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The Grieg Piano Concerto was written in 1868, 
when the composer was twenty-five. The circum¬ 
stances that surrounded its composition were 
all happy ones: Grieg was married to a woman 
whom he deeply loved, they had just had their 
first child, and the little family was spending a 
halcyon summer in a snug two-room cottage at 
Sollerod, Norway. Work on the Concerto ad¬ 
vanced at a leisurely pace, interrupted by long 
walks, long chats with friends at home or over 
a glass in a nearby inn, and a general regimen 
of sleeping late and drinking in the idyllic sur¬ 
roundings. It is little wonder that the work has 
so strong a feeling of open space and sparkling 
landscape, or that an early critic should have 
found in it “all Norway in its infinite variety 
and unity.” 

Franz Liszt, who had “discovered” Grieg 
through one of the early violin sonatas and 
written him an enthusiastic letter, was instru¬ 
mental in getting the Norwegian government 
to finance a trip the young composer made to 
Italy soon after the premiere of the Concerto. 
There, in Rome, Grieg showed the manuscript 
score of the work to the black-frocked Abbe. To 
his astonishment Liszt played the work through 
at sight, pausing only once to jump up and pace 
the room in his excitement, waving his arm 
and bellowing out a tune that especially en¬ 
chanted him. Seven bars before the end of the 
Concerto, he came upon the passage in which 
Grieg has allowed the piano, pounding at its 
mightiest, to slip down from G-sharp to an 
unorthodox G-natural, and he cried out, “G, 
G! not G-sharp! Splendid! That is the real 
Swedish Banko!”—paying a larger tribute to 
Grieg’s genius than his nationalist pride. Liszt 
suggested a number of changes, especially in 
the orchestration, which Grieg originally in¬ 
corporated in the first edition of the Concerto 
(1872), but fortunately thought better of late 
in life when he came to revise the work (e.g., 
the second subject of the opening movement, 
with its graceful grupetto of semiquavers, was 
given to the trumpet on Liszt’s recommendation 
but later assigned, far more suitably, to the 
cellos; and a rather useless tuba part was 
dropped altogether). 

After a rolled A on the kettledrum, the solo¬ 
ist and every instrument in the orchestra enter 
on one attention-commanding chord; then the 
piano alone stalks mightily down from the top 
to the bottom of its compass and flourishes up¬ 
ward again. The first theme gets under way in 
the woodwind choir, a theme that divides dis¬ 
tinctly into two halves of four bars each, the 
second half eminently song-like in quality. The 
piano takes this up in full and adds it to an 
animated dotted figure. The second subject, as 
already stated, is announced by the cello, but 
merely announced—its full statement is left to 
the soloist, “tranquil and singing” according to 
the indication of the score, although it soon be¬ 
comes buoyant and impetuous and leads to a 
reappearance of the opening flourishes, this time 
for the orchestra and in a major key. The de¬ 
velopment is rather perfunctory (and re¬ 
minds us of the truism that Grieg was always 
more comfortable in smaller forms that do not 
demand developments). The recapitulation is 
quite regular, except for some key transposi¬ 
tions, and the written-out cadenza is of just the 
brilliant sort that Liszt must have been delighted 
with. 

The Adagio has been likened to a “lonely 
mountain-girt tarn which lies dreaming of in¬ 
finity.” It is in the remote key of D-flat, and 
begins with another great lied, played by the 
muted strings. The piano enters with a new 
melody, of a sort that Grieg could only have 
learned from Chopin. Later the first subject is 
taken over, forte, by the piano, and the exquisite 
little movement—hardly longer than an inter¬ 
lude—fades softly into the on-coming finale with 
two trills in the piano’s upper reaches. 

After some preliminary flourishing, the Al¬ 
legro marcato finale announces its first subject 
(in the piano), a Norwegian hailing with strongly 
accented initial beats. The vigorous dance dom¬ 
inates most of the movement, but there is an ex¬ 
tended lyrical episode (flute solo, then piano), 
somewhat reminiscent of the “Morning Moods” 
section of the Peer Gynt music, which forms an 
effective contrast. After a brief cadenza, the 
hailing returns, presto and in a 3/4 rhythm 
which transforms it into another popular Nor¬ 
wegian dance, the springdans. 

