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 CD 1 75:14
 Fantasies on Operas by Vincenzo Bellini
1 Grande fantaisie et variations sur des motifs de “Norma”, Op.12 15:46
2 Grande fantaisie et variations sur des motifs de “I Capuleti”, Op.10 17:09
3 Fantaisie sur des motifs de “Beatrice di Tenda”, Op.49 13:01
4 Fantaisie sur des motifs de “La Straniera”, Op.9 12:41
5 Grande caprice sur des motifs de “La Sonnambula”, Op.46 16:15

 CD 2 55:40
 Fantasies on Operas by Gaetano Donizetti
1	 Fantaisie	sur	l’opéra	“La	fille	du	regiment”,	Op.68	 8:53
2	 Grande	Fantaisie	sur	des	motifs	de	l’opéra	“Don	Pasquale”,	Op.67	 14:45
3	 Fantaisie	sur	l’opéra	“Lucrezia	Borgia”,	Op.50	 11:51
4	 Andante	final	de	“Lucie	de	Lammermoor”,	Op.44	 7:35
5	 Introduzione	e	Variazioni	sulla	Barcarola	dell	“Elisir	d’amore”,	Op.66	 12:18

 CD 3 70:17
 Variations on Themes from Operas by Gioachino Rossini
1 Semiramide, Op.51 19:24
2	 La	donna	del	lago,	Op.40bis	 	 19:33
3	 Il	barbiere	di	Siviglia,	Op.63	 13:58
4 Moïse, Op.33 16:52

 CD 4 60:47
 Fantasies on Operas by Giuseppe Verdi, Gioachino Rossini and Vincenzo Bellini
1	 Grande	fantaisie	de	concert	sur	l’opéra	“La	Traviata”,	Op.78	 9:45
2	 Grande	fantaisie	de	concert	sur	l’opéra	“Il	Trovatore”,	Op.77	 9:31
3 Souvenir de “Ballo in maschera”, Op.81 9:06
4	 Souvenir	de	“Rigoletto”,	Op.82	 11:26
5	 Fantaisie	sur	l’opéra	“L’Assedio	di	Corinto”,	Op.	3	 12:55
6 “Casta Diva” (from “Norma”), Op.70  7:30
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 CD 5 52:35
 Les Soirées de Pausilippe, Op.75 – Hommage à Rossini: 24 Pensées Musicales
1	 Andantino in A Flat Major 3:09
2 Moderato in E Major 1:42
3	 Molto	agitato	in	A	Minor	 1:23
4 Andantino in D Major 2:13
5 Tarantella in G Minor 1:39
6	 Vivace	in	E	flat	Major	 	 1:42
7 Lento in C Major  2:10
8	 Presto	in	A	Minor	 	 1:32
9 Andantino in D Major  2:12
0	 Cantabile	in	B	flat	Major	 	 1:50
!	 Allegretto	in	F	Major	 	 2:07
@	 Allegretto	in	D	flat	Major	 	 1:38
#	 Adagio	in	B	flat	Major	 	 3:37
$	 Allegretto	in	D	Major	 	 1:46
%	 Presto	in	G	Minor	 	 0:57
^	 Allegro	in	D	flat	Major	 	 1:08
&	 Adagio	in	F	Major	 	 2:58
* Marcia in D Minor  3:49
(	 Molto vivace in B Minor  1:36
)	 Allegro	in	B	flat	Major	 	 1:28
¡	 Allegretto	in	A	Minor	 	 2:35
™	 Allegretto	in	D	Minor	 	 2:55
£ Andantino in B Major  3:05
¢	 Polacca	in	A	flat	Major	 	 2:44

 CD 6 61:34
 Piano Concerto in F minor, Op.5 29:08
1	 Allegro	moderato	 13:42
2	 Adagio	 4:50
3	 Rondo.	Allegro	 10:34
	 Razumovsky	Symphony	Orchestra,	Andrew	Mogrelia	(conductor)
4 Souvenirs de Beethoven: 17:11
 Grande fantaisie pour le piano sur la 7e Symphonie de Beethoven, Op.39
5 Nocturne, Op.28 7:18
6 Canzonette italienne, Op.36 No.5 4:36
7 Un soupir, mélodie variée pour piano 3:10
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Sigismond THALBERG (1812–1871)
Some	 mystery	 surrounds	 the	 birth	 and	 parentage	 of	
the	 virtuoso	 pianist	 Sigismond	Thalberg,	 popularly	 sup- 
posed	to	have	been	the	illegitimate	son	of	Count	Moritz	
Dietrichstein	 and	 the	 Baroness	 von	 Wetzlar,	 born	 at	
Pâquis	near	Geneva	 in	1812.	His	birth	 certificate,	how- 
ever,	provides	him	with	different	and	relatively	legitimate	
parentage,	 the	 son	 of	 a	 citizen	 of	 Frankfurt,	 Joseph	
Thalberg.	There	seems	no	particular	reason,	therefore,	to	
suppose	the	name	Thalberg	an	invention.	Legend,	on	the	
other	side,	provides	the	story	of	the	Baroness	proclaiming	
him	 a	 valley	 (“Thal”)	 that	 would	 one	 day	 rise	 to	 the	
heights	 of	 a	 mountain	 (“Berg”).	 Thalberg’s	 schooling	
took	 him	 to	 Vienna,	 where	 his	 fellow-pupil	 the	Duke	 of	
Reichstadt, the son of Napoleon, almost persuaded him 
to	a	military	career.	Musical	 interests	 triumphed	and	he	
was	able	to	study	with	Simon	Sechler	and	with	Mozart’s	
pupil	Hummel.	In	Vienna	he	performed	at	private	parties,	
making	a	particular	impression	when,	as	a	fourteen-year-	
old,	he	played	at	the	house	of	Prince	Metternich.	By	1828	
he	 had	 started	 the	 series	 of	 compositions	 that	 were	 to	
prove	 an	 important	 and	 necessary	 concomitant	 of	 his	
career	as	a	virtuoso.	In	1830	he	undertook	his	first	concert	
tour	 abroad,	 to	 England,	 where	 he	 had	 lessons	 from	
Moscheles.	In	1834	he	was	appointed	Kammervirtuose	to	
the	Emperor	in	Vienna	and	the	following	year	appeared	in	
Paris,	where	he	had	lessons	from	Kalkbrenner	and	Pixis.

