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In Venetian dialect, a barcaruola is traditional song
of a gondolier, and in the romantic period, it found its
way into genteel salons across Europe. Mendelssohn
included three barcarolles in his Songs without Words,
one of which was even written in Venice. Although
Chopin never visited the city, he did assign
Mendelssohn’s works to his piano students, and in his
Barcarolle, Op. 60 (1845-6), he miraculously translates
the humble sounds of a solo voice into music of
rhapsodic élan. Its home key of F sharp major is
suffused with an almost Turneresque light, and the
score contains one of Chopin’s strangest markings -
dolce sfogato. ‘Dolce’ is easy enough - ‘sweetly’. But
sfogato? Literally meaning ‘light’ or ‘airy’, it was a term
applied to the aethereal upper register cultivated by
bel canto sopranos and mezzos in the early 19th
Century. Chopin is encouraging the pianist to imbue
the piano’s hammers and strings with living, human
breath.

Born in £6dz in 1909, Bacewicz - like Chopin and
Szymanowski before her - achieved a synthesis of
national and cosmopolitan influences in her music.
After studies in Poland, she moved to Paris in the
1930s, where her teachers included Nadia Boulanger,
whose neoclassical influence was paramount in the
development of her own voice. When Bacewicz
returned to Poland, she established herself as a
performer (she was an outstanding violinist and
pianist), as well as a composer. Somehow navigating
the dictates of Socialist Realism, she avoided outright
censure whilst remaining true to her own musical
convictions. Her Sonatina dates from 1955 and harks
back to the stripped-down aesthetic of the interwar
years. First comes a brilliant, brittle Allegro, which is
followed by the restrained lyricism of the slow middle
movement. The work concludes with a playful finale
based on the rhythms of the oberek, a lively Polish
dance.

Rachmaninov revered Chopin, often programming
his works in his solo piano recitals. He paid homage to
the Polish master in his own sequences of 24 Preludes
(one in each major and minor key), and during the
summer that he spent on his country estate at
Ivanovka in 1911, he composed a sequence of nine
Etudes-tableaux (a second set followed in 1916-17).
When they were published in 1914 as his Op. 33,
however, Rachmaninov included just six numbers; one
resurfaced in his Etudes-tableaux, Op. 39, although
the remaining two were not rediscovered until after his
death. If the word étude alludes to the example of
Chopin’s demanding technical studies, then tableau
suggests some kind of visual inspiration. In an
interview that Rachmaninov gave during his 1909 tour
of America, he shed light on his creative process: ‘A
poem, a picture, something of a concrete nature at any
rate, helps me immensely. There must be something
before my mind to convey definite impressions, or the
ideas refuse to appear.’ In a later interview, however,
he cautioned against trying to identify any specific
programme or image: ‘Since the sources of my

inspiration are never revealed, the public must listen to
the music absolutely” The Etudes-tableaux also
exemplify the increasing economy and concision of his
music. As Rachmaninov looked back on his career in
1914, he cautioned: ‘to say what you have to say, and
say it briefly, lucidly, and without circumlocution is still
the most difficult problem facing the creative artist.’

Emma-Ruth Richards was inspired to compose
Escape by reading Traces — The Invisible Flight
Patterns of Birds by the Spanish photographer, Xavi
Bou. In Richards’s own words, Escape offers ‘an
unbridled, often hushed, and muted, impression of
flight patterns created by a flock of starlings’.
Bounding explores the flight patterns of finches,
whose ‘roller-coaster movement alternates between
bursts of wingbeats that drive them upward and silent
glides when the wings fold, sending the bird forward
like a feathery dart as it gently loses height.’ Finally
comes Apodidae, an Ancient Greek word meaning
‘without feet’ and here referring to swifts who spend
their whole life on the wing. As Richards writes: ‘at
sunset, swifts rise together in a rapid unison ascent to
high altitudes, gradually disappearing from sight and
hearing; through the night, they drift alone, “sleeping
on the wing”; at dawn, the flock reforms for a rapid
descent.

Stravinsky’s The Firebird was commissioned for the
1910 season of the Ballets Russes in Paris. Diaghilev
had first approached Tcherepnin, who was too busy,
and then Lyadov, who was too lazy. Instead, Diaghilev
turned to Stravinsky, then a barely known former
student of Rimsky-Korsakov. The risk paid off, and the
success of The Firebird launched a career that would
take Stravinsky from Russia to France and eventually
the United States. Stravinsky made three orchestral
suites from The Firebird, but the version of three of its
movements for solo piano heard here was created by
the ltalian pianist, Guido Agosti. Agosti dedicated his
arrangement to his teacher, Busoni, famous for his
transcriptions of the music of Bach. But Agosti’s main
source of inspiration was none other than Stravinsky,
who had arranged his 3 Movements from Petrushka
for solo piano in 1921. Based on Stravinsky’s second
ballet for Diaghilev, this was a dazzling piece of
virtuoso writing, pushing the performer’s technique to
its limits and transcending the mechanical limitations
of the piano so that it sounded like a living, breathing
orchestra. Agosti matched - and even outdid -
Stravinsky with his transcription of three scenes from
The Firebird. In the Infernal Dance, Stravinsky
summons up the demonic world of the ballet’s
antihero, Kashchey. The Berceuse offers a moment of
respite, and in the Finale, the ballet’s hero, Prince Ivan,
finally gets to marry his beloved princess, all thanks to
the Firebird. The real magic belongs, though, to
Stravinsky’s storytelling - and to Agosti’s daring
pianistic alchemy.
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