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Project Events  Concerts • Conversations • Connections

Departure and Discovery: New Directions at the Apex of Creativity is supported by The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage.  

Amazon Kindle Single
January
Jonathan Biss builds upon his previous essays (“In Beethoven’s Shadow,” “A Pianist 
Under the Influence”) with a new publication for this project. His thoughts on the 
subject of late style—which have increasingly consumed his interest as an artist—
will be published in January.

Public Panel Discussion  FREE  
Thursday, February 16, 5:30pm
Perelman Theater, Kimmel Center

Prior to the first of the three concerts, WRTI’s Gregg Whiteside will lead an  
interdisciplinary panel discussion featuring musicologist Christoph Wolff, music 
critic Allan Kozinn, writer and thought-leader Lewis Lapham, and behavioral  
scientist Daniel Gottlieb. Their discussion will explore the effect that accumulated 
knowledge and experience has on artistry at the height of one’s creative powers.

Concert 1
Thursday, February 16, 8pm
Perelman Theater, Kimmel Center

Brentano Quartet / Jonathan Biss, piano 

Bach: Art of the Fugue, BWV 1080 [Sel.]
Kurtág: Játékok, Volume VII, for Piano [Sel.] 
Britten: String Quartet No. 3, Op. 94
Beethoven: Piano Sonata in C Minor, Op. 111

Master Classes
February 18 – 22
Resnick Education Wing, Carnegie Hall

In conjunction with the tour of this project to San Francisco, New York, and  
London, PCMS will be hosting a workshop in partnership with Carnegie Hall—
February 18-22. With a focus on late style works, Jonathan Biss will coach students 
from the San Francisco Conservatory, Guildhall School of Music, and Carnegie Hall 
for four days, culminating in an open recital on the evening of the 22nd.

Concert 2
Monday, March 6, 8pm
Perelman Theater, Kimmel Center

Brentano Quartet / Hsin-Yun Huang, viola / Jonathan Biss, piano 

Schumann: Gesänge der Frühe, Op. 133
Gesualdo: Madrigals [Sel.]
Brahms: Klavierstücke, Op. 118
Mozart: String Quintet in E-flat Major, K. 614

Concert 3
Monday, March 13, 8pm
Perelman Theater, Kimmel Center

Mark Padmore, tenor / Jonathan Biss, piano

Schubert: Piano Sonata in A Major, D. 959
Schubert: Schwanengesang, D. 957

 Featured above: Jonathan Biss, Mark Padmore, Hsin-Yun Huang, Brentano Quartet, Lewis Lapham, 
 Christoph Wolff, Daniel Gottlieb, Allan Kozinn, Shulamit Ran, Arnold Steinhardt, Elizabeth Streb,
 Milton Glaser, Jane Golden    

 Podcast Series
 Starting in November, we will release six podcasts produced by WWFM’s   
 David Osenberg that examine the way in which composers’ voices evolved  
 into new realms in their final works. The series features Jonathan Biss, Mark  
 Steinberg (of the Brentano Quartet), and Mark Padmore, along with Lewis   
 Lapham, Arnold Steinhardt, Shulamit Ran, and Daniel Gottlieb.  

 Blog Series
 What does late style look like in other disciplines? To broaden the perspective,
  Leah Hood (of ThrowingLight.com) interviewed a wide spectrum of people in 
  the arts and beyond to explore creative departures from other angles. These  
 20  weekly profiles will include Milton Glaser, graphic designer; Elizabeth Streb, 
 choreographer; Terell Stafford, jazz trumpeter; Jane Golden, Mural Arts   
 Founder; and Malcolm Wright, potter and sculptor.

   Visit www.pcmsconcerts.org/discovery or subscribe to our weekly  
   e-newsletter for updates on these special project extensions. 

 

New Directions at the Apex of Creativity
DEPARTURE   DISCOVERY&

Over the past five centuries, composers as early as in their 30s or as late as in their 80s have found new forms of expression in the final stages 
of life. Still more interesting, the changes are not consistent from composer to composer: some became more concise, others more expansive. 
Some composers became fixated on death, others revealed a child-like innocence. Some wrote their most adventurous music, while others 
turned back in pursuit of greater clarity and economy.

