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dynamic waves until the idea dissolves into the second theme. Working against
traditional formal cues, this quiet and austere new theme remains in the tonic key in
the exposition with chords alternating between A minor and G Major, thereby creating
a refreshing sense of modality rather than tonality. Through a clever use of large
textural and dynamic contrasts, Röntgen is able to create balance of tension and release
throughout the movement.

Julius Röntgen (1855-1932)
Mark Anderson, piano
Sonata in A Op. 2 (1872)
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Allegro molto e passionate
Tema con Variazioni
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The second movement is comprised of a set of variations based on what the composer
terms an “Old Dutch” theme (Alt Hollandisch). Following the theme are seven
variations of different lengths, from 12 to 36 bars. The highly varied nature of the
variations ranges from Brahmsian quietude to stormy polyphony. After reaching a
thunderous climax in Variation V, the movement gradually dissipates through
expansively rolled chords to a tranquil close.
The third movement, a short Tempo di Menuetto in the key of G Minor, is based on a
seven-bar folk theme. The contrasting section in the parallel key of G Major generates
some of the most charming music of the entire work.
The Finale embodies a churning flow and energy similar that that found in the final
movement of Chopin’s Sonata No.3 in B Minor, Op.58. A long, lyrical second theme
enters followed by a return of the first. An imitative section enters that builds into a
massive restatement of the main theme. Eventually, Röntgen combines the two themes
in a triumphant coda before the work comes to a dark and dramatic end with a broad
statement of the main theme of first movement.
© 2017 Mark Anderson

Total playing time 69.18
The Sonata in A minor was never published and exists only in a copyist’s hand.
As a companion to his recording project Mark Anderson has created a modern
edition of the Sonata, which is available from Nimbus Publishing.

Recorded by Nimbus Records at Wyastone Leys, Monmouth, UK. 10-11 November 2016
Cover image Bomschuit op het Scheveningse strand by Jacob Maris 1885
c 2017 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2017 Wyastone Estate Limited
www.wyastone.co.uk
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“Röntgen (of Dutch ancestry, born in Leipzig) was a very curious
Wunderkind and has meanwhile become a very proficient, finely inspired
musician.”

Sonatine in E Major Op.63 No.1 (1916)
The Sonatine in E Major is the first of Six Sonatines composed in 1916. It would be
difficult to argue this work’s exquisite charm.
The first movement opens with a haunting dotted rhythm theme that provides elegant
lilt from the outset. This theme is entwined in a lovely counterpoint that adorns its
return in the recapitulation. The second movement in E Minor takes on a slightly
macabre air with its recurring jagged rhythmic figure and quirky dialogue between
soprano and bass lines. The last movement, in ternary form, is a light-hearted dance
that evokes an outdoorsy Dutch charm. The middle section blatantly borrows a twobar quip from Beethoven’s sonata in A Major, Op.1011. Interestingly, the coda begins
in E-flat Major, a half-step below the tonic of E, and provides a delicately soulful echo
of the opening theme from the first movement.
An interesting side-note may be mentioned here. Röntgen’s use of thematic unification
provoked his close friend Edvard Grieg to write to Röntgen in a cautionary tone, “You
endeavoured on the grand venture of using the same motif in the various movements,
à la Sinding, I would say. I must confess, I am not a friend of that procedure….” Grieg
goes on to say, “You have escaped as favourably as possible. But I hope that this new
fashion will not become a habit of yours!”
Sonata in A Minor (1898)
The first movement, Allegro molto e passionate, seems to be in a rather unconventional
style for Röntgen. The composer emphasizes texture over melodic and harmonic
inventiveness, and creates a real tour-de-force in the first movement. The work opens
in the tonic key of A Minor with a brooding and undulating motif that Röntgen repeats
before dealing a sudden dynamic explosion. He continues working with these wild
1 This is not the only work of Röntgen’s for solo piano that quotes from Beethoven’s Op.101; Röntgen strongly
alludes to the syncopated rhythms of the first movement of Beethoven’s work in the D-flat Major Sonata Op.10
(available on Volume 2, NI5937).
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Thus wrote Johannes Brahms to Eduard Hanslick in 1880.
Julius Röntgen (1855-1932) was a prolific and versatile composer who composed over
600 compositions over the course of his life in every genre of his time, including film
music. It was his command of polyphonic writing that encouraged his friend Johannes
Brahms to express his hope that Julius Röntgen would be one from the younger
generation of composers to carry German music into the future.
The context in which Röntgen’s music was composed is significant. In the 1860s, the
War of the Romantics was raging wildly throughout Germany and much of Europe. On
the one hand, there were the radical progressives that included Franz Liszt and
Richard Wagner who led the New German School and promoted the idea of Musik der
Zukunft (music of the future). The opposing faction included Johannes Brahms, Clara
Schumann and many instructors at the Leipzig Conservatory. Julius Röntgen hailed
from just such a conservative musical family in Leipzig, and one can imagine that the
city’s musical elite, fronted by Carl Reinecke, held great hope for the young Julius as a
standard-bearer for their aesthetics and sensibilities.
It was in this bubbling cauldron of musical contention that Julius Röntgen was
educated. Growing up in an intensely musical family, his household was a bastion of
musical activity. In addition to daily involvement with standard repertoire of the great
composers such as J.S. Bach and the First Viennese School, the young Röntgen was
likely introduced to the works of Mendelssohn and Schumann as well as to newer
works by Moscheles, Gade, Spohr, David, Bruch, Reinecke, and Brahms. It is from this
wellspring that he began composing at the age of 9 and later produced, at the age of 17,
his first published sonata for piano. All works from this youthful period exhibit strong
ties to German musical traditions and conservative values.
NI 5966
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A long second period began shortly after his arrival in Amsterdam in 1878. Röntgen
was very active in the musical life of that city as a pianist, conductor and teacher as
well as a founder of the Amsterdam Conservatory of Music. This wide range of
activities brought him into contact with such influential and important composers as
Johannes Brahms and Edvard Grieg. This was also a time of important collaborations
with some of the finest musicians of the day including Joseph Joachim, Johannes
Messcharet, Carl Flesch and Pablo Casals. His music from this period exhibits a wider
range of influences from Dutch and Scandinavian folksong and folklore to the new
music of his contemporaries. However, his firm foundation in musical tradition from
his Leipzig years remained an integral part of his creative process.