Paris	 in	 the	 1830s	 was	 a	 city	 of	 pianists.	 The	
Conservatoire	 was	 full	 of	 them,	 while	 salons	 and	 the	
show-rooms	 of	 the	 chief	 piano-manufacturers	 Erard	
and	Pleyel	resounded	with	the	virtuosity	of	Kalkbrenner,	
Pixis,	 Herz,	 and,	 of	 course,	 Liszt.	 The	 rivalry	 between	
Thalberg	 and	 Liszt	 was	 largely	 fomented	 by	 the	 press.	
Berlioz	 became	 the	 champion	 of	 the	 latter,	 while	 Fétis	
trumpeted	 the	 achievements	 of	 Thalberg.	 Liszt,	 at	 the	
time	 of	 Thalberg’s	 arrival	 in	 Paris,	 was	 in	 Switzerland,	
where	 he	 had	 retired	 with	 his	 mistress,	 the	 Comtesse	
Marie	d’Agoult.	It	was	she	who	wrote,	under	Liszt’s	name,	
a	disparaging	attack	on	Thalberg,	to	which	Fétis	replied	
in	 equally	 offensive	 terms.	 The	 so-called	 “revolutionary	

princess”,	 Princess	 Belgiojoso,	 achieved	 a	 remarkable	
social	coup	when	she	persuaded	the	two	virtuosi	to	play	
at	her	salon,	in	a	concert	in	aid	of	Italian	refugees.	As	in	
other	such	contests,	victory	was	tactfully	shared	between	
the	 two.	 Thalberg	 played	 his	Moses fantasy,	 and	 Liszt	
answered	with	 his	 new	paraphrase	 from	Pacini’s	 opera	
Niobe.	 The	 Princess	 declared	 Thalberg	 the	 first	 pianist	
in	 the	 world,	 while	 Liszt	 was	 unique.	 She	 went	 on	 to	
commission a series of variations on a patriotic theme 
from	 Bellini’s	 I Puritani from	 the	 six	 leading	 pianists	 in	
Paris,	 to	which	Liszt,	Thalberg,	Chopin,	Pixis,	Herz	and	
Czerny	 contributed.	 This	 composite	 work,	 Hexaméron, 
remained	in	Liszt’s	concert	repertoire.

Musical	journalism	has	created	a	legend	of	Thalberg’s	 
defeat	 and	 departure	 from	 Paris	 and	 continuing	 rivalry	
between	 him	 and	 Liszt.	 An	 element	 of	 competition	 re- 
mained,	 although	 there	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 no	 open	
animosity	 and	 Liszt	 wrote	 a	 letter	 of	 condolence	 to	
Thalberg’s	 widow,	 after	 her	 husband’s	 death	 in	 1871.	
Thalberg	 went	 on	 to	 enjoy	 a	 career	 of	 the	 greatest	
distinction,	 touring	 as	 far	 as	 the	Americas,	 where	 Liszt	
never	 went,	 with	 recitals	 in	 Brazil	 and	 Havana	 and	 an	
extended	 stay,	 with	 the	 violinist	 Vieuxtemps,	 in	 the	
United	 States,	 where,	 in	 the	 space	 of	 two	 years,	 he	
gave	 56	 recitals	 in	 New	 York,	 with	 a	 repertoire	 chiefly	
but	not	entirely	devoted	 to	his	own	compositions.	Liszt,	
meanwhile,	 included	 some	 of	 Thalberg’s	 operatic	 para- 
phrases	and	fantasies,	which,	through	Marie	d’Agoult,	he	
had	once	publicly	seemed	to	disparage,	in	his	repertoire.

In	 1843	 Thalberg	 had	 married	 in	 Paris	 Cecchina,	
the	daughter	of	 the	 famous	bass	Luigi	Lablache,	widow	
of the painter Boucher. Attempts at operatic composition 
proved	unsuccessful,	with	Florinda,	staged	in	London	in	
1851 and Cristina di Suezia in	 Vienna	 four	 years	 later.	
His	career	as	a	virtuoso	continued	until	 1863,	when	he	
retired	 to	 Posilippo,	 near	Naples,	 to	 occupy	 himself	 for	
his	remaining	years	with	his	vineyards.	He	died	in	there	
in 1871.
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CD1 - Fantasies on Operas by Bellini
Thalberg’s	 Grande fantaisie sur des motifs de Norma 
op.12,	 won	 praise	 from	 Schumann,	 who	 generally	 had	
little	 time	 for	mere	 technical	virtuosity.	There	was	about	
Thalberg’s	playing,	and	 in	consequence	about	his	com- 
positions for the piano, an element of classicism, and 
this	 certainly	 appealed	 to	 Clara	 Schumann	 and	 others	
who	disliked	 the	 showmanship	of	 Liszt	 and	his	habit	 of	
“improving”	the	music	of	others	in	performance.	Thalberg	
exercised	considerable	discipline	over	his	performance,	
his	upright	 posture,	 he	alleged,	 the	 result	 of	 smoking	a	 
“Meerschaum”	while	practising	technical	exercises.	Chopin,	 
however,	was	not	impressed,	claiming	that	Thalberg	used	
the	soft	pedal	 for	his	effects	 rather	 than	securing	a	soft	
tone	 by	 touch,	 as	 he	 would	 have	 done.	 One	 particular	
effect	used	by	Thalberg	was	displayed	in	the	setting	of	a	
melody	to	be	played	by	the	thumbs	of	right	and	left	hand,	
surrounded	 above	 and	 below	 by	 arpeggios,	 giving	 the	
impression	of	three	hands	rather	than	two.	He	achieved	
this	 in	 part	 by	 his	 subtle	 use	 of	 the	 sustaining	 pedal.	
Critics	 commented	 on	 his	 runs	 of	 pearl-like	 clarity	 and	
the	singing	 tone	of	which	he	was	capable,	as	 taught	 in	
his	pedagogical	work,	L’art du chant appliqué au piano, in 
which	he	uses	examples	drawn	from	opera.

