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  Three Lullabies for Two Pianos, Op. 76 (2001) [16:49]
 1 Con moto [5:30]
 2 Andante [6:01]
 3 Lento [5:17]

  Sonata for Two Pianos, Op. 117 (2012) [18:34]
 4 Lento—Piu mosso [5:21]
 5 Allegro moderato [3:47]
 6 Lento [5:26]
 7 Allegro—Piu mosso [3:57]

 8 Variations on a Theme by Mozart for Two Pianos, Op. 42 (1993) [17:47]

 9 Daydream and Nightmare for Two Pianos, Eight Hands, Op. 94 (2005) [5:16]
  Lowell Liebermann and William Hobbs, Piano II

  Jeffrey and Karen Savage, 88squared Piano Duo

  Total Time = 58:28                                                        World Premiere Recordings
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A CONVERSATION WITH LOWELL LIEBERMANN
Karen Savage (KS): The Three Lullabies are very dramatic pieces. Would you tell us about them?

Lowell Liebermann (LL): The Three Lullabies were commissioned by the Murray Dranoff International 
Two-Piano Competition held in Miami, and all eight final two-piano teams played it. In writing it, like a 
lot of my pieces, the title did not come first; I think I was quite a ways into the piece before I settled on 
Lullabies. The three pieces all share the same form of having a nocturne-like beginning and ending, with 
a much stormier center section.

KS: I’m interested in the fact that the title came after the music. Can you say more about this?

LL: When writing music, I don’t think of images or anything specific, or usually have any kind of extra-
musical idea for a piece. It’s really just about the notes and the manipulation of the notes, and the 
thematic integrity of what’s going on. Even with a piece like my Gargoyles I chose the title after it was 
mostly written. I like to think of writing music as using emotion the way an abstract painter uses color: 
for me it’s all very non-specific and more about the forms and interplay of harmony.

KS: What inspired you to create these works for two pianos? Is there something particularly interesting 
to you about this combination?

LL: In most cases, the specific impetus would be a commission, but apart from that, being a pianist 
myself, I’ve always enjoyed performing the two-piano repertoire. There isn’t a huge amount of repertoire 
for two pianos, so it was something that I wanted to add to and something that I enjoyed doing. 

KS: Are there any aspects of writing for two pianos that you find especially compelling? 

LL: Well, it’s a tricky thing because you’re dealing with a lot of notes between the twenty fingers, so one 
has to be very careful about balancing density and clarity in writing for them. There are some built-in 
problems in the medium, as there are in any instrumental combination. 

KS: Is writing for a piece like the Sonata for Two Pianos, with its virtuosity and counterpoint, a challenge?

 THE COMPOSER
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KS: I know there is an orchestral version, an expanded version that you made a few years ago… 

LL: I had a commission for the 75th anniversary of the NHK Symphony in Tokyo, and I had always wanted 
to make an orchestration of that piece because I thought it was so orchestral, and also because the two-
piano version is so difficult that it is not performed that often. In doing the orchestral version I expanded 
a couple of the variations slightly, so the two versions are a little bit different. 

KS: You speak about the difficulty of your piano writing, but I find it quite idiomatic at the same time.

LL: Well, thank you. But you know the funny thing is that if you take the individual piano parts, I think they 
are no more difficult than, for instance, any of my solo works, but they become ten times more difficult 
when you have to play them in coordination with another pianist. 

KS: Yes. Finding the right balance and voicing, and coordinating.

LL: Exactly.

KS: What was the inspiration for Daydream and Nightmare?

LL: Daydream and Nightmare was commissioned by The Rivers School of Music in Weston, Connecticut, 
which has a wonderful annual seminar of contemporary music for young performers. So this was actually 
commissioned to be performed by very, very young performers. I think a couple of them were as young as 
eight or nine years old. Once more, this was a case where the title was chosen maybe not when the piece 
was finished, but certainly when I was well into composing it. The Nightmare part of it is a reworking 
of a then unpublished song (Op. 89) that I had written to a poem by Anthony Hecht called “Tarantula, 
or the Dance of Death,” a nightmarish text about the plague and death. I thought it was a very dramatic 
song and I liked the piano part very much, so I decided that I would rework it as a two-piano piece and 
then added the introduction which is the Daydream, which was entirely newly composed. The two-piano 
eight-hand piece actually then became the basis for my third piano concerto, for the second and third 
movements. So the musical material had a complicated gestation from a song, to a two-piano eight-hand 
piece, to my third piano concerto.

