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FRANZ LISZT (AFTER BACH) 
Variations on “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen,  
Zagen,” S. 180 
Franz Liszt essentially invented the tradition 
of the solo piano recital, declaring the in-
strument to be “the microcosm of music.” 
In his hands, the piano became capable not 
only of orchestral grandeur but of spiritual 
introspection, historical reflection, and  
radi cal transformation. Liszt’s technical  
brilliance and magnetic stage presence rede -
fined virtuosity at a moment when the 
piano itself was becoming central to 19th-
century musical life.  

That public persona belonged chiefly to 
the early phase of Liszt’s career. In 1847, he 
withdrew from the life of a touring virtuoso 
and turned increasingly toward composi-
tion, teaching, and the advocacy of new 
music. Still, for all his championing of  
revolutionary voices and his own daring  
experiments in form and harmony, Liszt  
revered the past: Bach stood as a towering 
presence in his imagination. Liszt’s engage-
ment with the Leipzig cantor took many 
forms. He prepared numerous piano tran-
scriptions of organ works, recasting them 
for the modern concert instrument and re-
imagining their sonority in characteristi-
cally Lisztian fashion. Yet he also went 
further, composing wholly original works 
inspired by Bach’s musical ideas rather than 
simply arranging them.  

The Variations on “Weinen, Klagen, Sor -
gen, Zagen” belong to the latter category. 
The point of departure is an early cantata 
(BWV 12) from 1714 composed during 
Bach’s years in Weimar—the same city 
where Liszt had taken up a post as Kapell-
meister in 1848. The cantata’s title is taken 
from the opening chorus, which names 
“weeping, lamentation, worry, dread” as 
“the Christian’s bread.” It reflects the Gospel 
text appointed for the day, in which Jesus 
tells his disciples that though they will grieve 
on earth, their sorrow “will turn into joy.”  

In 1859, Liszt first turned directly to  
this material for a relatively brief solo  
piano piece he titled Prelude after J. S. Bach  
(S. 179), in which he seizes upon the de-
scending chromatic bass line from the can-
tata’s opening chorus and isolates it as the  
structural foundation of a passacaglia-like  
meditation. This musical gesture was a 
long-established emblem of lament in Ba-
roque musical rhetoric; Bach also employed 
it with particular gravity in the “Crucifixus” 
of the B minor Mass, a precedent Liszt 
would have known well. 

The year 1859 also brought personal trag -
edy: Daniel, the youngest of Liszt’s three 
children with the Comtesse Marie d’Agoult, 
died that December at the age of 20. Three 
years later, when his daughter Blandine died 
from complications of childbirth, Liszt re-
turned to this material on a far larger scale 
for the Variations on “Weinen, Klagen, 
Sorgen, Zagen,” S. 180. An organ version 
followed in 1863 (S. 673) and has become a 
mainstay of the repertoire, more frequently 
encountered than the piano original. 

Liszt begins with a dramatic introductory 
span before presenting the “Weinen, Klagen, 
Sorgen, Zagen” motif. This four-measure 
chromatic descent in the bass provides the 
foundation for a vast, passacaglia-like se -
quence of variations. The “lamenting” idea 
is ceaselessly reworked across shifting reg-
isters and subjected to ever more searching 
harmonic intensification and increasingly 
varied textures.  

A freely flowing fantasia, suggestive of 
recitative, bridges the way to another refer-
ence to Bach’s cantata: the consoling chorale 
“Was Gott tut, das ist wohlgetan” (“What 
God does is well done”) that concludes 
BWV 12. In the closing pages, elements of 
the lamenting motif reappear and are ab-
sorbed into the chorale’s radiant F major, 
binding suffering and consolation into a 
single, exalted conclusion. In this way, Liszt 
retraces the journey Bach had taken—echo-
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The Piano Sonata in F minor, Op. 5, com-
pleted in 1903, already reveals Medtner’s  
allegiance to the great sonata tradition. Cast 
in four movements, it combines contrapun-
tal rigor with a deeply personal expressive 
world. The first theme has a rhythmic  
ingenuity that evokes Bachian invention 
and invites development. Against this stern 
opening stands a second, Schumannesque 
theme of striking lyric warmth. Lore around 
the composer has associated it with Anna 
Bratenshi—a violinist who was married to 
his older brother but would later become 
Medtner’s wife. The contrast between the 
austere first theme and this expansive lyrical 
idea generates much of the movement’s  
expressive tension. In the development and 
recapitulation, Medtner ingeniously inter-
weaves the two, binding introspection and 
passion into a unified argument. 