The	 fantasy	 on	 operatic	 themes	 was	 in	 the	 19th 
century	 a	 composition	 of	 importance	 in	 its	 own	 right,	
serving	 to	 delight	 audiences	 by	 the	 familiarity	 of	 its	
melodic	material	and	the	ingenuity	and	artifice	exerted	in	
its	virtuoso	presentation.	Thalberg	chose	to	write	fantasies	
on	 themes	 from	a	number	of	operas	by	Vincenzo	Bellini	
(1801–1835),	the	leading	composer	of	Italian	opera	in	the	
decade from 1825. Norma treats the characteristic operatic 
conflict	between	 love	and	duty,	here	set	 in	ancient	Gaul,	
where	the	Druid	priestess	of	the	title,	secretly	married	to	an	
enemy	of	her	people,	 the	Roman	officer	Pollione,	solves	
her	dilemma	by	ensuring	the	death	of	both.	The	opera	was	
first	staged	in	Milan	in	1831.

Bellini’s	opera	I Capuleti e i Montecchi	was	first	per- 
formed	at	La	Fenice	in	Venice	in	1830.	The	opera	deals	
with	 the	 tragic	 love-story	of	Romeo	and	Juliet	and	 their	
two	feuding	families,	and	the	fantasy	provides	a	dazzling	

series	of	variations	on	a	well-known	melody.
Beatrice di Tenda	 met	 rather	 less	 success	 when	 it	

was	 first	 mounted	 in	 Venice	 in	 1833,	 but	 still	 provided	
Thalberg	with	the	material	he	needeed.	The	1829	opera	
La Straniera	was	first	performed	in	Milan,	the	complexities	
of	its	plot	relieved	by	Bellini’s	approach.	La Sonnambula 
was	 first	 staged	 in	 Milan	 in	 1831	 with	 Giuditta	 Pasta,	
who	 later	 sung	 the	 part	 of	 Norma.	 Liszt	 also	 wrote	 a	
fantasy	 on	 well-known	 themes	 from	 La Sonnambula 
and	 a	 characteristically	 titled	 work	 Réminiscences de 
Norma,	while	dedicating	a	similar	souvenir	of	I Puritani to 
Princess	Belgiojoso,	who	had	 taken	piano	 lessons	 from	
Bellini.	Thalberg’s	only	adaptation	of	I Puritani remained 
the	variation	contributed	to	Héxameron.

CD 2 - Fantasies on Operas by Donizetti
Thalberg's	fantasies	on	themes	from	operas	by	Gaetano	
Donizetti	 start	with	 variations	on	 the	 final	Andante	 from	
the opera Lucia di Lammermoor,	first	staged	in	Naples	in	
1835	and	in	Paris	in	a	French	version	four	years	later.	The	
opera	was	based	on	 the	novel	by	Sir	Walter	Scott,	The 
Bride of Lammermoor,	in	which	the	protagonist,	Lucy,	falls	
in	love	with	the	master	of	Ravenswood,	Edgar,	but	tricked	
into	 believing	 him	unfaithful	 is	 induced	 by	 her	 family	 to	
marry	another.	When	she	learns	the	truth	she	goes	out	of	
her	mind	and	stabs	her	husband.	When	Edgar	learns	of	
the	subsequent	death	of	Lucy,	he	kills	himself.	Thalberg	
again	returned	to	Donizetti	in	his	fantasy	on	themes	from	
the opera Lucrezia Borgia,	a	work	that	had	been	mounted	
at	La	Scala,	Milan,	for	the	first	time	in	1833.	The	libretto	
was	 based	 on	 a	 novel	 by	 Victor	 Hugo,	 a	 historically	
improbable	tale	of	the	love	of	Gennaro	for	Lucrezia	Borgia, 
and	his	fate	at	her	hands,	when	she	accidentally	poisons	
him	 as	 well	 as	 his	 friends,	 although	 she	 claims	 to	 be	 
his mother.

