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Notes by Bayan Northcott

One could write an entire history of music around the way that basic tech-
nical elements of composition have acquired specific expressive charges at certain
periods and lost them again at others. In the early days of the classical orchestra, rank-
and-file horn players spent much of the time pumping out a tonic-dominant-tonic fig-
ure on the most reliable notes of their pre-valve instruments, traditionally known as
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‘horn fifths’. Yet by the end of the eighteenth century, the falling version of the
figure had somehow taken on the additional signification of departure, distance,
loss: “Lebewohl” (farewell) writes Beethoven over the descending *horn fifths’
opening of his Piano Sonata, Op 81a Les Adieux on the departure of his pupil,
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Archduke Rudolph.

Fifty-six years later, composing an Adagio mesto for horn trio in the after-
math of his mother’s death, Brahms apparently feels it too blatant to base the whole
movement on a musical symbol already almost a cliché. But towards the end,
he insinuates a distant pre-echo of the main theme of his finale comprising both
rising and falling ‘horn fifths’. A hundred and seventeen years further on again,
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Ligeti does begin a horn trio subtitled “Hommage & Brahms” with the
“Lebewohl!” figure—but in a strangely distorted version, implying a still more
oblique attitude to a once directly expressive device.
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It is, of course, often argued that Brahm’s entire output enshrines a sense
of loss; that he made music out of his openly expressed regret that he was born too
late,” as Charles Rosen has put it. Yet Brahms’s dominant attitude to the achieve-
ments of the classical, baroque and renaissance periods was no mere nostalgia—
on the contrary, it was strikingly proto-modern. By diligently analysing-out the
compositional principles behind the masterpieces of the past, he seems to say that
by juxtaposing our realizations of these in fresh contexts, we may yet create some-
thing new—an attitude that was to be furthered, in very different ways, by
Schoenberg and Stravinsky.

The Trio in E flat major for piano, violin and horn, Op 40 (1865), is a fas-
cinating instance of facing both ways. Doubtless mindful of the beauty and virtu-
osity of the best pre-valve playing in the late 18" and early 19" centuries, Brahms
prescribed the use of the old Waldhorn (which he had played a bit in his youth)

rather than the as vet less-than-perfected valve horn; the entire key scheme of the
work’s four movements is carefully adjusted around the E flat instrument’s natural
pitches—though in the event the part proved more difficult to realize without
valves than he had anticipated. Yet the horn trio line-up itself seems to have been

Brahms’s invention (nor was this the only instance in his output: his establishment
" of orchestral variations as an autonomous concert genre has had momentous con-

sequences in our own century). The Trio is also unique in Brahms’s chamber music
in beginning not with a sonata movement but with an Andante in a compound
ABABA rondo form in which the initial A section and both the minor key B
episodes are ternary structures in themselves. However, Brahms deploys sonata
form in his bucolic “hunting’ finale and in the outer sections of his scherzo second
movement, a generous late Schubert-type structure but in a mode of gallumphing
force that seems to have entered music with the young Brahms himself. The slow
third movement is a dark cradle song with a swelling canonic middle section ini-
tiated by the horn.

Ligeti’s Trio for violin, horn and piano (1982) follows a very different
trajectory to the Brahms, but there are other apparent connections besides the com-
mon “Lebewohl™ allusion. Though the valve horn is required, Ligeti frequently

" asks for natural harmonics, including the out of tune higher ones Brahms would

have expected his player to correct by hand positions in the instrument's bell. The
piano writing makes a feature of Brahmsian octave-doubled thirds and the forms
of the first three movements are more nearly traditional that anything in Ligeti's
music of the 1960s and *70s. The opening Andantino con tenerezza is in ternary
form, notated in common time though actually evolving in three simultaneous
tempi coming together only briefly in the central episode. The Vivacissimo molto
ritmico second movement is apparently more of a through-composed scherzo, if



based upon a frenetic rising-scale ostinato which inhibits any real sense of har-
monic progression. There follows another character-piece in the guise of a fero-
ciously dislocated Alla Marcia with a more evenly flowing trio.

But the final Lamento Adagio is sui generis, Registrally it follows a
gradual widening of range; gesturally and harmonically, everything moves
downward by extension of the falling scale fragment of the “Lebewohl” motif.
At the climax, the piano seems to crash through the floor leaving the violin and
horn in their highest and lowest registers to initiate a coda of glacial calm. In
retrospect, the surreal timelessness of these final bars epitomizes the entire

work, in which—so one discovers on further acquaintance—any impression of
traditional thematicism is largely an illusion created by distorted schemes of
overlapping ostinati, and even the most vehement passages have a quality of

expression that Ligeti himself has described as “deep frozen”. Brahms could
still believe in a continuity with the past, in a living tradition. After the cultural
dislocations of a catastrophic century, Ligeti seems to say, the past can only be
evoked as an aural mirage, a kind of musical life-in-death. It is a disturbing
implication.
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Since winning the Young Concert
Artists International Auditions in 1976, vio-
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complete Beethoven piano sonatas for the Book-of the-Month Club.
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Geneva, and New York International. He §
has performed on the contemporary series
of the New York Philharmenic, San
Francisco Symphony, and Los Angeles
Philharmenic, and presented recitals at the
Arnold Schoenberg Institute, the 92"
Street Y, and the Kennedy Center, as well
as throughout Europe. In 1987 Feinberg PF _
became the first American pianist to be -~
invited by the Union of Soviet Composers to give Soviet premieres of
American Music.

Alan Feinberg has premiered numerous works by such well-known
composers as John Adams, Milton Babbitt, Steve Reich, Joseph Schwantner,
Ralph Shapey, and Charles Wuorinen. His recording include the Grammy-
nominated Milton Babbitt Piano Concerto with the American Composers
Orchestra, as well as discs for Angel, Nonesuch, New World and CRIL
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