The Intermezzo that follows unfurls a  
different variety of restlessness through an 
obsessive motivic idea that resembles an un-
answerable question. After a false ending 
comes an unexpected coda that insistently 
repeats the “question” motif, adding to the 
air of ambiguity. This in turn yields to the 
distinctly different sound world of the Largo 
divoto, which nods to Medtner’s Russian 
side; solemn chordal progressions carry a 
distinctly Russian inflection, at moments 
suggesting the resonance of Orthodox chant.  

The finale, cast in sonata form, reworks 
threads from the preceding movements into 
a cumulative design rich in contrapuntal 
texture. Central to its architecture is the 
transfiguration of the lyrical second theme 
from the opening movement, which guides 
the sonata to its hard-won affirmation. 

 
FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN 
Prelude in C-sharp minor, Op. 45 
In his cultivation of the miniature piano 
forms most closely associated with his name, 
Chopin achieved a fusion of technique, 
content, and style that secured his preludes, 
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ing the Gospel promise that sorrow “will 
turn into joy”—but recasts it through a dis-
tinctly Romantic lens. 

 
NIKOLAI MEDTNER 
Piano Sonata in F minor, Op. 5 
When Nikolai Karlovich Medtner was born 
in Moscow in 1880, Russian musical life was 
producing pianist-composers of extraordi-
nary charisma and imagination. Rachman-
inoff and Scriabin, only slightly older, would 
come to embody very different responses to 
the instrument’s expanding possibilities—
one steeped in grand Romantic rhetoric,  
the other drawn toward mystical flights. 
Medtner, though their contemporary, chose 
a markedly different path.  

Born into a family of German immi-
grants and trained at the Moscow Conser-
vatory—where his uncle taught piano— 
he absorbed the discipline of the Austro-
German tradition as deeply as the inheri-
tance of Russian culture. Though a pianist 
of formidable ability, Medtner turned away 
from the life of a touring virtuoso, devoting 
himself instead to composition and culti-
vating a reputation for reserve, even reclu-
siveness. Deeply religious and spiritually 
serious, he regarded music as a bearer of 
ethical as well as aesthetic truth.  

After leaving Russia in 1921, Medtner 
lived in Germany and France before even-
tually settling in London. He found himself 
increasingly out of step with Modernist cur-
rents and held the legacy of the sonata in 
particularly high esteem. Yet in recent dec-
ades, his music has undergone a notable  
revival, with pianists increasingly drawn to 
its intellectual rigor, harmonic subtlety, and 
emotional depth. Beethoven stood at the 
center of Medtner’s artistic imagination, 
alongside Bach and Brahms. Like Beetho -
ven, he returned repeatedly to the genre as 
the vehicle for some of his most sustained 
thoughts, composing a total of 14 piano so-
natas across his career.  
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études, mazurkas, and nocturnes a lasting 
and central place in the repertoire. As the 
Chopin scholar Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger 
has suggested, composers such as Bee-
thoven before him and Liszt and Ravel after 
him sought to give the piano a symphonic 
character, whereas Chopin’s pianism does 
not emulate the orchestra of its era. 

The 24 Preludes, Op. 28 (1839), already 
represented an artistic summa when Cho-
pin was still in his twenties. Two years later, 
in 1841, during his summer at Nohant with 
his partner George Sand, Chopin composed 
an additional prelude, published separately 
as Op. 45 and dedicated to one of his stu-
dents. Unlike the concentrated miniatures of 
Op. 28—the C-sharp minor Prelude from 
that set (sometimes called The Night Moth) 
is brisk and exceedingly brief—the later  
C-sharp minor Prelude entails a much 
broader scale. Its length—comparable to the 
so-called Raindrop Prelude—and its mood 
of gentle resignation (or is it ecstasy?) suggest 
something closer to an improvised nocturne. 