Two	 further	 fantasies	 on	 themes	 from	 Donizetti	
made	use	of	elements	drawn	from	the	comic	opera	Don 
Pasquale and from La fille du régiment.	The	first	of	these	
operas	was	written	 in	the	winter	of	1842	and	performed	
early	 in	January	 the	 following	year	 in	Paris.	The	elderly	
Don	Pasquale	attempts	late	marriage,	with	the	purpose	of	
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siring	children	and	thus	disinheriting	his	nephew	Ernesto.	
He	is	induced	to	see	reason	by	what	he	supposes	to	be	
a	real	marriage	to	his	nephew’s	betrothed,	disguised	and	
behaving	as	an	untamed	shrew.	All	ends	happily,	when	
Don	 Pasquale	 agrees,	 with	 relief,	 to	 allow	 his	 nephew	
to	marry	the	girl.	Thalberg’s	fantasy	captures	something	
of the spirit, humour and romance of its source. La fille  
du régiment, later revised in Italian as La figlia del reg- 
gimento,	was	first	performed	 in	Paris	and	 later	 in	Milan	
in	1840.	Marie,	 the	daughter	of	 the	 regiment,	has	been	
adopted	by	soldiers	of	the	21st	Regiment.	She	falls	in	love	
with	Tonio,	who,	to	be	allowed	to	marry	her,	enlists	in	the	
regiment,	only	 to	find	that	she	has	been	claimed	as	the	
long-lost	daughter	of	a	Marquise,	who	has	other	plans	for	
her.	These	are	eventually	abandoned,	and	she	is	allowed	
to	marry	her	first	lover.

The	theme	on	which	the	variations	on	L’elisir d’amore 
are based is that of the second act barcarole, a duet for 
the	quack	doctor	Dulcamara,	whose	alcoholic	love-potion	
has caused much of the complication of the plot, and the 
protagonist	Adina,	to	the	words	“lo	son	ricco,	e	tu	sei	bella”	
(‘I	am	rich	and	you	are	beautiful’).	The	words	prove	true	for	
the	hero	Nemorino	and	for	Adina,	who	are	finally	united.

CD 3 - Variations on Themes from Operas by Rossini 
Rossini had established his position in Italian opera in 
a	 remarkably	 short	 space	 of	 time.	 In	 eleven	 years	 he	
had	 written	 some	 34	 operas,	 with	 many	 of	 them	 still	
enjoying	considerable	success.	Semiramide was	the	last	
of	Rossini’s	operas	to	be	written	for	performance	in	Italy.	
Based	on	the	play	by	Voltaire,	it	was	staged	in	February	
1823	at	La	Fenice	in	Venice.	Semiramis,	Queen	of	Babylon,	 
conspires	with	Prince	Assur	to	murder	her	husband,	but	
instead	of	marrying	her	accomplice,	 turns	her	affections	
towards	the	young	warrior	Arsace,	who	is	later	discovered	
to	be	her	son.	 In	an	attempt	 to	ward	off	a	sword	 thrust	
aimed	 by	 Assur	 at	 Arsace,	 she	 herself	 is	 killed,	 to	 be	
succeeded	 by	 her	 son,	 hailed	 as	 the	 avenger	 of	 his	
father’s	 murder.	 Thalberg’s	 Fantasia	 reproduces	 both	
the	beauty	of	melodic	 line,	a	metamorphosis	of	operatic	
embellishment, and much of the drama.

La donna del Iago,	first	staged	in	Naples	in	1819,	is	
based	on	Sir	Walter	Scott’s	poem	The Lady of the Lake, 
with	 the	 principal	 role	 of	 Ellen	 designed	 for	 Colbran,	 a	
romantic	story	concerning	the	love	of	the	disguised	James	
V	of	Scotland	and	 the	daughter	of	his	enemy,	Douglas,	
Earl	 of	 Angus.	 She	 is	 in	 love	 with	 Malcolm	 Graeme,	
but	 is	 promised	 to	 Roderick	 Dhu.	 Matters	 are	 brought	
to	a	happy	conclusion,	when	Ellen’s	 father	 is	pardoned	
by	 the	 King	 and	 she	 is	 united	 with	 Malcolm.	 Thalberg	
treats	 his	 chosen	 arias	 with	 perception,	 embellishing	
them	 in	characteristic	and	often	dramatic	style,	building	
Ellen’s	 ingenuous	opening	aria,	a	simple	 folk-song,	 into	
something	much	more	elaborate.

The	 most	 consistently	 successful	 of	 all	 Rossini’s	
operas, II barbiere di Siviglia was	first	launched	in	Rome	
in	 1816.	 The	 first	 performance	 was	 a	 disaster	 and	 the	
work	was	received	coldly	also	in	Paris.	In	both	cities	was	
prefered	 the	 treatment	 of	 the	 same	 topic,	 drawn	 from	
Beaumarchais’	 play,	 by	 the	 distinguished	 old	 composer	
Paisiello.	 The	 second	 performance	 in	 Rome,	 however,	
was	 successful	 enough	 and	 the	 opera	 has	 continued	
to	 hold	 a	 strong	 place	 in	 international	 repertoire.	 The	
plot	 concerns	 the	 finally	 successful	 attempts	 of	 Count	
Almaviva,	with	the	aid	of	the	barber	Figaro,	to	outwit	the	
guardian	of	Rosina	and	marry	her.

The opera Moïse et Pharaon is a second version 
of the earlier Mosé in Egitto, revised for performance 
in	Paris	 in	1827.	The	 Italian	original	was	first	 staged	 in	
Naples	in	1817,	opening	with	what	later	began	the	second	
act,	 the	calling	down	of	a	plague	of	darkness	on	Egypt,	
after	Pharaoh	has	 revoked	his	decree	by	which	he	had	
set	 the	Jewish	people	 free.	Other	off-stage	plagues	are	
summoned	in	the	third	act	of	the	Paris	version,	when	an	
attempt	is	made	to	force	Moses	and	his	people	to	worship	
the	god	Osiris.	The	Israelites	are	expelled	from	Egypt	in	
chains,	avoiding	Pharaoh’s	treacherous	attempt	to	attack	
them	when	the	Red	Sea	opens	before	them.	The	Biblical	
narrative,	 in	this	operatic	form,	 is	further	and	essentially	
complicated	by	 the	 love	of	Amenophis,	son	of	Pharaoh,	
for	Anaïs,	the	niece	of	Moses,	and	a	consequent	conflict	
of	 love	and	duty	 for	 the	young	 lovers.	Here,	as	always,	
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Thalberg	makes	the	most	of	the	romantic	element	of	the	
opera,	 transposing	his	 chosen	excerpts	 into	a	new	and	
popular idiom.

