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“...He drew the finest possible lines 
and added bell-like sounds as soft 
as butter, allowing the disparate 
compositional elements to become 
part of a greater whole. It comes as 
no surprise that this young musician 
is recognized as one of the greatest 
pianistic talents of our times.”
Stuttgarter Zeitung, April 2012



The piano sonatas of Franz Joseph Haydn 
(1732-1809) demand precision, delicate touch, 
and a certain amount of interpretative restraint. 
The beauty of the thematic material, the delightful 
harmonic excursions, and the subtleties of formal 
conception all speak for themselves: it is up to the 
pianist to make certain that Haydn’s intentions are 
not masked by virtuoso exuberance. This might 
seem like an easy enough task, but it is not, for 
the presentation of musical ideas with such clarity 
leaves no space for imperfections of technique.

Haydn wrote around sixty keyboard sonatas 
during his remarkably productive career. However, 
the technical challenge facing the player becomes 
even more pronounced in the later sonatas. While 
perhaps not celebrated as a pianist himself, 
Haydn’s compositions show that he had an intimate 
knowledge of the instrument—an instrument that 
was still relatively new, and was constantly being 
innovated throughout his career. The sonata 
under consideration here, Hob. XVI:50 in C major, 
is a case in point. It was written specifically for 
the English pianos of the last two decades of 
the eighteenth century, which now sported an 
extended range that Continental instruments did not 
possess. (Earlier sonatas by Haydn, as well as those 
by Mozart, are far more restricted in pitch range.) 
Advances in piano technology had also given rise to 
the soft (una corda) pedal, which both encouraged 
and enabled finer shadings of dynamics.

The C major sonata was written between 
1794 and 1795 in London. Haydn composed it 
specifically for a player whom he held in great 
esteem, Therese Jansen-Bartolozzi (1770-1843). 
Jansen-Bartolozzi was the dedicatee of at least 
one other late sonata, as well as several of 
Haydn’s chamber works. Her husband, Gaetano 
Bartolezzi, was active as an art dealer in England, 
and the Jansen family was known to Johann 
Peter Salomon, the famous promoter of Haydn’s 
musical activities in London. Jansen-Bartolozzi 
was a student of Muzio Clementi, who also taught 
John Field, the composer often credited with the 
establishment of the nocturne as a musical genre. 
Jansen-Bartolozzi’s fame as a player seemed to 
have been established in chamber music, rather 
than on the concert stage. Despite her well-known 
talents at the keyboard, she was not a full-blown 
professional stage performer. Haydn spoke highly 
of her in both a musical and a personal capacity. 
In fact, Haydn acted as a witness to the marriage 
of Gaetano Bartolozzi and Therese Jansen at St. 
James’s Church in Piccadilly, around the time that 
the C major sonata was written. 

This sonata constitutes one of the most 
technically demanding piano pieces in Haydn’s 
oeuvre. On striking display is the composer’s 
formal inventiveness, and his willingness to thwart 
the expectations of listeners. This is particularly 
well-illustrated by the incomplete statements 



Rachmaninoff’s compositional style has led to 
immense popularity with both the listening public 
and pianists alike. His esteem with the latter group 
is probably due to the fact that Rachmaninoff was 
a noted pianist himself. In fact, he was considered 
by some to be the most able pianist of the first half 
of the twentieth century. Rachmaninoff was able to 
sport a career as both a respected composer and 
a celebrated performer: one of the last art music 
musicians to do so with any degree of success. As 
a result, his compositional output is dominated by 
piano works, running the gamut from concertos and 
sonatas to chamber music and character pieces.

It can be argued that Rachmaninoff’s career as 
a concert pianist was really given impetus by the 
fact that he was forced to flee the turmoil of the 
Russian Revolution in 1917, and in the process lost 
much of his and his family’s material property and 
wealth. His arrival in Western Europe necessitated 
performance as a means of income. Rachmaninoff 
was essentially penniless, and despite lucrative 
performances in England and Scandinavia, 
decided that financial security lay in the United 
States. After leaving Russia, composition took a 
back seat to putting bread on the table. 