It is this sense of change—of new directions at the peak of creative and life maturity—that is the genesis for a special collaboration between 
noted pianist Jonathan Biss and PCMS. Mr. Biss’ interest in the musical evolution of major composers at the end of their lives developed into a 
project featuring three Perelman Theater concerts, a public panel discussion, a new Amazon Kindle Single, a podcast and blog series, and master 
classes for students. We invite you to join us this season as we reflect on late style and its impact as an altogether universal human experience.  

To learn more and purchase tickets, visit pcmsconcerts.org/discovery

DEPARTURE   DISCOVERY
&
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“A late style would reflect a life of learning, the wisdom that comes from experience, the sadness that
comes from wisdom and a mastery of craft that has nothing left to prove. It might recapitulate

a life’s themes, reflect on questions answered and allude to others beyond understanding...

Each constructs an alternate universe in which something is actually being understood about 
our world: some things are rejected, some are accepted, some are greeted with horror, some with 

resignation. Beethoven’s late music, for example, embraces incongruities because—we are 
convinced—that is precisely what it means to see the world whole.”  —Edward Rothstein

While the respective pursuits of their “late styles” vary greatly, each of these featured composers chose new directions when their accumulated  
knowledge and experience intersected with their own life maturity and approaching mortality. It becomes all the more interesting—and  
relevant to PCMS—as these composers consistently returned to, and focused on, chamber music. And no matter what embodied a particular  
late style, these departures and discoveries were always a catalyst for creative transcendence.  

Carlo Gesualdo da Venosa  1566–1613
The Madrigals of Gesualdo, from the 1500s, are as far ahead of their time as any music ever written; their harmonic 
schemes are as unconventional and inventive as the person who wrote them. Moreover, the musical kaleidoscope 
he created in his final years is a window into his psychological instability, as he was thrown off balance by a difficult 
and troubled life.

Johann Sebastian Bach  1685–1750 
Bach’s late music represents a departure from the outside world. His Art of the Fugue—which does not even 
specify instrumentation—returns to an established form in order to elaborate themes contrapuntally to every 
possible end. They are perhaps as rigorous and complex as any music ever written, and it is difficult to know if they 
were meant to be performed or to remain fixed forever in the imagination. 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart  1756–1791
Mozart’s final chamber music work was written as he was contracting the fever and illness that would end his life. 
He is witty, playful, and joyous throughout—a great contrast to his physical condition. This work complicates the 
question of late style through all that it is not: monumental, morose, valedictory. In fact, it is as life-affirming as any 
of his, or anyone else’s, music. 

Ludwig van Beethoven  1770–1827 
Beethoven’s last piano sonata is a farewell to the conventional and harmonic boundaries of his day. In Opus 111, his 
most central qualities—the inner turmoil, humanity, and above all, spirituality—are taken to magnificent extremes.  
To listen to this music is to discover a new place, one that we would never have expected.
 

Franz Schubert  1797–1828 
An exploration of Schubert’s work takes the notion of late style into new realms, given that he was but 31 when 
he wrote this music. And yet, the visionary quality in his last year is unmistakable. There is a mix of feverish terror 
(in such songs as Der Doppelgänger) and consolation unlike anything else in music before or after, making this work 
an overpowering and unforgettable experience. 

Robert Schumann  1810–1856
Schumann’s Gesänge der Frühe—completed before his suicide attempt and institutionalization—is strikingly oblique; 
the composer chose a daringly static form that is deep and moving. In his e-book, “A Pianist Under the Influence,” 
Jonathan Biss writes: “Simultaneously highly charged and very obscure, they do what Schumann’s music does best: 
They speak for that part of us that stays silent, yet cries to be heard. They are the lump in our throat, in full voice.”

Johannes Brahms  1833–1897 
Brahms wrote his Op. 118 piano pieces years after he had resolved to give up composition. These grieving works 
have a remarkable emotional and structural concentration. He exchanged the power and expansiveness of his 
earlier works for a subtle, inward-looking exploration of the piano’s expressive potential.   
 

