Sergei Rachmaninov

(1873-1943)

Piano Concerto No. 2 in C minor, Op. 18
1 Moderato
2 Adagio sostenuto
3 Allegro scherzando

Edvard Grieg

11. 21
12. 03
11. 51

(1843-1907)

Piano Concerto in A minor, Op. 16
4 Allegro molto moderato
13. 43
5 Adagio
6. 34
6 Allegro moderato molto e marcato 10. 51

Sa Chen piano
Orquestra Gulbenkian
conducted by

Lawrence Foster
Total playing time: 66.50

Recording venue: Grande Auditório of the
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation,Lisbon, February 2011
Executive Producer: Job Maarse
Recording Producer: Job Maarse
Balance Engineers: Carl Schuurbiers/
Erdo Groot (post-production)
Recording Engineer: Roger de Schot
Editing: Roger de Schot/Erdo Groot
Please visit our website for an impression of
the recording sessions and an interview with
Sa Chen
Ein Video von den Aufnahmesitzungen und
einem Interview mit Sa Chen finden Sie auf
unserer Website
Découvrez une impression des sessions
d’enregistrement et une interview de
Sa Chen en vous rendant sur notre site
www.pentatonemusic.com

Biographien auf Deutsch und Französisch
finden Sie auf unserer Webseite.
Pour les versions allemande et française des biographies,
veuillez consulter notre site.
www.pentatonemusic.com

PIANISTS, PSYCHIATRISTS AND PIANO CONCERTOS
“I play all the right notes, but not necessarily in the right order.” That
was how Eric Morecambe answered the taunt of conductor ‘Andrew
Preview’ (André Previn), who was questioning his rather ‘unusual’ treat-

flat-G-C-G, whereas his right could easily encompass C (2nd finger!)-E
(thumb)-G-C-E.
Yet although Rachmaninoff appeared to be a born pianist, he had

ment of the introductory theme of Edvard Grieg’s Piano Concerto.
Nowadays, the sketch from the 1971 Christmas show of the famous
comedy duo Morecambe and Wise has attained cult status and can be
viewed on the Internet. Many years later, Previn let slip that taxi-drivers
still regularly addressed him as ‘Mr Preview’. In fact, the sketch was not
the first to parody Grieg’s indestructible concerto: that honour belongs
to Franz Reizenstein, with his Concerto Popolare dating from 1959. Grieg’s
masterwork also did well in films such as The Seventh Veil (1945) and
Lolita (1997), not forgetting television series such as Twin Peaks and The
X-Files. It was even used to sell sport shoes and cars.
Like Grieg’s Piano Concerto, Sergei Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto
No. 2 has also ensconced itself in the collective consciousness as the
stereotypical ‘romantic’ piano concerto. This music has also been used
in films, including Brief Encounter (1945), The Seven Year Itch (1955) and
Hereafter (2010). And Rachmaninoff’s melodies turned out to be even
better suited to light music, judging by songs such as ‘I Think of You’, ‘Ever
and Forever’ and ‘Full Moon and Empty Arms’ sung by Frank Sinatra and,
of course, Eric Carmen’s ballade ‘All by Myself’.

No Swedish punch, but perhaps some Russian vodka can be found
in the opening of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2. “The soul

set his heart on a career as composer and conductor. Only after fleeing
from Russia following the outbreak of the revolution, did he realise that
he would not be able to earn a living as a composer, that his lack of technique would impede a career as a conductor, and that the piano could
well play a much larger role in his life. The many recordings (including
all his piano concertos and his Paganini Rhapsody) that form a resounding testament of the greatest pianists of the last century also stem from
this period. Whenever Rachmaninoff performed as solo pianist with an
orchestra, he usually played his own piano concertos. Not that his repertoire was limited, quite the contrary. There was a much more prosaic
reason. If Rachmaninoff performed his second or third piano concerto,
or his Paganini Rhapsody, the concert organiser knew for sure that the
hall would be sold-out. Only during the last seasons in which he performed as a concert pianist did the impresarios accept works such as
Liszt’s Totentanz, or piano concertos by Schumann or Beethoven (No.1):
however, even then only with the stipulation that he also performed a
work of his own.
Yet Rachmaninoff was unsure about his own music. The disastrous
première of his Symphony No. 1 in 1897 – when it is said that the conductor, Alexander Glazunov, was drunk – had plunged the 24-year-old
composer into a deep depression. He wrote about this in 1917: “Before
the Symphony was played, I had an exaggeratedly high opinion of it. After