Here melody and accompaniment seem 
to merge, creating what Mieczysław Tomas-
zewski described as the impression of a “no-
tated improvisation.” The music does not 
announce a fixed formal plan but appears to 
unfold continuously from its opening idea, 
sustained by subtle harmonic shifts and an 
atmosphere of rapt inwardness. Although 
the notoriously self-critical Chopin strug-
gled to perfect the Op. 28 set, he allowed 
himself to express a rare measure of pride  
in this later Prelude, writing to his copyist, 
“It is well modulated, and I can send it with-
out anxiety,” and selecting Op. 45 for inclu-
sion in an album intended to raise funds for 
the Beethoven monument in Bonn. 

 
CHARLES-VALENTIN ALKAN 
La Chanson de la folle au bord de mer, 
Op. 31, No. 8 
Charles-Valentin Alkan, who was born into 
a Jewish family in Paris in 1813, came of age 
as the piano was rapidly becoming the de-

fining instrument of European musical life. 
The public virtuoso recital was taking shape, 
and new instruments from firms such as 
Érard and Pleyel were expanding the key-
board’s range and sonority. The city would 
soon become a proving ground for pro-
digies such as Liszt and Chopin. 

Alkan, their slightly younger contempo-
rary, was admitted to the Paris Conservatoire 
at an early age and soon became regarded as 
one of the most formidable pianists of his 
generation. Yet his response to the culture of 
public virtuosity around him was idiosyn-
cratic. After an early burst of acclaim, he 
withdrew for long stretches from the public 
stage, cultivating a reputation for reclusive-
ness that only deepened his mystique.  

La Chanson de la folle au bord de la mer 
(“The Song of the Madwoman by the Sea-
shore”) is the eighth of Alkan’s 25 Preludes, 
Op. 31, written in 1844–45 and published  
in 1847. The cycle engages the precedent  
of Chopin’s Op. 28 from 1839 in its compre-
hensive traversal of the keys. Yet the scale 
and character of Alkan’s preludes are 
markedly different—more expansive and at 
times overtly programmatic, with several 
carrying devotional or sacred associations. 

This haunting music plays off the stark 
contrast between relentless chords deep in 
the bass—a ceaseless, inescapable undertow, 
with an echo of tolling funeral bells—and a 
plaintively simple melody that unfolds in 
the right hand, as if whistling in the dark.  
In a sudden frenzy, the obsessive repetition 
accelerates and swells to a climax before 
coming to an abrupt halt. The opening pat-
tern then begins again, implacable as before. 

 
ALEXANDRE SCRIABIN 
Vers la flamme, Op. 72 
Alexander Scriabin began his career as a 
charismatic pianist and contemporary of 
Rachmaninoff, composing keyboard min-
iatures that emulate the piano poetry of 
Chopin. But he came to embrace an increas-
ingly mystical conception of art, envisioning 

PROGRAM NOTES

11B   Cal Performances

the artist as a kind of high priest presiding 
over a world-transforming apocalypse— 
nowhere more fully imagined than in his 
unfinished Mysterium, conceived as a vast, 
multi-sensory ritual intended to usher in a 
state of cosmic, transfiguring love. 

One of Scriabin’s early advocates, the 
critic Boris de Schloezer—whose sister  
became the composer’s muse and second, 
common-law wife—described a recurring 
trajectory in his mature works as “a uni-
form succession of states—languor, long-
ing, impetuous striving, dance, ecstasy, and 
transfiguration.” By 1914, when he com-
posed Vers la flamme, Op. 72, Scriabin had 
long since abandoned traditional key sig-
natures and conventional tonality. The 
work (the title translates to “Toward the 
Flame”) remains one of his most beguiling 
creations, part of the reduced output of his 
final years. Its focus is fixed almost entirely 
on the state of ecstasy toward which all 
striving is directed. 