CD 4 - Fantasies on Operas by Verdi, Rossini 
and Bellini
The	 Grande	 fantaisie	 de	 concert	 on	 Verdi’s	 opera	 La 
traviata, based on La dame aux camélias	 of	Alexandre	
Dumas	 fils,	 uses	 the	 best	 known	 themes	 of	 the	 work.	
Verdi’s	 opera	 deals	 with	 the	 love	 of	 Alfredo	 for	 the	
courtesan	Violetta,	who	gives	up	her	life	of	pleasure	for	him,	
to	return	to	it	at	the	request	of	his	father,	in	an	act	of	self-
sacrifice.	The	lovers	are	only	re-united	at	Violetta’s	death-
bed.	 Melodies	 used	 include	 Alfredo’s	 father	 Germont’s	
gently	persuade	Di Provenza il mar,	 in	which	he	 tries	 to	
persuade	his	son	to	return	home,	and	Violetta’s	farewell	
to life in Addia del passato.	A	bravura	passage	leads	to	an	
equally	elaborate	 treatment	of	 the	first	celebration	of	 the	
love	between	Alfredo	and	Violetta	in	Un dì felice. 

The	 fantasy	on	Verdi’s	 II trovatore, an opera based 
on	 a	 Spanish	 play	 by	 Antonio	 Garcia	 Gutierrez,	 again	
introduces	 the	principal	 themes	of	 the	work.	The	plot	of	
the opera concerns the troubadour of the title, Manrico, 
supposed	son	of	the	gypsy	Azucena,	but	in	fact	the	son	
of	 her	 persecutor,	 the	 old	 Count	 di	 Luna	 and	 younger	
brother	 of	 his	 heir,	 the	 young	 Count.	 Manrico	 and	 his	
brother	are	both	in	love	with	Leonora	and	the	work	ends	
with	the	death	of	Leonora	by	poisoning,	having	sacrificed	
herself	in	vain	for	the	life	of	Manrico,	who	is	executed	on	
his	brother’s	orders.	It	is	only	then	that	Azucena	reveals	
to	Count	Manrico	the	true	identity	of	Manrico.	The	fantasy	
uses	 the	 themes	 of	Manrico	 and	 Leonora’s	 final	 scene	
and	 the	 dreams	 of	 the	 imprisoned	Azucena	 about	 her	
home mountains in Ai nostri monti,	with	memories	of	what	
has	happened.	Manrico’s	prison	farewell	to	Leonora,	Ah! 
che la morte is also heard.

Un ballo in maschera	 deals	 with	 regicide,	 the	
death	at	 the	hands	of	a	wronged	husband	of	Gustavus	
Ill	 of	 Sweden,	 improbably	 translated,	 at	 the	 demand	 of	
the Naples censors, to colonial Boston. Themes used 
include the music of the conspirators, the sound of the 

ball	itself,	at	which	the	king	is	to	be	killed,	and	the	music	
that	accompanies	the	revelation	to	them	of	 the	disguise	
assumed	 by	 the	 king.	 As	 usual	 Thalberg	 makes	 no	
attempt	to	take	material	 in	the	order	 in	which	it	appears	
in the opera, so that material from the second act visit to 
the	 fortune-teller	 and	 the	 king’s	 light-hearted	attempt	 to	
avoid	the	warning	he	has	been	given	occur	relatively	late	
in	the	fantasy.

In Rigoletto	Verdi	transformed	the	play	Le roi s’amuse 
by	 Victor	 Hugo.	 The	 hunchback	 court	 jester	 of	 the	 title	
helps	the	philandering	Duke	in	his	amours,	mocking	those	
whose	wives	and	daughters	are	seduced	and	ruined,	only	
to	have	his	own	daughter	abducted	and	seduced	by	the	
Duke,	whom	he	 then	plans	 to	murder.	A	stroke	of	 irony	
leads	instead	to	the	death	of	Rigoletto’s	daughter	Gilda,	
who	has	attempted	to	protect	the	man	who	has	seduced	
her.	The	Souvenir	 de	Rigoletto	 opens	with	Gilda’s	 love	
song	 Caro name,	 in	 which	 she	 muses	 on	 the	 false	
name	 the	Duke	 has	 given	 her,	 disguised	 as	 a	 student.	
The theme lends itself to embellishment, as does the 
love	duet	of	the	Duke	and	Gilda,	E il sol dell’anima. The 
scurrying	courtiers,	plotting	to	abduct	Gilda,	are	heard	in	
Zitti, zitti	and	the	Duke	in	his	wooing	of	Maddalena,	Bella 
figlia dell’amore,	with	the	theme	associated	with	the	hired	
assassin Sparafucile.

Rossini’s	II assedio di Corinto	(‘The	Siege	of	Corinth’)	
is	nowadays	less	familiar,	apart	from	the	overture,	which	
is	 heard	 in	 concert	 programmes.	 The	 work	 is	 better	
known	under	its	original	French	title	Le siège de Corinthe, 
a	 reworking	 for	 the	French	operatic	 stage	of	 his	 earlier	
Maometto	 II,	 a	 drama	 of	 love	 rather	 than	 of	 conquest.	
Thalberg	again	uses	principal	themes	from	the	opera,	but	
not in dramatic order.

The	best	 know	aria	 from	Bellini’s	Norma	 is	 the	 de- 
manding	Casta Diva	in	which	Norma	prays	to	the	goddess	
of	the	moon	to	bring	peace.	Thalberg	treats	the	aria	in	his	
transcription	with	the	same	name	with	all	his	ingenuity.

