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The Busoni Series is made possible with support from the Wigmore Hall Endowment Fund.  
 
Kirill Gerstein piano 

Leonidas Kavakos violin 

Gordon Bintner bass-baritone 

 

Ludwig van Beethoven  (1770-1827)   Maigesang Op. 52 No. 4 (before 1796)   
     Neue Liebe, neues Leben Op. 75 No. 2 (1809)   
     Aus Goethes Faust Op. 75 No. 3 (1809)   
     Wonne der Wehmut Op. 83 No. 1 (1810)   
     Sehnsucht Op. 83 No. 2 (1810)   
     Mit einem gemalten Band Op. 83 No. 3 (1810)   

Arnold Schoenberg  (1874-1951)   Klavierstuck Op. 11 No. 2 (1909)  arranged by Ferruccio Busoni  

Ferruccio Busoni  (1866-1924)    Lied des Brander K299 (c.1919)   
Lied des Mephistopheles K278a (1919)   

     Lied des Unmuts K281 (1919)   
Schlechter Trost K298a (1924)   
Zigeunerlied K295a (1923)   

Wladimir Vogel  (1896-1984)    3 Sprechlieder nach August Stramm (1922)   
Untreu • Verzweifelt • Schwermut  

Kurt Weill  (1900-1950)     From The Threepenny Opera (1928)   
Morgenchoral des Peachum 

Lied von der Unzulänglichkeit menschlichen Strebens  

Interval    
Ludwig van Beethoven  Violin Sonata No. 9 in A Op. 47 'Kreutzer' (1802-3)   

I. Adagio sostenuto – Presto 
II. Andante con variazioni • III. Finale. Presto  

Ferruccio Busoni    Violin Sonata No. 2 in E minor Op. 36a (1898-1900)   
I. Langsam • II. Presto • III. Andante, piuttosto grave  

 

 

Wigmore Hall £5 tickets for Under 35s supported by Media Partner Classic FM  

  
This concert is part of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust ticket scheme, offering free tickets to those 

aged 8-25 

  

 

 



 

 

You can […] speak of 'the divine Mozart.' But you 

cannot say 'the divine Beethoven.' That does not 

sound right. You must say 'the human 

Beethoven.' 

–Busoni, What did Beethoven Give Us? (1922) 

If many of his contemporaries admired the music of 

Beethoven, Busoni was conflicted about the composer. 

Although he revered Beethoven’s late string quartets and 

late piano sonatas, he held the music of Bach, Mozart and 

Liszt in greater esteem. Moreover, if Beethoven’s music 

served as an important compositional model for Busoni, 

he increasingly disliked its emotionalism as he matured. In 

a letter of 1920 to Huber, Busoni stated that he was 

‘turning progressively away from the former’s 

[Beethoven’s] sulky seriousness and perceiving more and 

more a greater seriousness of the latter [Mozart], which is 

actually superior, behind its serenity.’ (Busoni, letter of 

unknown date to Huber in Beaumont, Selected Letters, 

282). Busoni also rhetorically asked whether ‘this 

[Beethoven’s music] signifies a gain, an advance for 

music; whether it is the task of music to be human instead 

of remaining pure sound and beautiful form’ (Busoni, 

What did Beethoven Give Us?). Busoni admired aspects of 

Beethoven’s art, such as his ability to make virtuosity 

subservient to the musical idea and his transformation of 

piano technique. However, he sought to distance himself 

from the power and the emotionalism of Beethoven. 

This programme brings Busoni’s music into direct 

conversation with Beethoven’s through the juxtaposition 

of collections of Lieder based on texts by Goethe. In 

addition, Busoni’s Violin Sonata No. 2 in E Minor (1898-

1900) is modeled, in part, on Beethoven’s Sonata No. 9 in 

A Op. 47. As this recital programme reveals Busoni was 

deeply interested in Beethoven’s approach to form and 

musical ideas. But he simultaneously sought after and 

taught a more abstract compositional approach that 

reflected the dehumanized and experimental modernist 

sound world of the early 20th Century. 