The piece grows from a simple two-note 
opening gesture, gradually accumulating 
tension through subtle rhythmic agitation 
and ever-denser textures. Scriabin trans-
forms the trill from a mere ornament into a 
figure of incandescent energy, the keyboard 
shimmering with flame-like vibration even 
as the harmony grows increasingly unstable. 
It culminates in an apotheosis of blistering 
trills which, as his biographer Faubion 
Bowers wrote, “becomes consumed in its 
own flames.” 

 
LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 
Piano Sonata No. 32 in C minor, Op. 111 
What could come after Beethoven? That  
despairing question has fueled intense 
Oedi pal reactions to a figure whose pres-
ence remains overpowering even now, more 
than 250 years after his birth. The icon and 
iconoclast seem inextricably bound to-
gether. But Beethoven himself must have 
pondered: what on earth could come after 
the mighty Hammerklavier Sonata, Op. 106, 

completed in 1818. Not surprisingly, a hia-
tus in the composer’s piano sonata produc-
tion followed that mammoth work. When 
Beethoven returned to the genre in 1820, he 
seized it to create enigmatic sonatas that 
seem radically to refute the models of a  
vanished era—the very models he had al-
tered and expanded into new paradigms.  

The final trilogy of piano sonatas (Opp. 
109, 110, and 111) breaks free of the Classi-
cal lineage, in form and content alike, while 
remaining profoundly aware of the musical 
past. These momentous works bring to the 
foreground primary questions of musical ex-
pression that transcend style and historical 
era. What does it mean for a piece of music 
to begin? How does it find its ending? What 
is the relation between musical expression 
and the silent void from which it emerges?  

In the final trilogy, the center of gravity 
shifts decisively to the concluding move-
ments. Though assigned separate opus num -
 bers, Beethoven conceived Opp. 109–111 as 
linked; in 1820 he proposed to his publisher 
Adolf Schlesinger “a work consisting of 
three sonatas.” Their completion extended 
to 1822, culminating in Op. 111, in which 
Beethoven returns to C minor. But he trav-
erses terrain that both embraces and pushes 
beyond the stagy emotionalism of such 
landmark C minor scores as the Pathétique 
Sonata and the existential defiance of the 
Fifth Symphony.  

Opus 111 opens with thunderous Maes-
toso chords before the curtain rises on an 
Allegro con brio ed appassionato of tempes-
tuous energy. Thomas Mann, in Doktor 
Faustus, compared the second theme to 
“ravaged and tempestuous skies … bright-
ened as though by faint glimpses of light.” 
Yet the decisive opposition in Op. 111 lies 
not so much between the thematic ideas 
here as between its two movements. The 
philosophical and even theological spec-
ulation prompted by the dichotomy be-
tween Op. 111’s two movements has 
proved inexhaustible. Hans von Bülow 
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at an early age and soon became regarded as 
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shore”) is the eighth of Alkan’s 25 Preludes, 
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markedly different—more expansive and at 
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ALEXANDRE SCRIABIN 
Vers la flamme, Op. 72 
Alexander Scriabin began his career as a 
charismatic pianist and contemporary of 
Rachmaninoff, composing keyboard min-
iatures that emulate the piano poetry of 
Chopin. But he came to embrace an increas-
ingly mystical conception of art, envisioning 
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the artist as a kind of high priest presiding 
over a world-transforming apocalypse— 
nowhere more fully imagined than in his 
unfinished Mysterium, conceived as a vast, 
multi-sensory ritual intended to usher in a 
state of cosmic, transfiguring love. 

One of Scriabin’s early advocates, the 
critic Boris de Schloezer—whose sister  
became the composer’s muse and second, 
common-law wife—described a recurring 
trajectory in his mature works as “a uni-
form succession of states—languor, long-
ing, impetuous striving, dance, ecstasy, and 
transfiguration.” By 1914, when he com-
posed Vers la flamme, Op. 72, Scriabin had 
long since abandoned traditional key sig-
natures and conventional tonality. The 
work (the title translates to “Toward the 
Flame”) remains one of his most beguiling 
creations, part of the reduced output of his 
final years. Its focus is fixed almost entirely 
on the state of ecstasy toward which all 
striving is directed. 