LL: It is a challenge, and it’s certainly a challenge for the performers too! One of the things listeners might 
not be so aware of is the problem that just the physical distance between the two performers sitting at 
two pianos creates. When you have a string quartet, for example, everybody is very close together and 
the communication is very immediate, but when you have two pianists separated with the two pianos in 
between that can become very tricky. So, as you know very well I’m sure, something like the very difficult 
and intricate counterpoint in the last movement of the Sonata becomes fiendishly difficult.

KS: Yes, but also enjoyable for the performer when you’re in the midst of that kind of exciting writing.

LL: I hope so. 

KS: Color-wise, what inspires you? Your colors and harmonies for piano are so beautiful. I’m thinking of 
the first and third movements of the Sonata and the Lullabies. Do certain instruments or genres influence 
your writing?

LL: As a pianist-composer, one can’t escape being influenced by the tremendous legacy of the great 
pianist-composers, and in discussing any of their music, one word that always crops up is orchestral. The 
piano is in a way the most orchestral of instruments where you can work with a seemingly infinite color 
palette, which is an interesting contradiction because, as you know, once the hammer hits the string, 
one can’t really alter the sound and yet somehow we can bring these different colors in to play. So, it’s 
certainly something that I’ve always been fascinated by and try to explore in my piano music, and of 
course by extension in my two-piano music.

KS: What led you to select the theme for Variations on a Theme by Mozart? (The theme is from the Act 
III Romanze from Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio.)

LL: I’ve always had a great love of opera, and of the Mozart operas I especially like the German ones. 
Abduction from the Seraglio was an opera I’ve known since I attended rehearsals of it as a 20-year-old in 
Munich. That little ditty that Pedrillo sings has always attracted me and it’s a handy theme for variations 
because it’s short and self-contained. It’s really no more than that. I liked the theme; I thought it would 
work well for variations, so that’s what I chose.



LL: It does shape my writing. I think is very important for a composer to keep in touch with the 
performing experience, just to remind oneself of even just the sheer physical joy of performing. I think it’s 
very important to keep the performer in mind. Piano is one of those instruments that a composer simply 
cannot write truly effectively for unless he can play it. A pianist can immediately tell piano music written 
by a non-pianist, just by the physical feel of it.

KS: I think that’s evident in your chamber music as well, such as in the flute sonata and other compositions 
with piano.

LL: I’m actually proud of the fact that a lot of flutists assume that I am a flute player because they say 
my music is so idiomatic, whereas I’ve actually never played flute in my life. But I do think that piano is 
one of the most difficult instruments to get away with that kind of thing. 

KS: I would attribute that to a lot of the popularity of your music, because not only audiences enjoy it, 
but also performers love to perform your works.

LL: Well, thank you. 

KS: So many of your works have been championed by major performers and have become standard 
repertoire. Do you have an idea of what factors might contribute to that?

LL: I think that question is better left to others to answer. All I can say is that it is my belief that music 
is above all a form of communication, and no matter how complex the idea is that one is trying to 
communicate, it’s the composer’s duty to communicate it as clearly and as honestly as possible. 

KS: Is there a jazz inspiration for the last movement fugue in the Sonata? Are you particularly drawn 
to jazz? 

LL: I certainly acknowledge that it is on the jazzy side. I don’t know that it was my specific intent, but 
what I find happening with my music is that almost every kind of music that I hear ends up influencing 
me, whether I like it or not. You just kind of carry these things around you and they seep into your music. 
So yes, I’m aware of a jazzy feel, but I don’t think it was something that I sat down to consciously create.