CD 5 - Les Soirées de Pausilippe
A	major	genre	in	the	solo	piano	repertoire	was	the	operatic	
paraphrase	 of	 fantasy	 and	 in	 this	Thalberg	 excelled.	 In	
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works	of	this	kind	performers	could	exhibit	a	high	degree	
of	 virtuosity	 based	 on	more	 or	 less	 familiar	 material	 in	
which	an	audience	might	take	delight,	while	marvelling	at	
the	ingenuity	and	artifice	with	which	well	known	melodies	
were	 treated.	 Thalberg	 relied,	 in	 works	 of	 this	 kind,	
very	heavily	on	the	operas	of	Rossini,	who	occupied	an	
unrivalled	position,	having	established	himself	during	the	
second	decade	of	the	nineteenth	century	as	a	composer	
of	wit	and	dramatic	power.

Thalberg’s	 villa	 at	 Posilippo	 had	 belonged	 to	 his	
father-in-law	 Lablache,	 born	 of	 an	 emigre	 French	
father	 and	 an	 Irish	 mother	 in	 Naples,	 and	 was	 bought	
by	 Thalberg	 after	 the	 latter’s	 death	 in	 1858.	 Here	 he	
introduced	French	vines	and	gave	much	attention	to	the	
production	of	a	fine	wine,	while	using	the	villa	as	a	base	
from	which	he	might	emerge	for	occasional	concert	tours.	
In	this	final	period	of	his	life	he	was	always	glad	to	return	
to	his	house,	his	family	and	his	vineyards.	It	was	in	1864	
that	 Thalberg	 and	 his	 wife	 established	 themselves	 at	
Posilippo	and	by	1867	he	was	able	 to	exhibit	 the	wines	
of	his	vineyard	at	the	Paris	Exposition	Universelle,	where	
he	 won	 prizes.	 He	 was	 able	 to	 give	 recitals	 in	 Naples	
and	 to	 receive	pupils,	 although	he	 refused	an	 invitation	
to	teach	at	the	Real	Collegio	di	Musica,	from	which,	as	a	
foreigner,	the	rules	of	the	institution	had	earlier	excluded	
him.	In	1866,	however,	his	pupil	Beniamino	Cesi	became	
professor	of	piano	at	Naples	Conservatory.

Les soirees de Pausilippe: Hommage à Rossini 
(Evenings	at	Posilippo:	Homage	to	Rossini)	are	described	
in	a	secondary	 title	as	24 Pensées Musicales	 (‘Twenty-
four	 Musical	 Thoughts’).	 Grouped	 in	 complementary	
pairs,	 they	 are	 in	 a	 form	 comparable	 to	Mendelssohn’s	
Songs without Words or the Albumblätter of other 
nineteenth-century	 composers.	 As	 had	 been	 the	 case	
with	 Mendelssohn,	 Thalberg’s	 publisher	 urged	 that	
each	piece	should	be	given	a	title,	a	suggestion	that	he	
rejected	with	equal	vigour,	threatening	to	withdraw	them	
from	 publication.	 Here	 Thalberg	 avoids	 the	 element	 of	
ostentation	 necessary	 in	 the	 earlier	 operatic	 fantasies	
and	transcriptions,	preferring	a	general	elegant	simplicity,	
in	which	the	piano	is	allowed	to	sing,	in	accordance	with	

the	 principles	 laid	 down	 in	 his	 L’art du chant appliqué 
au piano	 (‘The	Art	 of	Singing	as	applied	 to	 the	Piano’),	
in	which	he	makes	use	of	operatic	arias	as	a	means	of	
piano	 instruction.	 The	 work	 mixes	 material	 that	 draws	
inspiration	from	Rossini,	as	it	does	from	Posilippo	itself.

The Hommage	 to	 Rossini	 starts	 with	 a	 charming	
A-flat	Andantino,	 leading	to	a	Mendelssohnian	E	natural	
Moderato,	both	allowing	 the	singing	quality	of	 the	piano	
to	emerge.	The	third	piece	is	an	excited	Molto	agitato	(A	
Minor)	 followed	 by	 a	 gently	 lilting	 Barcarolle	 (D	 Major)	
marked	Andantino.	The	true	spirit	of	Naples	returns	in	the	
fifth	piece,	 in	G	Minor	and	marked	Tempo	di	Tarentella,	
evoking	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 rapid	 dance	 of	 the	South.	The	
accompanying	 Motto	 vivace	 in	 E-flat	 Major,	 is	 a	 good	
example	 of	 Thalberg’s	 principle	 of	 breathing	 in	 piano	
phrasing,	as	in	singing.	The	seventh	piece	offers	a	more	
grandly	 operatic	 melody	 in	 octaves,	 marked	 Lento	 con	
molta	 espressione,	 coupled	with	 an	 ominous	 Presto	 (A	
Minor).	 The	 gentle	 Andantino	 of	 the	 ninth	 piece,	 in	 D	
Major,	gives	way	to	Andante	cantabile,	an	operatic	duet	
in	 B-flat	Major.The	 first	 volume	 ends	 with	 an	Allegretto	
moderato	 in	 F	 Major,	 its	 central	 melody	 set	 against	 a	
repeated	 accompanying	 rhythm.	 This	 is	 paired	 with	 a	
D-flat	 Major	 Allegretto	 that	 finds	 place	 for	 the	 briefest	
display,	 in	 a	 descending	 cascade	 of	 notes,	 before	
the	 music	 moves	 forward	 to	 a	 dynamic	 climax	 and	 its	
whispered	conclusion.