of the introductory theme is Russian. From the first bell to be heard and
the development that ensues, we see Russia looming up before our eyes in
all its greatness,” thus wrote the pianist and composer Nikolai Medtner.
Strangely enough, Rachmaninoff himself had serious doubts about this
introductory theme: self-doubt was a characteristic that Rachmaninoff
shared with Edvard Grieg.
Rachmaninoff was what we now call an ‘outsider’. In the rapidly
changing world of music, in which Debussy, Stravinsky, Schönberg,
Prokofiev and Shostakovich were introducing new sounds, Rachmaninoff
did not bid farewell to the romantic Russian style. He continued to write
carefully structured compositions, in which the melody is predominant,
supported by a thick underlay of colourful harmonies. Of course, it is not
surprising that Rachmaninoff, the piano-virtuoso, played his trump hand
especially in the works he wrote for his own instrument. Rachmaninoff’s
technique was legendary. And his enormous hands were naturally of
great help to him. His left hand could handle a chord consisting of C-E

I heard it for the first time, this opinion changed radically. It now seems to
me that a true estimate would be somewhere between those two extremes.
It has some good music, but it also has much that is weak, childish, strained
and bombastic. The symphony was very badly orchestrated, and its performance was just as bad (Glazunov was the conductor). After that symphony
I composed nothing for about three years. I felt like a man who had suffered
a stroke and for a long time had lost the use of his head and hands. I won’t
show the Symphony to anyone, and I will make sure of this when I write my
will, too.” As was the case with the Symphony written by Edvard Grieg,
this work was not performed again until after the death of the composer.
As Rachmaninoff already wrote, he did not create any more important works during the years following the disastrous première of the
symphony. It was a difficult period for him, in which he was forced to
earn his living by giving piano lessons. The tide finally turned when a rich
railroad tycoon, Savva Mamontov, decided to found an opera company,
of which Rachmaninoff was to be one of the conductors. Rachmaninoff

Rachmaninoff

had never conducted an opera and his first attempts were disastrous.
However, the young musician was quick to learn, and soon his conducting skills were widely acclaimed. More important still was his
introduction to Fyodor Chaliapin, a young bass Mamontov had engaged
for his company. A staunch friendship developed between Chaliapin and

the first theme to the second is not good, and that in this form the first
theme is no more than an introduction – and that when I begin the second
theme, no fool would believe it to be a second theme. Everybody will think
this the beginning of the concerto. I consider the whole movement ruined,
and from this minute it has become positively hideous to me. I’m simply

ing Johan Svendsen’s Symphony in D. Undoubtedly, he felt much more at
home writing shorter pieces, such as his first set of Lyrical Pieces (Op.12),
which he completed that year. Nevertheless, he decided to have a go
at writing a piano concerto during a trip to Søllerød (in Denmark) with
Nina and their two-month-old daughter Alexandra. The work was based

Rachmaninoff, and later the two of them regularly performed together.
Thanks to the pianist Alexander Siloti, Rachmaninoff received an
invitation from the London Philharmonic Society to perform as pianist and conductor in England in the spring of 1899. His Prelude in
C sharp was an absolute hit, becoming extremely popular in various
different arrangements with titles such as The Burning of Moscow, The
Day of Judgement and The Moscow Waltz. The concerts were a success,
although some critics were also sceptical about Rachmaninoff’s talent as
a composer. This, however, did not prevent them from inviting him back
the following year. Rachmaninoff accepted happily, promising to write
a new piano concerto. Unfortunately, he was still suffering from writer’s
block, and was unable to put down a single note. He agreed to treatment from the hypnotherapist Dr. Nikolai Dahl, which finally resolved the
situation. During daily sessions, Dahl managed to settle the composer
down to a more regular life style. He helped him over his insomnia, gave
him back his appetite and, above all, managed to reawaken his desire
to compose. Rachmaninoff felt reborn, and wrote the following in relief:
“Although it may sound incredible, this cure really helped me. By the beginning of summer, I began to compose. The material grew in bulk, and new
musical ideas began to stir within me – more than enough for my concerto.”
After a trip to Milan to coach Chaliapin in the role of Boito’s Mefistofele,
in which the bass was making his début at La Scala, Rachmaninoff com-

in despair!” However, at its première on October 27, 1901, the concerto
was an unbelievable success, and has since become one of the most
frequently performed concertos in the entire repertoire. In gratitude,
Rachmaninoff dedicated the work to Dr. Dahl.