KS: I’m also thinking about the ragtime variation, and the other humorous interjections in the Mozart 
Variations.

LL: That is an instance where it was specifically intended. When you’re dealing with sectional variation, 
each of the variations is to a certain extent self-contained, and so you have more of a situation where 
they are like little vignettes, and yes, some of them are meant to be humorous. There is the ragtime 
variation as you mentioned, the last variation is a kind of chorale-fugal-apotheosis. Often with variations, 
as many other composers have done, I find myself referring to other styles or other forms within the 
individual variations.

KS: Yes, and then the overall organism becomes something much greater than that; there’s such a wide 
scope in styles and craftsmanship in that piece which goes so far beyond that.

LL: One of the challenges about writing variations is to create as much variety and contrast as possible, 
yet maintain the integrity of the material. That’s the fun part of it: to see how far off in different directions 
you can go and yet still manage to hold the piece together.

KS: Yes, that makes sense. You perform frequently as a pianist. How do you think that shapes your writing 
for the instrument?



William Hobbs 
Born in Austin, Texas, William Hobbs received his Bachelor’s 
degree in Piano Performance summa cum laude from the 
University of Colorado at Boulder, and a Master of Music in Piano 
Performance, Research and Literature from the Eastman School 
of Music. Mr. Hobbs works at many of the world’s major opera 
houses as conductor and coach, including the Opéra National 
de Paris, the Salzburg Festival, San Francisco Opera, Chicago 
Lyric Opera, Seattle Opera, Washington Opera and the Opéra 
de Monte-Carlo. Mr. Hobbs joined the Piano and Voice Faculty 
at Westminster Choir College in Princeton, New Jersey in Fall 
2010, and was appointed Assistant Professor effective Fall 2011.  
Mr. Hobbs is the Founder and Artistic Director of Opera Slavica, 
devoted to presenting full productions of masterworks from 

Russian, Czech and Polish composers. Opera Slavica’s 2012 production of Jenůfa received enthusiastic 
praise from Alan Kozinn (New York Times). Notable recent appointments include the Music Directorship 
of Opera America’s The Opera America Songbook Project in 2011. He made his professional conducting 
debut at Tri-Cities Opera in Binghamton, New York. Mr. Hobbs has devoted a large portion of his career to 
working with young singers and pianists. He has served on the faculty of the Aspen Opera Theater Center, 
the New National Theater in Tokyo, the CoOperative at Westminster Choir College, and as a staff coach at 
Juilliard, and was recently appointed to the Juilliard Faculty.

 THE PERFORMERS

88SQUARED 

Comprised of married pianists Jeffrey and Karen Savage, 
88SQUARED piano duo won first place at the 2009 Ellis Piano 
Duo Competition and was awarded the Abild Prize in American 
music. The duo won second prize and a Special Mention Award 
in the Two-Piano Division of Concours Grieg International Piano 
Competition in Oslo, Norway, where they performed with 
members of the Oslo Philharmonic. 88SQUARED was recently 
praised by Singapore’s The Straits Times for its performance of 
Liebermann’s new Sonata for Two Pianos, which was written 
for the duo; the national paper stated that “the fearless 
performance alone was worth the price of entry” and “the finale 
was a double fugue in perpetual motion theme that seemed 
almost impossible to play. In these secure hands, impossibility 

became not just reality, but totally pleasing music.” Active in commissioning and performing new works 
for piano duo, performances by 88SQUARED include those at Carnegie Hall’s Weill Hall, Lincoln Center, 
the Perlman Music Program, University of Nevada, Victoria Conservatory of Music (Canada), University 
of British Columbia Recital Series, and as featured performers at the national and state conferences 
of the National Federation of Music Clubs in D.C., Iowa, and Florida. 88SQUARED recently presented the 
international premieres of Lowell Liebermann’s Sonata for Two Pianos in Singapore, Canada, New York 
City, and Washington. Jeffrey and Karen both completed master’s and doctoral degrees at The Juilliard 
School. They both serve on the piano faculty at Washington State University.
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