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Piano Sonata in A minor, D. 784 - Franz Schubert (1797 - 1828)
Franz Schubert’s piano sonata in A minor was written in 1823, the year after
Schubert began to acquire symptoms of the illness that would eventually lead to his
passing in 1828. In this sonata, we can observe Schubert’s brooding on death and tragedy
in a particularly striking way. For example, it is important to note that the work was
written in the month of February. In Vienna, the city of Schubert’s residence, January is
the coldest month of the year. It is only in February that it starts to become slightly
warmer than at the beginning of the winter season. This is congruent with the atmosphere
emanating from the A minor sonata. One is fully aware that the bitter cold exists ̶, and
yet there appears to be a tentative path forward. However, even though there is this
expectation, spring never comes in the sonata, and the listener is left wandering in a bleak
and snowy landscape, isolated and left to tragic self-reflection.
The first movement opens up with a motif that reminds one of a bleak howling
wind, a motif that juxtaposes the emptiest and vaguest of musical intervals, the open fifth,
with the most dissonant and most piercing of intervals, the minor second. After this, there
is the motif of a lugubrious half note followed by a clipped eight note. This limping motif
reminds one of Der Leiermann, The Hurdy-Gurdy Man, the desolate character who
appears at the end of a song cycle Schubert wrote four years later, the song cycle
Winterreise. The text of Der Leiermann deserves to be set out in full:
There, beyond the village,
stands a hurdy-gurdy player;
with numb fingers
he plays as best he can.
Barefoot on the ice
he totters to and fro,
and his little plate
remains forever empty.
No one wants to listen,
no one looks at him,

and the dogs growl
around the old man.
And he lets everything go on
as it will;
he plays, and his hurdy-gurdy
never stops.
Strange old man,
shall I go with you?
Will you turn your hurdy-gurdy
to my songs?
Was Schubert drawing upon the A minor sonata in his later composition of Der
Leiermann? As it turns out, the musical content of Der Leiermann is remarkably similar
to that of the A minor sonata; both are written in the same key, both open with fifths
decorated with minor seconds, and both use a sort of awkward limping motif. Whatever
the case, the similarities do appear to be more than coincidental.
Moving onwards, the second movement of the A minor sonata at first appears
unaffected by the harsh realities of the movement before it. However, this apparent lack
of disturbance is periodically interrupted by a murmuring motif that consistently heckles
the melody in midsentence. This constant interruption occurring at unpredictable
intervals creates a sense of unease throughout the entire movement. Even though the
piece ends in the home key, it still feels yet unresolved.
Finally, the work ends with a brisk last movement. Once again in A minor,
Schubert seems to be unable to contain himself anymore and moves away from the
ruminative atmospheres he established in the first two movements. Flurries of eighth
notes fill the texture and interlock with each other in unusual ways; melodic lines bump
against each and jostle for attention. These episodes, just like in the second movement,
are punctuated by a melody that has a melodic beginning reminiscent of the interrupting
motif of the second movement. Each of these punctuating melodies appears in a different
key each time, and its accompanimental figures differ in slight ways each time the
melody appears, almost as if they want to provide a different and more nuanced

commentary on the melody each time it occurs. The piece ends in a fortissimo dynamic,
and Schubert ends up at the polar opposite of where he began the sonata. Whereas he
began the sonata by wandering, by the end, he shakes his fist at the apparent
meaninglessness and futility that suffering often appears to contain.
Piano Sonata III (Trinitas) - Stephen Hough (1961 - )
Commissioned by The Tablet, a Catholic magazine, Piano Sonata III perhaps
represents the position modern man finds himself in. In my estimation, this work
endeavors to give an edgy, sophisticated, and chic re-examination of the place faith holds
in contemporary society. Dogma versus doubt, modernity versus tradition, the sacred
versus the profane, faith versus reason – all these are issues modern man grapples with.
Are these irreconcilable ideas or not? Mankind has been through a great deal of
existential anguish in the last hundred years, and not only with the two World Wars. The
very justifications for belief in rationality have been probed and questioned by
Postmodern thought. Because of this, the modern man can find himself intellectually
traumatized. The philosophical landscape after Postmodernism often no longer considers
the existence of truth, reason, being, and morality as being self-evident and indisputable
first principles.
What is the role of religion in all of this? I think this is a primary question the
composer considers throughout the work. In this composition, religion is viewed through
the lens of serialism, a compositional technique that truly began the modernist movement
in music in the 20th century. Through this lens, Catholicism soars above as a dizzying
edifice, cold and unmovable yet somehow attractive. Through this lens, dogma presents
itself as an invitation to freedom – and yet the invitation invokes profound terror. As
Stephen Hough writes in the foreword to the sonata, the piece is a “symbol of dogma,
rules which can liberate or enslave.” Does dogma liberate or enslave? It is perhaps not the
place to answer this question here, but what must be noted is that this sonata contains a
deep existential conflict that is never quite resolved. Questions are asked but are never
answered. The piece ends with the same exact notes it begins with, and no matter the
suffering undergone, we end up back in the same place we started. Is life the same way,
or dare we hope that there is something better?

Piano Concerto in A Minor, Op. 16 - Edvard Grieg (1843 - 1907)
Newlywed and filled with excitement, Edvard Grieg penned the only piano
concerto he would ever write in the summer of 1868. He was only twenty-five and a year
into his marriage with Nina Hagerup. Each movement of the A minor concerto contains a
veritable lesson in Norwegian folklore and culture. The last movement contains echoes of
the Norwegian Halling dance, the first movement has dance-like scherzando passages,
and the middle movement recalls a magnificent pastoral scene that only the mountains of
Norway could supply.
Many stories surround this concerto, the most famous of which is Liszt’s
nonchalant sightreading through the manuscript copy of the concerto in front of Grieg.
Not only did Liszt accurately read the concerto, but he was also a bit too fast, according
to Grieg! Liszt was enthusiastic about Grieg’s writing and gave suggestions and remarks
about the orchestration and writing in general. One of these remarks we must forever be
thankful that Grieg eventually ignored. In the sweeping second theme of the first
movement, Liszt suggested that instead of cellos, a trumpet should play the melody. He
also recommended a similar procedure in the second movement theme. Today it is almost
unimaginable to think of how banal these melodies would sound if orchestrated in this
manner. Because Grieg followed his own instincts, the concerto’s melodies stand out far
more prominently than they would have otherwise. Because of this, we now forever
possess a concerto renowned for the unforgettable aura its melodies cast over audiences.