The piece grows from a simple two-note 
opening gesture, gradually accumulating 
tension through subtle rhythmic agitation 
and ever-denser textures. Scriabin trans-
forms the trill from a mere ornament into a 
figure of incandescent energy, the keyboard 
shimmering with flame-like vibration even 
as the harmony grows increasingly unstable. 
It culminates in an apotheosis of blistering 
trills which, as his biographer Faubion 
Bowers wrote, “becomes consumed in its 
own flames.” 

 
LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 
Piano Sonata No. 32 in C minor, Op. 111 
What could come after Beethoven? That  
despairing question has fueled intense 
Oedi pal reactions to a figure whose pres-
ence remains overpowering even now, more 
than 250 years after his birth. The icon and 
iconoclast seem inextricably bound to-
gether. But Beethoven himself must have 
pondered: what on earth could come after 
the mighty Hammerklavier Sonata, Op. 106, 

completed in 1818. Not surprisingly, a hia-
tus in the composer’s piano sonata produc-
tion followed that mammoth work. When 
Beethoven returned to the genre in 1820, he 
seized it to create enigmatic sonatas that 
seem radically to refute the models of a  
vanished era—the very models he had al-
tered and expanded into new paradigms.  

The final trilogy of piano sonatas (Opp. 
109, 110, and 111) breaks free of the Classi-
cal lineage, in form and content alike, while 
remaining profoundly aware of the musical 
past. These momentous works bring to the 
foreground primary questions of musical ex-
pression that transcend style and historical 
era. What does it mean for a piece of music 
to begin? How does it find its ending? What 
is the relation between musical expression 
and the silent void from which it emerges?  

In the final trilogy, the center of gravity 
shifts decisively to the concluding move-
ments. Though assigned separate opus num -
 bers, Beethoven conceived Opp. 109–111 as 
linked; in 1820 he proposed to his publisher 
Adolf Schlesinger “a work consisting of 
three sonatas.” Their completion extended 
to 1822, culminating in Op. 111, in which 
Beethoven returns to C minor. But he trav-
erses terrain that both embraces and pushes 
beyond the stagy emotionalism of such 
landmark C minor scores as the Pathétique 
Sonata and the existential defiance of the 
Fifth Symphony.  

Opus 111 opens with thunderous Maes-
toso chords before the curtain rises on an 
Allegro con brio ed appassionato of tempes-
tuous energy. Thomas Mann, in Doktor 
Faustus, compared the second theme to 
“ravaged and tempestuous skies … bright-
ened as though by faint glimpses of light.” 
Yet the decisive opposition in Op. 111 lies 
not so much between the thematic ideas 
here as between its two movements. The 
philosophical and even theological spec-
ulation prompted by the dichotomy be-
tween Op. 111’s two movements has 
proved inexhaustible. Hans von Bülow 
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spoke of “Samsara and Nirvana,” while 
Wilfrid Mellers suggested a metaphysical 
polarity of “becoming and being.” May-
nard Solomon observed “an aura of the 
holy” surrounding the time-stopping mo-
ments in many of the late works—mo-
ments located “beyond the frontiers of 
ordinary experience.” 

“Here it comes!” announces the fictive 
musicologist Wendell Kretzschmar in Dok-
tor Faustus, performing Op. 111 from mem-
ory, as he reaches the second movement. 
The Arietta—the slow movement that com-
pletes the final sonata and, with it, the cycle 
of 32—takes the form of variations, a proce-
dure that became increasingly meaningful 
to Beethoven in his late period. The theme 
is of a guileless simplicity that might have 
been snatched from a child’s song—yet is 
“destined to vicissitudes for which in its 
idyllic innocence it would seem not to be 
born,” as Kretzschmar remarks. 