Although Schumann wrote two fairly ex¬ 
tended (and completely neglected) works for 

piano and orchestra late in life—the Introduc¬ 
tion and Allegro Appassionato, Op. 92 and the 
Concert Allegro with Introduction, Op. 134— 
his only full-fledged piano concerto is the pop¬ 
ular work recorded here. He had a great deal 
of difficulty with the concerto form ("I cannot 
write a concerto for the virtuosi,” he com¬ 
plained), his Third Piano Sonata, written be¬ 
fore the Concerto, is labelled hopefully, “Con¬ 
cert sans Orchestre” and before achieving its 
three-movement form the A Minor Concerto it¬ 
self was a “Fantasy for Piano and Orchestra.” 
This latter was in essence the first movement of 
the future concerto; it was revised and an In¬ 
termezzo and Finale were added to it in 1845. 
On the first day of 1846 Clara Schumann gave 
it its premiere (with Felix Mendelssohn conduct¬ 
ing), and continued to champion the work 
throughout her long career. Curiously enough, 
it needed championing, for Schumann was con¬ 
sidered a difficult “modern” in his own day, and 
long after his death a London critic, following 
one of Clara Schumann’s performances, com¬ 
plained that this concerto was chaotic and —- 
mirabile dictu!—devoid of melody. Today many 
critics consider it one of Schumann’s few un¬ 
conditionally successful essays in larger form, 
and even condescend to approve of its or¬ 
chestration, always a bugaboo in Schumann 
criticism. As to its melody, a later and greater 
British critic—Donald Tovey—has said, “. . . it 
attains a beauty and depth quite transcendent 
of any mere prettiness, though the whole con¬ 
certo, like all Schumann’s deepest music, is 
recklessly pretty.” 

The opening pages of the Allegro affettuoso 
first movement are markedly similar to those of 
the Grieg Concerto and it is probable that the 
Norwegian composer was influenced by the 
earlier work: one forte E, played by the whole 
orchestra, is followed by a commanding chordal 
descent by the soloist, and this in turn is fol¬ 
lowed by the first subject, played by the wood¬ 
winds. But unlike Grieg’s buoyant little tune, 
Schumann’s first subject is colored by a gentle 
and yet piercing melancholy. Piano and strings 
take this up and later add to it a seven-note 
figuration which is to prove important. Instead 
of a second subject, Schumann transforms the 
melancholy first subject into a sturdy C major. 
The development section contains a lovely duet 
for piano and clarinet. The cadenza of the re¬ 
capitulation is Schumann’s own: it is not a 
particularly difficult cadenza—perhaps as a pro¬ 
test against the usual gratuitous fireworks — 
but it is a highly poetic one. The Allegro molto 
coda is a brisk, military 2/4 in rhythm. 

The Grieg Concerto again parallels Schu¬ 
mann’s in the slow movement — both brief In¬ 
termezzi (Schumann’s is so designated in the 
score) leading directly into the Finale. And 
both perhaps find their precedent in Beethoven’s 
G Major Piano Concerto. Schumann’s is a lovely 
pastorale, the piano part gentle and serene and 
—if such a term is not absurd in this context— 
womanly. The term perhaps is not absurd, since 
Schumann wrote the Concerto, as he wrote most 
of his piano music, for his wife. The movement 
is in the form of a dialogue between soloist and 
orchestra; in the middle section the cellos dis¬ 
course most eloquently with the protagonist. 
Just before this lovely idyll gives way to the 
exultant finale, clarinets and bassoons recall the 
first four notes of the first movement’s main 
subject. 

The recollection has a valid purpose: it 
demonstrates that the main subject of the 
Finale (Allegro vivace), now announced boldly 
by the piano, is derived from the earlier theme. 
The whole of this Finale calls for great agility 
and preciseness of touch on the soloist’s part; 
in a sense it is closer to the finales of Mozart’s 
piano concertos than to the big romantic con¬ 
certos of Brahms and Rachmaninoff. The second 
subject is a study in rhythmic displacement 
such as Schumann had already demonstrated 
himself a master of in Carnaval and the Sym¬ 
phonic Etudes. After a development lightly 
touched with fugato passages and containing a 
new theme, the recapitulation brings back the 
earlier material and, in place of a cadenza, pro¬ 
vides the soloist with a figure in uninterrupted 
quarter-notes that sweeps on to the conclusion. 

—David Johnson 

Leon Fleisher studied with Artur Schnabel 
as a child prodigy. Later, at the age of fifteen, 
he made his professional debut with the San 
Francisco Symphony under Pierre Monteux. 
Critics hailed him as a “young Rachmaninoff” 
and Monteux characterized him as “the pian- 
istic find of the century.” His debut with the 
New York Philharmonic followed the next year 
and resulted in similarly enthusiastic acclaim. 
In 1952 Leon Fleisher entered the Queen Eliz¬ 
abeth of Belgium International Music Competi¬ 
tion, coming through each of the grueling pre¬ 
liminary rounds with flying colors. “In the 
grand finale,” to quote Time Magazine, “Fleisher 
popped a piano string in the middle of the 
Brahms Concerto No. 1. But instead of blowing 
up, he continued calmly to the end of the move¬ 
ment, banged the afflicted key when the score 
called for it.” Eighty-seven keys were enough 
to prove to the judges—including Marguerite 
Long, Artur Rubinstein, Robert Casadesus and 
Rudolf Firkusny—that Leon Fleisher deserved 
First Prize. 