The young Edward Grieg probably heard Robert Schumann’s Piano
Concerto in a performance given by his widow Clara for the first time in
1858. At the time, the fledgling composer was studying at the Leipzig
Conservatoire, and the work made an enormous impression on him.
However, this was not the only contact Grieg had with the legacy left
by Schumann: his piano teacher, Ernst Ferdinand Wenzel, had been a
good friend and disciple of the composer.
Following his studies in Leipzig, Grieg felt that his knowledge and
skills still left something to be desired, and in May 1863 he travelled to
Copenhagen to continue his studies. There, he received advice from
Niels Gade, another friend of Schumann’s. In Gade’s opinion, the young
composer had not yet written sufficient substantial works, and so he
sent him away, telling him to first write a symphony. However, Grieg did
not feel up to the task: thus, after completing the symphony two years
later, he nevertheless wrote on the manuscript that the work should
never be performed.

on the schematic design of Robert Schumann’s piano concerto, likewise
written in A minor. In both concerts, the solo piano does not wait for
the orchestral exposition to conclude before making its entrance: from
the very beginning, it enters into a dialogue with the orchestra, after a
virtuoso (descending) introductory passage. Another noticeable striking
similarity between the two works is the slow movement, which moves
on into the finale without any interruption.
Originally, the Piano Concerto was supposed to have its première
on New Year’s Day in 1869, but as Grieg was not able to complete
the orchestration in time, it was postponed until April 3 that year, in
Copenhagen. The soloist was Edmund Neupert, to whom the second,
revised version of the concerto was dedicated. “Your heavenly concerto
was performed last Saturday in the large hall of the Casino,” he wrote
to Grieg, who was unable to be present, due to concert obligations in
Christiania (present-day Oslo). “It was a mighty success – no sooner
had I played the cadenza from the first movement, than the audience
burst out in applause! Gade, Hartmann and Rubinstein were clapping
as hard as they could!” The Norwegian première of the work followed
on August 7, and in the following years, the concerto was performed
throughout Europe. At times, the composer himself played the piano
part, but often it was performed by other advocates, including celebrities such as Ferruccio Busoni and Percy Grainger.

pleted the second and third movement of his Piano Concerto at the end
of the summer. According to some biographers, Grieg’s Piano Concerto
was one of Rachmaninoff’s sources of inspiration. Siloti was studying
this concerto while staying with the Russian in the summer of 1890, and
it must have made a great impression on Rachmaninoff. Indeed, there
are various similarities in the architecture and pianistic style of writing
in both concertos.
December 2, 1900 saw the first performance of the two complete
movements. A critic wrote at the time: “Rachmaninoff appeared both
as pianist and composer. Most interesting were two movements from
an unfinished Second Piano Concerto. This work contains much poetry,
beauty, warmth, rich orchestration, healthy and buoyant creative power.
Rachmaninoff’s talent is evident throughout.” Shortly afterwards, he also
completed the first movement, although his old doubts returned to
plague him: “I have just played through the first movement of my concerto,
and only now it has suddenly become clear to me that the transition from

In Copenhagen, Grieg met two other people who would radically
change his life. One was Rikard Nordraak; a 22-year-old composer, who
had assigned himself the task of developing a national Norwegian style
of music. Together with Grieg and a few others, Nordraak founded the
group Euterpe, which set out to battle the dominating influence of
German music on culture in Scandinavia. Grieg’s first attempts to incorporate the Norwegian folkloristic idiom into his own music resulted in
the Humoresques for piano, Op.6. Unfortunately, Nordraak’s career came
to an abrupt end with his premature death from tuberculosis in 1866.
From that time onwards, it was up to Grieg to continue the fight for
Norwegian music more or less single-handedly.
In Copenhagen, Grieg also met his cousin Nina Hagerup, a talented
singer. On June 11, 1867, the couple were married. At the time, Grieg was
one of the most prominent young musicians in Norway: however, he had
not yet written a symphonic work. To make matters worse, Grieg began
to doubt whether he would be capable of doing so, certainly after hear-

Grieg had met Busoni while still a student in Leipzig, and had
introduced him to his friend, the British composer Frederic Delius with
the following words: “This is a most remarkable pianist – and perhaps
something more.” In 1906, Grieg had written to invite the Australian
pianist Percy Grainger to play the Piano Concerto under his baton at the
1907 Leeds Festival. During the summer of 1907, Grainger stayed at villa
Troldhaugen in Bergen. To his friend, the Dutch composer and pianist
Julius Röntgen, Grieg wrote the following: “Grainger was a splendid fellow! How he played and how dear and kind he was!”.
Unfortunately, the joint concert never took place. On September 4,
scarcely a month after Grainger’s visit, Grieg died in Bergen. Incidentally,
Grainger left behind a detailed description of Grieg’s own style of performance, proving that the Norwegian must have been an extraordinarily
spirited pianist. “[...] for Grieg was nothing if not extremely virile and
dynamic as an interpreter of his own works. Always a poet, but, above
all, always a man.[..] Strong and sudden accents of all kinds and vivid