repertoire are familiar to us, it is time to investigate the many fertile valleys that
flourish just below the summit.

The final phase of Röntgen’s compositional life is referred to as the Gaudeamus years.
From 1925 until his death in 1932, the composer settled into a newly constructed home
in Bilthoven, Holland, called Gaudeamus. This home became a great centre of musical
activity in the region and had a small single-room structure built at the back of the
property where Röntgen composed more than 200 works over these seven years.

The second movement, a lively Scherzo in 2/4, is in the relative key of F-sharp Minor.
The bustling alternating-hand texture provides a driving momentum that persists
throughout the A section of the ternary form. The contrasting Trio, un poco meno mosso,
is based on a lilting 4-bar motif that develops gently throughout the middle section,
and is followed by a return of the Scherzo.

Since his death 85 years ago, it is safe to say that Röntgen’s music has not found
widespread appeal. In my view, the relative obscurity of his music is disproportionate
to its inventiveness and artistic value. Critics of Röntgen’s work claim that his oeuvre
lacks originality and shamelessly borrows from the music of Brahms, Schumann,
Mendelssohn, Weber, Beethoven and others. His nickname “the Dutch Brahms” is an
unfortunate reflection of that.

The third movement, like the first, uses the expressive features of sonata-allegro form
to maximum effect. The main theme first appears in a sublime chorale-like setting that
eventually gives way to a symphonic texture that Röntgen employs throughout the
movement. This is especially clear as the pizzicato episode begins. Also like the first
movement, the highly expressive nature of the material in this Adagio movement
shows that the young Röntgen was not only in command of his craft but was able to
access a deep emotional maturity that rivaled more senior composers of his time.

I would argue that Röntgen’s music is original and that his only infraction was the
apparent delight he took in paying homage to his musical heroes. Furthermore, it may
be that viewing his work through a retrospective lens, we cannot help but cite
similarities within the canon of German Romanticism, which distorts our ability to
objectively evaluate lesser-known music on its own terms. This hindsight enjoys an
easy perspective from which to view the topography of Röntgen’s epoch.
Unfortunately, like most simple solutions, it comes at a cost. Now that the peaks of that
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Sonata in A Major Op.2 (1872)
Being a youthful work, it is not at all surprising that the first movement of the Sonata
Op.2 follows standard formal conventions and a corresponding established harmonic
landscape. What is surprising, however, is the depth of expression and maturity
displayed by the 17 year old Röntgen. There is a quiet tranquility in the highly diatonic
main theme and although this mood permeates the movement as a whole, there are
intensely emotional outbursts.

The finale begins as a light-hearted, jubilant movement, which eventually gives way to
a heroic Schumann-esque forte theme, complete with recurring rhythmic lilt. A restatement of the opening of the first movement leads to a return in the surprising key
of C Major, providing a pleasant denial of expectation while creating a temporary
ambiguity in the otherwise consistent flow of the movement. Thereafter, the music
resumes its jovial path to a rousing finish.
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