Beethoven subjects the theme to increas-
ingly daring rhythmic reimaginings: wild 
syncopations anticipate the vitality of 
boogie-woogie, and the pulse seems to lev-
itate. Other variations suspend time alto-
gether in passages of hushed, almost angelic 
serenity. Even a device as commonplace as 
the trill becomes an agent of transcendence. 
For Mann, this music evokes “black nights 
and dazzling flashes … crystal spheres 
wherein repose and ecstasy are one and the 
same”—music “vast, strange, extravagantly 
magnificent … quite truly nameless.” 

 
Thomas May is a writer, critic, educator, and 
translator. Along with essays regularly com-
missioned by the San Francisco Symphony, 
the Juilliard School, the Ojai Festival, and 
other leading institutions, he contributes to 
the New York Times and Musical America 
and blogs about the arts at www.meme -
teria.com. 
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In 2019, aged 22, Alexandre Kantorow be-
came the first French pianist to win the 
Gold Medal at the International Tchaikov -
sky Competition, along with the rarely 
awarded Grand Prix, granted only three 
times in the competition’s history. In 2024, 
he was recognized once again when he  
received the prestigious Gilmore Artist 
Award, solidifying his place as one the 
world’s leading pianists. Gramophone mag-
azine has described him as “the real deal, a 
fire-breathing virtuoso with a poetic charm 
and innate stylistic mastery.” He is in de-
mand at the highest level across the globe, 
performing in the world’s finest halls both 
in recital and with the most renowned or-
chestras and conductors. 

Highlights of Kantorow’s 2025–26 season 
include a tour of Japan with the Concertge-
bouw Orchestra and Klaus Mäkelä, Euro-
pean tours with the Filarmonica della Scala 
and Riccardo Chailly and the London Phil-
harmonic Orchestra and Paavo Järvi, a tour 
of Asia with the Orchestre Philharmonique 
de Radio France and Jaap van Zweden, and 
a tour to the US with the Philharmonia and 
MarinAlsop, which includes a performance 
at Carnegie Hall. He will also embark on a 
major recital tour of North America, make 
his debut with the San Francisco Symphony, 
and return to the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
and Bavarian Radio Symphony orchestras. 

Kantorow performs in recital regularly 
across the globe, in venues such as Carnegie 
Hall, Concertgebouw Amsterdam, Vienna 
Konzerthaus, London’s Wigmore Hall, Phil-
harmonie de Paris, and Tokyo Suntory Hall, 

and at festivals such as Edinburgh, Salzburg, 
La Roque d’Anthéron, Piano aux Jacobins, 
Verbier, Rheingau and Klavierfest Ruhr. 
Chamber music is one of his great pleasures 
and he performs regularly with artists such 
as Janine Jansen, Renaud Capuçon, Gautier 
Capuçon, and Matthias Goerne. With Liya 
Petrova and Aurélien Pascal he is co-artistic 
director of the Musikfest and “Rencontres 
Musicales de Nîmes” and the Pianopolis fes-
tival in Angers. 

In recent seasons, Kantorow has per-
formed with many of the world’s finest  
orchestras, including the New York Phil har -
monic, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Orches-
tre de Paris, Berlin Philharmonic, Munich 
Philharmonic, and Budapest Festival Or-
chestra and with conductors including  
Esa-Pekka Salonen, Manfred Honeck, Ivan 
Fischer, Yannick Nézet-Séguin, and Sir An-
tonio Pappano. 

Alexandre Kantorow records exclusively 
for BIS. His recordings have received the 
highest critical acclaim worldwide and most 
recently, he was awarded the Gramophone 
Award for his Brahms and Schubert re -
cording. In 2024, he received the title of 
Chevalier of the National Order of Merit 
from the French President of the Republic, 
having previously been made a Chevalier of 
the Order of Arts and Letters by the Minis-
ter of Culture. In July 2024, Kantorow per-
formed Ravel's Jeux d’eau at the opening 
ceremony of the Paris Olympic Games. 

Alexandre Kantorow studied with Pierre-
Alain Volondat, Igor Lazko, Frank Braley, 
and Rena Shereshevskaya. 
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