The Variations on a Theme of Corelli, op. 42, 
were composed in New York and published in 
1931. This was to be the last solo piano work 
Rachmaninoff completed before his death. It 

of the rondo theme in the final movement, with 
sudden stops and pauses. Haydn’s characteristic 
harmonic twists and turns abound throughout the 
sonata. There is also gentle lyricism on display 
between the sparkling outer movements, in the form 
of a touchingly beautiful Andante. Haydn had seen fit 
to publish this slow movement as a stand-alone piece 
in 1794, before the publication of the entire sonata.

z
For many music lovers, the compositions of 

Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) embody the 
very spirit of virtuoso Romanticism. A common 
critic’s comment regarding Rachmaninoff’s 
output is that his compositional technique was 
somewhat out of kilter with the rest of the art 
music scene, composing in a high Romantic style 
when others were turning to the harsher language 
of modernism. It is interesting to compare the 
style of Rachmaninoff with that of his compatriot 
Prokofiev, also featured on this program (although 
Rachmaninoff is by nearly two decades the 
senior). Rachmaninoff’s Variations on a Theme by 
Corelli, recorded here, are actually something of 
a departure from his usual musical vocabulary, 
featuring angular treatment of a theme of a less 
lush nature. Nonetheless, the Variations remain 
unmistakably Rachmaninoff’s, and as such, they 
stand in contrast to the percussive dissonance 
found in the work of Prokofiev.



served as something of a pre-study to another 
set of variations from this time, the orchestrally-
accompanied Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini. 
(It should be noted that a few years earlier 
Rachmaninoff had composed the now famous 
Fourth Concerto, but withdrew it for revision after 
the critical reception of its first performance. There 
are also several other orchestral and chamber 
works from this time, but his pace of composition 
had undoubtedly slowed in comparison to his 
output prior to leaving Russia.) The Variations sport 
a theme that was used by Arcangelo Corelli in a set 
of 23 variations from 1700, for violin, violine, and 
harpsichord (op. 5 no. 12). However, the theme 
was not one of Corelli’s own invention. Corelli’s 
(and Rachmaninoff’s) theme was the famous La 
Folía, a common Spanish melodic formula based 
on a characteristic chord progression that was 
popular as a base for variations in the Baroque era. 
The same theme can be heard in a wide variety of 
eighteenth century variations, as well as in Liszt’s 
Rhapsodie Espagnole.

From the opening statement of the theme (which 
is set with astonishing introversion), Rachmaninoff 
goes on to craft twenty variations, rounding off 
the work with a coda section. Rachmaninoff’s 
Variations are, stylistically speaking, a step away 
from the Romanticism he is famous for. Yet, it is 
not quite a step large enough to characterise as 
modernism. It is instead almost as if Rachmaninoff 

the Romantic were looking at the music of the 
past with the hindsight of the modernist trends 
he would have been surrounded by in the United 
States and Western Europe. 

Rachmaninoff dedicated the Variations to 
another virtuoso of the age, the fabled violinist 
Fritz Kreisler (1875-1962). Kreisler is remembered 
as much for his own compositions and skills as 
a performer, as for being a champion of many 
obscure works by well-known composers from 
the 18th and 19th century. It is perhaps fitting that 
Rachmaninoff dedicated the Corelli Variations 
to him. Rachmaninoff’s title implies that he 
mistakenly attributed the theme to Corelli; Kreisler 
admitted later in his life that many of the obscure 
works he played were in fact hoaxes.

z
The political landscape of the second half of 

the twentieth century was marked by a clash of 
brazen ideologies. In the West, the capitalist, free-
market politics of the United States, together with 
its social-democratic Western European allies, was 
pitted against the Eastern bloc under the influence 
of the Communist USSR. It is easy to lose sight of 
the fact that in the wake of the crumbling of the 
USSR in the late 1980s, the world has become no 
less a place of warring ideologies. As such, it is 
easy to forget that the Cold War was book-ended 



to the populace in an outright struggle for survival. 
Millions lost their lives in a period of total war, with 
a staggering 1.8 million perishing during the Battle 
of Stalingrad alone. It was Stalingrad that was to 
prove decisive in the defeat of the Nazis, and for 
a while, the musical aesthetics was not a very big 
priority for the Soviets.

