PROGRAM NOTES

Koji Attwood, Merkin Concert Hall

Picture Liszt’s extravagant concerts… theatrical, virtuosic, full of music to show the expansive horizons of the piano – and the pianist. No fawn gloves in Koji Attwood’s appearance onstage, but the selections show that Liszt’s spirit lives.

Liszt and other pianists of his era brought news of the opera stage to recitals and reminded listeners of the non-piano works of other composers. Mr. Attwood does the same. His arrangements of Schubert’s “Death and the Maiden” Quartet and the tumultuous march from Tchaikovsky’s Symphony N. 6 are his pledge of allegiance to that grand piano tradition. His choice of two Transcendental Etudes by Sergei Liapunov is a direct obeisance to Liszt, for Liapunov wrote his Etudes in sharp keys to complement Liszt’s similarly named group in flat keys.

Another piano tradition moves in counterpoint to that of Liszt. The Russian school that developed in the late 19th century produced virtuosic players and a repertoire that included both flash and solidity. Georgy Catoire, born in Moscow but a piano student in Berlin, was a Wagnerian, and therefore an outsider in Russia. He even gave up composing and playing for two years. His piano works are now being rediscovered and valued for their distinctive voice and technical challenges.

Felix Blumenfeld, a seminal teacher, groomed Horowitz but also wrote significant – and showy – works that demonstrated the Russian regard for singing legato and complex constructions. A contemporary, Sergei Bortkiewicz, counted among the Russian pianists who kept to older forms – preludes, impromptus – to celebrate the virtuosity that caught the Russian imagination.

Samuel Feinberg, first arranger of the Tchaikovsky music, devoted his compositional life to piano works. A traditionalist, Feinberg played Beethoven and Chopin, but composed idiomatic and challenging studies to complement the skills of two generations of players.

By transforming Schubert’s Quartet, Mr. Attwood furthers the tradition that includes transcriptions of Schubert’s “Der Wanderer” and a number of Schubert songs that have long been in the repertoire. Schubert’s harmonic schemes and expansive melodic writing suit the piano well, the variations on “Der Tod und das Mädchen,” cast in many voices in the Quartet, challenge the pianist to find similar voicings.

· H. Daniel Webster 

It is very mortifying to me to have to confess that I have most awkwardly come to a standstill


with the transcription of the Beethoven Quartets.  After several attempts, the result was either


absolutely unplayable—or insipid stuff.  Nevertheless, I shall not give up my project, and


shall make another attempt to solve this problem of pianoforte arrangement.  If I succeed I will


at once inform you of my ‘Eureka.’ 

       This fascinating statement of Liszt’s is all the more shocking when one considers his highly successful Beethoven Symphony transcriptions were published merely two years earlier.  I think it does clearly illuminate the inherent problems of transcribing specifically a string quartet.  One obstacle, of course, is of simple practicality; with a string quartet, preservation of the counterpoint, along with the unique sound-world that is the quartet, is of great concern.  This treatment inevitably leads to extremely awkward figurations when translated to the piano, along with bare textures that don’t lend themselves to being as easily filled out, as say, a symphonic work, but without these fillers the transcription tends to, indeed sound rather “insipid”.
  So inevitably, doublings and other additions are required, which then veer the rendition perilously close to the “unplayable” realm.  My goal was to somehow balance out these two factors, and thus present this undisputed masterpiece in the best possible light.  As for the impetus behind actually trying to transcribe this quartet?  Ferrucio Busoni's rather audacious, if accurate view that “the art of transcription has made it possible for the piano to take possession of the entire literature of music.” is one that I happen to concur with.  The Schubert is a work which has always been a personal favorite from an early age, and my appreciation and love for it only increased upon further research I did for a term paper in a Maynard Solomon class at Juilliard.  Since the slow movement itself is a re-working of an earlier song, perhaps Schubert would forgive me this transgression (especially in light of the fact that it was never given a public performance in his lifetime).  In an age when transcriptions and their ilk are viewed at best as indulgent anachronisms, or at worst as tawdry abominations full of meretricious virtuosity, I once again find my feelings aligned with Franz Liszt when he wrote (upon finishing the Beethoven Symphony transcriptions): 


My aim has been attained if I stand on a level with the intelligent engraver, the conscientious 


translator, who comprehend[s] the spirit of a work and thus contribute[s] to the knowledge of


the great master and the formation of the sense for the beautiful…I consider my time well


employed if I have succeeded in transferring to the piano not only the grand outlines…but also


those numerous fine details, and smaller traits that so powerfully contribute to the completion


of the ensemble.

       Final note:  Today should have been a celebration of Edward Aldwell’s 69th birthday.  Owing however, to a tragic accident, a beloved mentor, friend and colleague is no longer with us.  My last conversation with Mr. Aldwell centered around this Schubert transcription, and a promise that he would be the first person to actually hear it (whether his exclamation of “goody!” was ironic or genuine, I’ll never be certain of—knowing Ed, it was probably a mixture of both).  It, unfortunately, is a promise that I haven’t been able to keep, but now that this work is finally finished, I can only hope that it is worthy of the best in Edward Aldwell.


Gib deine Hand, du schön und zart Gebild! 

Bin Freund und komme nicht zu strafen. 

Sei gutes Muts! ich bin nicht wild, 

Sollst sanft in meinen Armen schlafen! 

                                    --Koji Attwood 
� The arrangement by S. Jadassohn, published by Leipzig, C.F. Peters, suffers from this handling, in my opinion.