Grieg

contrasts of light and shade were outstanding features of his self-interpretations, while the note of passion that he sounded was of a restless
and feverish rather than of a violent nature. Extreme delicacy and exquisiteness of detail were present in his piano playing and although the
frailty of his physique, in his later years at least, withheld him from great

Sa Chen,

C

rystal prizewinner at the 12th Van Cliburn International Piano
Competition (2005), Sa Chen, has been called “a brilliant pianist”
by the prestigious pianist Emmanuel Ax. Her first major performance
took place in 1996, when she competed in the final of the prestigious

displays of rugged force at the keyboard, he prized, and demanded,
these resources in others when occasion required.”
Despite the enormous success of his Piano Concerto, Grieg remained
unsure of the score, and revised the work no less than seven times; the
last time being just a few weeks before his death. He carried out the most
striking alterations to the lyrical second theme of the first movement.
Originally, this had been given to the celli, but at the advice of Franz Liszt,
Grieg later gave it to the trumpet. In the end, he rectified this alteration.
For that matter, Liszt’s involvement with the concerto was quite
remarkable. In 1870, Grieg received a grant from the Norwegian government to travel to Rome to meet the great piano-virtuoso, who had
already praised Grieg’s Violin Sonata No. 1. Grieg took the score of the
Piano Concerto with him and asked Liszt to play through the work ‘à vue’.
The Norwegian wrote as follows in his diary: “ ‘Will you play?’ he asked,
and I made haste to reply: ‘No, I cannot,’ (you know I never practised it). Then
Liszt took the manuscript, went to the piano and said to the guests, with his
characteristic smile: ‘Very well then, I will show you that I also cannot.’ [...] In
the adagio, and still more in the finale he reached a climax, both as to his
playing and the praise he had to bestow. [...] In conclusion, he handed me
the manuscript, and said, in a peculiarly cordial tone: ‘Keep steady on; I tell
you, you have the capability, and do not let them intimidate you.’ This final
admonition was of tremendous importance to me; there was something

Leeds International Piano Competition aged only 16, with Sir Simon
Rattle conducting the City of Birmingham Symphony. The performance
was broadcast live on BBC Television, captivating audiences throughout
Britain. Since then, she has performed throughout Europe, China, Japan
and the United States.
Sa Chen was born in Chongqing, China. She began her musical
studies at the Sichuan Conservatory of Music with Dan Zhaoyi, later
continuing with him at the Shenzhen School of Arts. After listening to
her perform in 1994, Chinese President Jiang Zemin interviewed her
together with Dan Zhaoyi. Following her success in Leeds in 1996, she
was subsequently offered a scholarship to the Guildhall School of Music
and Drama, London, where she studied with Joan Havill and obtained a
master’s degree in performance. Later, she also studied with Arie Vardi
at the “Hochschule für Musik und Theater” in Hanover, and is now living
in Germany.
Sa Chen won the first of many major awards and honours at the
age of 14, when she received first prize at the 1994 China International
Piano Competition. Winning fourth prize two years later at the Leeds
International Piano Competition 1996, as the youngest contestant in
the competition, marked the beginning of Sa Chen’s international career.
This was followed by a number of other awards, the most prestigious
of which was at the 14th International Chopin Piano Competition in

in it that seemed to give it an air of sanctification. At times, when disappointment and bitterness are in store for me, I shall recall his words, and
the remembrance of that hour will have a wonderful power to uphold me
in days of adversity.”
Grieg also described a special moment at the end of the concerto:
“In the very last measures, when in the first triplets the first note is changed
in the orchestra from G sharp to G, while the piano part, in a mighty scale
passage, rushes wildly through the whole reach of the keyboard, he suddenly stopped, rose up to his full height, left the piano, and with great
theatrical strides and arms uplifted, walked across the large cloister hall,
at the same time literally roaring the theme. When he got to the G in question he stretched out his arms imperiously and exclaimed: ‘G,G, not G sharp!
Splendid! That is the real Swedish Banko!’ [= punch].”