Busoni’s simultaneous indebtedness to Beethoven, and 

yet more austere approach to composition can be heard 

in his Violin Sonata No. 2. Composed in a transitional 

period in Busoni’s career, when he was just beginning to 

think deeply about future modernistic musical 

possibilities, Busoni’s sonata combines the contrapuntal 

language of Bach, the ethereal qualities of late Beethoven 

and the pianistic textures of Liszt. It is telling that the 

piece was originally titled ‘Sonata quasi una fantasia’ in 

emulation of Beethoven’s sonatas. Its indebtedness to 

Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 30 in E Op. 109 extends 

beyond the key to contrasting slow and rhapsodic 

sections in the first movement and a closing set of 

variations in the third. The variations are Beethovenian, 

with hymn-like harmonisations, fugal writing, and a 

tranquillo coda. In addition, the middle scherzo 

movement is modelled after Beethoven’s ‘Kreutzer’ 

sonata Finale, a rousing tarantella in 6/8 time. 

Although Beethoven and Busoni were better known for 

works in other genres, both also composed numerous 

Lieder throughout their lives. If Busoni’s songs based on 

texts by Goethe were not directly patterned on 

Beethoven’s, the juxtapositions of songs by both 

composers on this programme invite comparisons. 

Beethoven’s display varied treatment of form, a wide tonal 

and emotional range, and descriptive tone painting 

reflective of new love or nature. By contrast, Busoni’s 

exhibit a dehumanized, brittle, and dry vocal approach 

over sparse and abstract piano writing. Beethoven’s 

‘Sehnsucht’ reflects the outdoors as the piano interludes 

mimic the bird song mentioned in the text. ‘Wonne der 

Wehmut’, long considered one of Beethoven’s most 

profound Lieder, contains descending scales that 

symbolise floods of tears in the accompaniment. ‘Aus 

Goethes Faust’, a popular piece that describes the 

takeover of a royal court by a flea, contains fleeting and 

light figurations that represent the jumping fleas. Busoni’s 

Goethe song settings, by contrast, composed at the end 

of his life (1918-1924), are in an unprecedented abstract 

modernist song style. ‘Lied des Mephistopheles’, for 

instance, features motoric ostinati, spare textures, and a 

strophic construction. Intensification happens when 

dotted rhythms move to triplets. The vocal lines are 

declamatory, the form uncomplicated, and the piano 

writing economic. ‘Zigeunerlied' is similarly menacing with 

motoric rotations on a single note as the text describes 

seven werewolves appearing through the mist. Busoni’s 

sparse, austere, satirical, detached, abstract, economic 

and driving style was novel at the time. 

If Beethoven’s music informed Busoni’s compositional 

approach, Busoni similarly influenced the compositions of 

contemporaries and subsequent generations. 

Throughout most of his lifetime, Busoni was more famous 

than Schoenberg, who approached him for mentoring and 

compositional advice in the early 1900s. A tangible 

product of these interactions was Busoni’s reworking of 

Schoenberg’s 3 Klavierstücke Op. 11, which Busoni sought 

to make more pianistic. If Schoenberg (understandably) 

bristled at Busoni’s suggestion that both of their versions 

of the piano pieces should be published side-by-side, 

Busoni’s arrangement offers an interesting mirror into the 

composer’s pianistic writing. 

In addition, Busoni was an important composition 

mentor for Weill and Vogel during his Berlin composition 

masterclass from 1921-4. While studying with Busoni in 

Berlin, both Weill and Vogel tried out new ways of writing 

for the voice. Busoni communicated his approach to text 

setting when the entire composition class was asked to 

set Die Bekehrte by Goethe. Busoni’s influence led both to 

adopt sectional forms, textural and timbral layering, genre 

mixture, and an unsentimental treatment of the voice. 

Vogel’s 'speech-songs' (1922) based on poetry by Stramm 

on such emotional topics as unfaithfulness, desperation 

and melancholy reflect a conflation of influences: the 

expressionism of Skryabin, Schoenberg’s 

experimentalism, and Busoni’s abstractness and 

economy. Weill’s songs from The Threepenny Opera 

(1928), by contrast, offer unsentimental and ironic 

commentary on social ills, thereby reflecting Busoni’s 

teachings about a new classicism. 
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Due to copyright, we are unable to reproduce the original text of the 
two songs below. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

(1802-3) 
 

 

I. Adagio sostenuto - Presto  

II. Andante con variazioni  

III. Finale. Presto  

 

 

  

 

(1898-1900) 
 

 

I. Langsam  

II. Presto  

III. Andante, piuttosto grave  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Translations of Beethoven and Busoni by Richard Stokes from The 
Book of Lieder published by Faber & Faber, with thanks to George Bird, 
co-author of The Fischer-Dieskau Book of Lieder, published by Victor 
Gollancz Ltd. Vogel by Roland Smithers. 

 