Benjamin Britten  1913–1976 
Britten’s farewell is to life itself. After a 30-year hiatus, he returned to the string quartet, and sensing that time was 
of the essence, he composed his last artistic testament. Of its harrowing last movement, Norbert Brainen, first 
violinist of the Amadeus Quartet (the work’s dedicatees), said: “Ben wrote his own death.”
 

Glyörgy Kurtág  1926–  
Happily, György Kurtág remains very much alive and active at age 88, but nostalgia has been a preoccupation of 
his work, growing more precise and moving as he gets older. Játékok is a “compositional sketchbook of children’s 
pieces” that is full of inventiveness and fine humor, although it also had its beginnings as an outlet for his grief at the 
loss of a dear friend.

Composers in Late Stages of Their Lives   

Mark Steinberg  first violinist of the Brentano Quartet
 
     We are human and can’t help but be intrigued by finality, last thoughts, hard-won revelations.

Styles change. Etymologically, the word “style” derives from the idea of a stylus, or a tool for writing. As artists find their 
situation changing over time, they naturally reach for different tools to express what they have to say. Perhaps as time goes 
by there is less need to prove oneself, and thus less need for tools that promote, dazzle and display. Maybe as age and 
experience progress there is less worry over surface gloss and coherence so that contradiction and the messiness of life can 
be embraced. We so often look to our elders and those with greater life experience for wisdom and direct honesty, for that 
magnificent polished sense of self whittled by time and even struggle.

Stylistic progression over an artistic lifetime is often a complex, even convoluted journey, a refashioning of texture, rhetoric and form to suit the expressive concerns of a 
personal historical moment. In the drama of creation there seems to be a special place for works which may be considered “late”—works that often sum up, transcend, or 
otherwise branch out and explore. Late style works often favor revelation over proof; they frequently display courage in allowing the rawness of ideas to be presented without 
bowdlerization. There may no longer be a need in these works to converse directly with one’s contemporaries or predecessors, and thus a stronger sense of introspection 
often comes into play. Passing time is a kind of permission, often inspiring willingness to engage with difficult truths unadorned.

But lateness takes on many a guise, even at times representing a stepping outside of chronological time and freedom from ordinary rules of juxtaposition and cause/effect 
relationship. Drawing on the wealth of emotional experience won by virtue of age or by confrontation with life’s fading, late style works seem to penetrate with particular 
insight into the core of who we are. The vector of a life is so often understood by referencing the conclusion of its journey; the more we know about what sorts of  
conclusions can be reached, the greater chance we have of entering into the more profound aspects of our own odysseys.

 

Richard Powers  American novelist  

         Stories start in last things. As T. S. Eliot writes at the end of “East Coker,” “In my end is my beginning.”

The act of reading consists, in Peter Brooks’s memorable phrase, of “the anticipation of retrospection.” In the unreflective time 
of daily life, the past is fixed and gradually forecloses on the open future. In the reflexive time of narrative, the pre-existing 
future constantly changes the mutable past. You read page 10, already knowing it will mean something very different by page 
300. And sure enough, by page 300, page 10 has changed utterly, although it remains word for word the same. Page 10 posts 
itself forward, waiting for page 300 to intercept and reinterpret it. And every new page added to a story alters every page that 

generated it, all the way up until the end, when the last page changes all. So it goes when we listen to the story of an entire life: late style seems to hold the secret of arrival, the 
key to reinterpreting everything that has come before. 

Frank Kermode opens his consummate book, The Sense of an Ending, with a question: what sound does a clock make? Many languages say something like English’s tick tock. But 
for the clock, of course, there is no tock. Listen closely, and be surprised: it’s pure tick, all the way out to the horizon. As Kermode says, “Men die in mediis rebus, and to make 
sense of their span they need fictive concords with origins and ends.” We are born in the middle of things, we grow in the middle of things, and we die in the middle of things. 
It’s not enough. We want a bigger story, some truth that only a transcendent last word can deliver.

But maybe it’s just that provisional, interrupted, eternal revision that we’re left with. Perhaps when we listen to an artist’s last word, we might give it space to mean something 
even more than consummation. Maybe we should hear in arrival just the draft of a draft of something else that might have come along, given more time. Remember that 
denouement does not mean summing up. It’s just a fancy term for untying. There is no end, except in again beginning.
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