Since he won the Belgian award, the story 
of Leon Fleisher’s artistic life has been largely 
the story of his concert tours. He is in constant 
demand—in Berlin, Chicago, Cleveland, Lisbon, 
Mexico City, Montreal, Rotterdam. The musical 
public of Buenos Aires has created an Associa- 
cion Leon Fleisher which commissions composi¬ 
tions, gives concerts, and organizes music com¬ 
petitions. 

Perhaps one of the deepest satisfactions of 
Mr. Fleisher’s career was the recent award of 
five thousand dollars from the Ford Foundation, 
enabling him to commission and perform a work 
by an American composer. The composer of his 
choice was Leon Kirchner and the work will be 
performed during the 1960-61 and 1961-62 sea¬ 
sons with three different American orchestras. 

The permanent conductor of Cleveland’s great 
orchestra, George Szell, is of Czech background, 
Hungarian birth, and Viennese training. He was 
born in Budapest on June 7, 1897. He gave his 
first public concert as an infant prodigy at 
eleven, and first appeared as a conductor at 
sixteen, leading the Vienna Symphony Orches¬ 
tra in a summer concert at Bad Kisingen when 
the regular conductor was indisposed. Later 
Richard Strauss appointed him to the conduc- 
torial staff of the Berlin State Opera after hear¬ 
ing him play his own piano transcription of 
Till Eulenspiegel. He remained in Berlin as as¬ 
sistant to Strauss for two years, and on Strauss’ 
recommendation he succeeded Otto Klemperer 

as principal conductor of the Strassbourg Mu¬ 
nicipal Theater. He received successive appoint¬ 
ments at Darmstadt, Dusseldorf, Berlin, and 
Prague. 

Dr. Szell made his first guest appearances in 
America in 1930, with the St. Louis Symphony 
and the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra. 

In 1941, after some years of distinguished 
service as John Barbirolli’s successor in con¬ 
ducting the Glasgow Orchestra, he settled per¬ 
manently in the United States, making his New 
York debut as guest conductor of the NBC Sym¬ 
phony at the invitation of Toscanini. Engage¬ 
ments followed with the orchestras in Boston, 
New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Los Angeles 
and Cleveland. As a regular conductor of the 
Metropolitan Opera, he has led performances 
of Salome, Der Rosenkavalier, the complete 
Ring, Don Giovanni, and Otello. 

He became permanent conductor of the Cleve¬ 
land Orchestra in 1946 and has brought this 
celebrated institution to a new peak in its de¬ 
velopment, so that it now ranks among the few 
truly great symphony orchestras of the world. 

GEORGE SZELL AND LEON FLEISHER ON 
EPIC RECORDS 

BRAHMS: Piano Concerto No. 1 D Minor 
LC 3484 BC 1003* 

RACHMANINOFF: Rhapsody on a Theme of 
Paganini 

FRANCK: Symphonic Variations 
DELIUS. Prelude to Iremelin.LC 3330 

BEETHOVEN: Piano Concerto No. 4 in G 
Major 

MOZART: Piano Concerto No. 25 in C 
Major . LC 3574 BC 1025* 

*Stereorama 

The collaboration of Leon Fleisher, George 
Szell and The Cleveland Orchestra is one of 
singular felicity. Their recordings have won ex¬ 
traordinary acclaim, including such words of 
praise as these: 

HIGH FIDELITY: [Fleisher] brings to the 
Brahms Concerto a degree of youthful ardor 
that has its own appeal. Szell contributes a 
beautifully paced reading of the orchestral part. 
He and Fleisher work together with complete 
unanimity and freedom.” 

ATLANTIC MONTHLY: “. . . never has either, 
to my taste, come across with such effortless and 
Sweeping effect as do both here [in the Rach¬ 
maninoff and Franck works]. This is music to 
revel in, sumptuous in all aspects, and all par¬ 
ticipants, including the engineers, must share 
in the credit.” 

MUSICAL AMERICA: “The Mozart Concerto 
is blessed by a pianist whose vibrant and solid 
playing is so well balanced that the orchestra 
and the piano never become separate entities in 
themselves, but are always heard in beautiful 
relationship to each other. Mr. Fleisher’s play¬ 
ing of the Beethoven Concerto is equally impres¬ 
sive and, with the aid of Mr. Szell’s excellent 
conducting, the concerto’s noble contours are 
fully realized.” 

* * * 

Library of Congress catalog card numbers 
R60-1143 and 1144 apply to this record. 
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