October 2000, when she received the Best Polonaise Performance Award
as well as the overall Fourth Prize. Her Crystal award at the 12th Van
Cliburn International Piano Competition established her reputation of
one of the most outstanding pianists in the world today, and also made
her the only pianist in history to have been awarded in all three top
piano competitions.
As a soloist, Sa Chen has performed with many celebrated conductors, such as Semyon Bychkov, Edo de Waart, Sir Simon Rattle,
Leonard Slatkin and James Conlon. She has received invitations from
many orchestras, including: the WDR Symphony Orchestra, City of
Birmingham Symphony, Camerata Salzburg, Warsaw Philharmonic,
Israel Philharmonic, Strasbourg Philharmonic, China Philharmonic, China
National Symphony Orchestra, Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, Polish
National Radio Symphony Orchestra, Fort Worth Symphony Orchestra,
Bern Symphony Orchestra, Latvian National Symphony Orchestra, Hong
Kong Philharmonic Orchestra, Singapore Symphony Orchestra, as well

as the Takács Quartet.
Her solo recitals have taken Sa Chen to many U.S. and European
music centres, including Washington D.C. (Kennedy Center), London
(Barbican Centre, Wigmore Hall, Purcell Room and Cadogan Hall), Warsaw
(Philharmonic Hall), Milan (the Salla Verdi), Berlin (Broadcast Hall), Zurich
(Tonhalle) and Boston (Boston Symphony Hall). Sa Chen has also given
concerts in the United States (her U.S. début took place in April 2002),
Canada, Asia (including Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Tokyo), Israel (in Tel
Aviv) and Australia (Sydney Opera House).
Sa Chen tours regularly in Japan, where she has also performed in
the prestigious Tokyo series “The 100 Great Pianists of the Twentieth
Century”. During the 2003-2004 season, she was invited as performance
partner by renowned violinist Gidon Kremer to various festivals.
She appeared in In the heart of music and Encore!, film documenta-

ries about the 2005 Van Cliburn Competition which aired on PBS stations
across the United States in early October 2005. Gramophone magazine
chose Sa Chen as its featured artist for the launch of its Chinese edition. A
documentary about her, produced by RTHK, was telecast on Hong Kong
satellite TV network and CCTV.
Sa Chen’s début disc “Chopin Impression” was released in 2003 on
the JVC label, and her second CD in the autumn of 2005 on the Harmonia
Mundi label. In the summer of 2008, she signed a long-term, exclusive
contract with PentaTone Classics.
For more information, please visit Sa Chen’s official website: www.
chen-sa.com.
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awrence Foster has been Music Director of the Gulbenkian Orchestra
in Lisbon since 2002.
Highlights with this orchestra to date have included Beethoven
Piano Concerto cycles with Evgeny Kissin in Madrid, Munich and Berlin
in 2005; a project with Hélène Grimaud in 2006 in Paris, Amsterdam and
Madrid and German tours with Arcadi Volodos and Lang Lang in 2007.
Starting from the 2009/10 season he will also become Music
Director of the Orchestre et Opéra National de Montpellier. Other Music
Directorships have been with the Barcelona Symphony Orchestra, the
Aspen Music Festival and School, the Jerusalem Symphony Orchestra,
the Houston Symphony Orchestra, the Lausanne Chamber Orchestra and
the Philharmonic Orchestra of Monte-Carlo.
Lawrence Foster is a prolific guest conductor. His engagements
include the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra, the Orchestre Nationale
de Lyon, the Deutsches Symphonie-Orchester Berlin, the Leipzig
Gewandhaus Orchestra, the Vienna Symphony, the Netherlands
Philharmonic Orchestra Amsterdam and the NDR Radio Orchestra
Hamburg.
He is also a passionate opera conductor conducting in major houses
throughout the world including the New York Metropolitan Opera, the
Royal Opera House Covent Garden, the Bastille in Paris and the Deutsche
Oper Berlin.
Born in Los Angeles to Romanian parents, Lawrence Foster has been
a major champion of the music of Georg Enescu. He served as Artistic
Director of the Georg Enescu Festival and his discography includes a
recording of Enescu’s “Oedipe”- featuring José van Dam and Barbara
Hendricks – awarded the prestigious “Grand Prix du Disque” from the
Académie Charles Cros. In 2005, to celebrate the Enescu anniversary,

a boxed set of works by Enescu, recorded by Lawrence Foster with the
orchestras of Monte-Carlo and Lyon, was released.
In 2003 Mr. Foster was decorated by the Romanian President for
services to Romanian music.

