had enjoyed summer at George Sand’s country house. It is a wonder how he invests the 
scherzo with such optimism, yet never makes such contentedness seem sil 

 
 