It was in the midst of the wintry nightmare of 
Stalingrad, in January 1943, that Sviatoslav Richter 
sat down to perform the première of Prokofiev’s 
Seventh Sonata in B flat, op. 83. This titanic work 
is the second of the three so-called ‘War Sonatas’, 
which Prokofiev composed between 1939 and 
1942. Today, these sonatas have been hailed not 
only as the composer’s response to the horrors 
of war, but also as an artistic response to the 
suffering of Russians at the hands of the Stalinist 
regime. Several commentators claim to find within 
the music some sort of veiled criticism of the Soviet 
government and all its tyrannical authoritarianism. 
However, there is no ‘smoking gun’ to prove that 
criticism of the Soviets was Prokofiev’s actual 
intent. If the War Sonatas do serve to critique the 
holders of power in the USSR, it was well-hidden 
and escaped the censor—although authoritarian 
censorship the world over has a very poor record of 
successfully suppressing critique.

While in the West art was shaped by market 
forces—as we saw with Rachmaninoff’s reliance 

on either side by ideological conflicts of perilously 
similar stature.

The stage upon which the drama of the Cold War 
was to be enacted was already under construction 
during the Second World War. Stalin never believed 
that the non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany 
would hold for very long. Hitler’s designs on Russia 
were plain to see. And from the ill-fated moment 
when the first German soldier set foot in the USSR 
in the summer of 1941, the Allies knew that if Nazis 
were defeated by Stalin, it would be difficult to 
keep the peace between East and West. Stalin held 
the Nazi onslaught in check—only just—and then 
managed to repel the invaders. With Nazi Germany 
spiralling toward defeat, and Europe in tatters, 
the USSR saw the rapidly industrialised United 
States as a player in the game of global hegemony. 
After the end of the War, the die was cast, the Iron 
Curtain fell, and the Cold War began.

Prior to the Second World War, the Soviet 
ideologues sought to control their population: the 
Gulag and the infamous Purge, both products of 
the period before the war, spring immediately to 
mind. Art is an expression of culture, and as such, 
can be seen as a vital tool to control and influence. 
So the authorities sought to bring it under their 
control as well. The invasion of the East by 
Germany had thrown the USSR into a crisis, and for 
a while, the authorities found themselves bound 



on performance for an income—in the East it was 
usually guided by brutally enforced ideology. 
Censorship existed because the Soviet State 
knew the power of art. The authorities were very 
sensitive to any perceived Western influence in 
artistic circles, and as a result, created what is 
today known as the doctrine of Soviet Realism. This 
was a political expectation placed on artists with 
regard to the nature of their work. Artworks were 
to be populist in conception and accessible to the 
majority of the public. So far as possible, art was 
to serve the purpose of glorifying the State or the 
people of Russia. Prokofiev himself knew what the 
consequences of failure in this domain entailed: 
his 1939 opera Semyon Kotko was not in itself 
deemed degenerate by the authorities, but the 
artistic choices of the director Vsevolod Meyerhold 
were. Meyerhold was arrested prior to formal 
rehearsals, and disappeared. It later transpired 
that he had been tortured by the authorities and 
made to confess to being an agent of the West. 
Thereafter he had been executed without a trial. 
Only a month after the arrest, Meyerhold’s wife was 
found dead in her house. Prokofiev, alarmed by the 
proceedings and very aware that his numerous 
trips to Western Europe might be the source of 
similar distrust, sought to immediately comply 
with the regime. Stalin’s 60th birthday provided 
the opportunity: when asked to write a politically 
approved cantata for the occasion, Prokofiev 
readily assented.