The	second	volume	starts	with	a	B-flat	Major	Adagio,	
its	 singing	 melody	 accompanied	 by	 repeated	 chords.	
Paired	with	this	is	a	Allegretto	ma	non	troppo	in	D	Major	
that	 starts	 with	 a	 right-hand	 interval	 of	 an	 eleventh	
as	 it	 embarks	 on	 its	 characteristic	 rhythmic	 course.	
Thalberg	continues	his	homage	to	Rossini	with	a	Presto	
agitato	 (G	 Minor),	 suggesting	 a	 toccata	 in	 its	 rhythmic	
accompaniment.	 This	 leads	 to	 a	 Allegro	 vivace	 (D-flat	
Major),	characterised	by	the	marked	rhythm	of	its	opening	
bar.	The	following	piece,	an	F	Major	Adagio,	is	a	tranquil	
meditation,	followed	by	a	solemn	march	in	D	Minor,	with	
its	 own	 brief	 grandiose	 climax.	 The	 nineteenth	 piece,	
in	 B	 Minor,	 with	 a	 central	 B	 Major	 section,	 is	 marked	
Motto	vivace	and	is	characterised	by	the	rapid	repeated	
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notes	of	its	accompaniment,	a	feature	that	suggests	the	
Neapolitan	 mandolin.	 A	 sprightly	 Allegro	 vivace	 (B-flat	
Major)	follows	with	a	light-hearted	Scherzando	buffa	aria.	
The	use	of	melody	and	swaying	arpeggio	accompaniment	
in	the	next	piece,	an	Allegretto	moderato	(A	Minor),	 is	a	
further	reminder	that	Chopin	was	not	the	only	composer	
of	the	period	to	combine	elements	of	operatic	melody	in	
an	idiom	that	belongs	entirely	to	the	piano.	This	leads	to	
a	D	Minor	Allegretto	ma	non	troppo	in	a	lilting	6/8	metre.	
The	last	pair	of	pieces	starts	with	a	Andantino	(B	Major),	
with	 a	 four-bar	 prelude	 before	 the	 singing	 melody	 is	
introduced.	 If	before	Thalberg	had	made	musical	 rather	
than	 technical	 demands	 on	 the	 performer,	 he	 allows	
himself	 a	 certain	 technical	 indulgence	 in	 display	 in	 the	
final	 Tempo	 di	 Polacca	 (A-flat	 Major),	 a	 form	 to	 which	
Chopin	was	not	the	only	composer	to	lay	claim.

CD 6 - Piano Concerto in F Minor, Op.5 • 
Souvenirs de Beethoven: Grande fantaisie pour le 
piano sur la 7e Symphonie de Beethoven, Op.39 •
Nocturne, Op.28 • Canzonette italienne, Op.36 No.5 •
Un Soupir, Mélodie variée pour piano
Thalberg’s	piano	concerto	in	F	Minor	Op.5	is	a	relatively	
early	work.	The	first	movement	opens	with	the	expected	
orchestral	exposition,	presenting	two	contrasting	themes,	
before	 the	 entry	 of	 the	 soloist	 with	 an	 elaboration	 of	
the	material.	There	 is	much	scope	 for	virtuosity	 in	what	
follows,	in	particular	in	a	demanding	and	varied	cadenza.	
There	 is	 a	 brief	 orchestral	 introduction	 to	 the	 Adagio,	
with	 continued	 suggestions	 that	 the	music	 comes	 from	
a	period	when	Chopin	too	was	starting	to	make	a	name	
for	himself,	although	Thalberg	 is	said	 to	have	found	the	
latter's	 relatively	 subdued	 nuances	 too	 underplayed.	
There	 is	 here,	 however,	 a	 similar	 use	 of	 embellished	
operatic	melody.	The	soloist	offers	immediate	contrast	in	
the	mood	of	the	principal	theme	of	the	final	Rondo,	with	
its	varying	episodes.

Souvenirs de Beethoven: Grande fantaisie pour 
le piano sur la 7e Symphonie de Beethoven	Op.39	was	
written	in	the	1830s	and	finally	published	in	1840.	It	starts	
with	a	passage	that,	in	its	figuration,	seems	to	justify	Liszt's	

apparent	 reference	 to	 Thalberg	 as	 the	 “Chevalier	 de	
Tremolo”.	There	are	distant	suggestions	of	Beethoven's	
Seventh	Symphony,	duly	 transformed,	before	 the	emer- 
gence	 of	 the	 principal	 theme	 in	 the	 Allegretto	 of	 the	
second	movement,	here	marked	Andante,	material	which	
is	 then	 subject	 to	 pianistic	 embellishment	 of	 increasing	
brilliance	and	intensity.	The	A	Major	section,	transformed	
from	 its	original,	 follows,	before	a	due	return	 to	A	Minor	
and	 further	 delicate	 display.	 Reminiscences	 of	 the	 last	
movement	of	the	symphony	lead	to	other	territory,	now	the	
final	movement	of	the	Fifth	Symphony,	but	it	is	to	A	Minor	
and	the	second	movement	of	the	Seventh	Symphony	that	
the	Fantasy	finally	returns.

Thalberg's	Nocturne in E Major Op.28 dates from a 
similar	period.	This,	no	doubt,	was	 the	kind	of	music	 to	
which	the	London	critic	James	William	Davison	took	such	
strong	 exception,	 in	 an	 extravagantly	 alliterative	 review	 
of	1842,	referring	to	Thalberg's	Andantes	as	“pitifully puling  
and positively paralytic… wishy-washy, wallowing and 
warm-waterish”. In fact the Nocturne is of particular 
interest	as	an	example	of	the	form	by	a	contemporary	of	
Chopin,	a	composer	that	Davison	with	similar	 ineptitude	
described as “a morbidly sentimental flea”.