The famous War Sonatas, however, were 
all private projects, embarked upon without 
commission. Work on all three of these sonatas 
commenced simultaneously in 1939. When 
presented to the public, the sonatas were heralded 
as artistic statements supporting the Soviet 
struggle against the invading Nazis. (This is in 
spite of the fact that the USSR was only at war 
with Germany from June 1941, and Prokofiev had 
commenced work on the War Sonatas in 1939.) 
The imposing and serious nature of these works 
certainly count in favour of them being seen as an 
expression of the horrors of the War. However, one 
reason why the sonatas are viewed as statements 
in defiance of Doctrine of Soviet Realism, is that 
they contain some of the starkest, most dissonant 
and modernist music that Prokofiev ever penned. 
Perhaps then, in the guise of War Sonatas, 
Prokofiev dared to challenge the Soviet authority’s 
incursion into the realm of art. Whether this was 
indeed Prokofiev’s intention at the time is hard to 
determine with certainty. Musical notes, no matter 
how suggestive, do not communicate political 
concepts very effectively. If there was a message 
to be decoded, the Soviet censors missed it. The 
Seventh Sonata was awarded a coveted Stalin 
Prize.

And yet, there can be little denying that the 
Seventh Sonata somehow seems to capture the 
horror of the shelled ruins of Stalingrad with 



once again entrenched as the only artistic path 
for composers to follow. In spite of the awarding 
of the Stalin Prize for the Seventh Sonata, the 
music of Prokofiev, as well as that of Shostakovich 
and others, was called into question once again. 
Many works from the War years, as well as many 
that had never offended the authorities before 
the War, were suddenly denounced as showing 
degenerate characteristics of Western ‘formalism’. 
The condemnation resulted in Prokofiev and others 
having to publicly repent, or alternatively face 
unthinkable consequences. The State subjected 
artistic output to tight control, most ironically 
through the medium of the Composer’s Union. 
It wasn’t until 1958 that Prokofiev was released 
from authoritarian scrutiny, when a new Soviet 
decree declared him and several other prominent 
composers ‘rehabilitated’. The Cold War was 
at its height. The Iron Curtain had fallen. In the 
USSR, censorship and intimidation had done their 
jobs, instilling fear in the artistic community and 
throughout the general population. Moscow had 
turned its full attention to the West and its rivalry 
with the United States, and the two superpowers 
now occupied themselves with propelling the 
world toward nuclear destruction.

Barry Ross

some precision. These are musical statements 
made in a way that would undoubtedly have 
resonated with the terrorised inhabitants of the 
city. The percussiveness is jarring and violent, and 
the dissonance is harsh; when the music turns 
to tenderness, it is tinged with sadness. These 
characteristics are apparent from the very opening 
of the first movement. The Seventh Sonata is not 
completely atonal, for there are tonal centres in 
evidence. Rather, the normal uses and functions 
of harmony, familiar from the common practice 
era, are abandoned. In the absence of the lingua 
franca of common practice tonality, structural 
demarcations become important in generating 
strong contrasts. The opening movement (Allegro 
inquieto) is, essentially, a sonata form, juxtaposing 
the harsh with the nostalgic. The second movement 
is cast in a large-scale ternary (ABA) structure, 
presenting but a temporary relief from tribulation. 
The finale, cast in 7/8 time, is tense, agitated, and 
relentless in its expression of untold horror.

After the War the Soviet regime immediately 
turned to the perennial problem of all regimes: 
exercising control over the domestic population, 
and preventing revolt. History and the present 
day provide numerous examples of how this is 
achieved. The technique of choice in the USSR was 
once again intimidation through censorship, and if 
that failed, physical harm. With the proclamation 
of the 1946 Zhdanov Doctrine, Soviet Realism was 
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 Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809)

 Sonata in C major, Hob. XVI:50 

 1 05:40 Allegro

2 06:35 Adagio

3 02:21 Allegro molto

 Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943)

4 19:34 Variations on a Theme by Corelli, Op. 42

 Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 

 Sonata No. 7, Op. 83

5 08:36 Allegro inquieto

6 07:24 Andante caloroso

7 03:35 Precipitato 

 54:08 Total time
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