The Canzonette italienne	Op.36	No.5	is	also	a	work	
of	the	later	1830s.	It	starts	with	a	flourish,	before	the	lyrical	
melody	 emerges,	 with	 its	 gently	 lilting	 accompaniment	
and	subsequent	elaboration.

Un Soupir, mélodie variée	offers	a	melody	of	some	
charm,	a	musical	sigh,	as	its	title	proclaims.	This	material	
is	 lyrically	 developed,	 without	 recourse	 to	 unnecessary	
display,	 an	 appealing	 postscript	 to	music	 of	more	 overt	
brilliance.
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Francesco Nicolosi
He	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 distinguished	 pianists	 of	 the	 italian	 tradition.	 He	 studied	 under	 Vincenzo	 Vitale	 and	 was	 in	
1980	prizewinner	of	the	International	Santander	Piano	Competition.	In	the	same	year	he	won	the	second	prize	at	the	
Concours	International	d’Exècution	Musicale	in	Geneva	and	began	his	career	as	one	of	the	world's	foremost	pianists	
of	his	generation.	
Either	as	soloist	with	orchestra	or	in	piano	recitals	he	performed	in	some	of	the	most	important	concert	halls	in	the	world:	
Queen	Elizabeth	Hall	and	Wigmore	Hall	in	London,	Victoria	Hall	of	Genève,	Radio	Nacional	in	Madrid,	Salle	Gaveau	
in	Paris,	Teatro	alla	Scala	and	Sala	Verdi	in	Milano,	Teatro	dell’Opera	and	Accademia	di	Santa	Cecilia	in	Roma,	Teatro	
di	San	Carlo	in	Napoli,	Herkulessaal	in	München,	Brahmssaal	in	Wien,	Kennedy	Center	in	Washington	among	others.	
He	toured	in	Iceland,	the	United	States,	Canada,	Mexico,	Argentina,	Russia,	Japan,	Singapore	and	China	and	he	is	a	
regular	guest	at	festivals	such	as:	Festival	dei	Due	Mondi	in	Spoleto,	Rossini	Opera	Festival,	Ravenna	Festival,	Festival	
di	Ravello,	 Festival	Pianistico	 Internazionale	 di	Brescia	 e	Bergamo,	Taormina	Teatro	Musica,	Settimane	Musicali	 in	
Stresa,	Estate	Musicale	Sorrentina,	Settembre	Musica	in	Torino,	Marathon	Internacional	in	Sevilla,	Festival	de	Musique	
in	Menton,	Rencontres	Musicales	en	Artois,	Weimar	Kunstfest,	Budapest	Liszt	Festival	and	many	others.	His	recordings	
have	been	published	by	Nuova	Era,	Naxos	and	Marco	Polo,	were	reviewed	enthusiastically	by	famous	European,	Asian	
and	American	musical	magazines	and	are	 frequently	broadcast	worldwide	on	 the	 radio.	The	authoritative	 critic	and	
musicologist	Paolo	Isotta	has	written	of	Francesco	Nicolosi’s	recording	of	two	rare	concerts	of	Paisiello:	“(...) listening 
to him playing is enough to remind us that no one today can match his luminosity of sound, his ability to draw out the 
song-like legato qualities of a keyboard instrument (...) he has acquired a reputation as one of our greatest living pianists 
(...) The great Arturo Benedetti Michelangeli performed eighteenth-century works, his inspiration came principally from 
the same source as Nicolosi’s, but perhaps lacked some of the latter’s lucidity and coherence. Nicolosi is now perfecting 
the process begun by Michelangeli”.	His	 recordings	of	Thalberg	and	Liszt/Bellini	 paraphrases	 received	 in	 1994	 the	
Bellini	Golden	Prize.	As	president	of	the	Sigismund	Thalberg	International	Study	Centre,	he	has	done	an	intense	work	
of	 research	and	 revaluation	of	 the	music	of	 the	 legendary	Austrian	pianist,	of	which	 today	he	 is,	 thanks	also	 to	 the	
numerous	recordings,	 the	only	 recognized	 interpreter	 in	 the	world.	Francesco	Nicolosi	 is	also	Artistic	Director	of	 the	
Sigismund	Thalberg	International	Piano	Competition	and	was	besides	Artistic	Director	of	several	other	festivals	such	
as	 I	 concerti	 d’Estate	 di	 Villa	Guariglia	 in	Amalfi	Coast,	 Jeux	 d’Art	 Festival	 Internazionale	Villa	 d'Este	 in	Tivoli	 and	
Roccaraso	in	Musica.	From	January	2015	to	December	2019	he	was	the	Artistic	Director	of	the	Opera	House	Teatro	
Massimo Bellini in Catania.
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Recordings: 

CD1:	Bratislava,	Slovak	Philharmonic,	Concert	Hall,	28.05.-02.06.1990	
Producer:	Karol	Kopernický,	Sound	Engineer:	Hubert	Geschwandtner

CD2:	Bratislava,	Slovak	Philharmonic,	Moyzes	Hall,	07.-12.01.1991	•	Producer:	Karol	Kopernický

CD3:	Budapest,	Festetich	Castle,	18.-23.03.1992	
Producer:	Jenoe	Simon,	Sound	Engineer:	Gabor	Mocsary

CD4:	Budapest,	10.-14.11.1993	•	Producer:	Tamás	Benedek

CD5 & CD6 (tr. 1-3):	Bratislava,	Slovak	Radio,	Concert	Hall,	21.-23.10.1995,	5.-6.05.1996	(CD6, tr. 4-7)
Producer:	Miloš	Betko,	Engineer:	Hubert	Geschwandtner	
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