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avant garde music over ‘traditionalists’ such as himself. In a letter to Fanfare Magazine in 
1981, Muczynski contended, “During the 1960s and ’70s it was difficult for a composer 
such as myself to speak out without being accused of ‘sour grapes’ or ‘old hat’. If you 
didn’t embrace the favored trends of the day it was a virtual shut-out — especially in 
the university circles where theorists delighted and salivated over the ‘new notation’ via 
graphs, charts, and diagrams of every sort.” Nevertheless, the composer pressed forward 
without changing his fundamental style. In his obituary to Muczynski, Walter Simmons 
echoed this: “An overview of his output reveals how little Muczynski’s style changed 
over the course of four decades… Yet what is most remarkable is how consistently high 
was the quality of its thematic material, its expressive content, and its workmanship, so 
that the music continues to sound fresh and imaginative, with little sense of redundancy.” 
Some may call Muczynski’s music traditionalist or conventional, but there is no arguing 
his music is truly authentic, expressive, invigorating, and meticulously crafted. 
 While the flute, saxophone, clarinet, cello, and chamber works of the composer 
have enjoyed numerous recordings on labels such as Centaur Records, Albany Records, 
and Naxos Classical, the piano compositions have received little attention outside of the 
composer’s own two volume CD set published in 2000 by Laurel Records. My aim with 
this project is to change that and bring some of his piano music out of the shadows. The 
complete piano sonatas featured on this recording are all at once wonderfully pianistic 
and utterly profound. This is not to say there aren’t moments of lightness or divertment, 
but listening to all three in succession can be an intense experience for the listener. 
Although the three sonatas span three different decades of the composer’s output, the 
Muczynski “fingerprint” can be traced through all. If anything, one will notice how the 
sonatas evolve and mature in musical material and formal structure as the composer  
himself matures through time. The first sonata being youthfully energetic and emotional; 
the second sonata serious and grandiose; and the third sonata pastoral in character and 
tightly woven. 
 Credit must be given to the brilliant one-stop resource for everything Muczynski 
piano sonata related, which is Dr. Valerie Cisler’s doctoral dissertation, “The Piano 

THE COMPOSER

20th century American composer Robert Muczynski (1929-2010) has garnered national 
and international recognition for his compositions, which have been heard throughout the 
world with performances in the major cities of Europe, Australia, Asia, and the United 
States. His orchestral and chamber music has been featured at prestigious concert halls, 
such as Lincoln Center, Kennedy Center, Orchestra Hall in Chicago, and the Wigmore 
Hall in London. His compositions have received numerous awards and accolades, includ-
ing top prize at the Concours International Composition Competition as well as commis-
sions and required repertoire for high-profile international piano competitions such as the 
Gina Bachauer Piano Competition and International Piano Festival and Competition at 
the University of Maryland.
 Born in Chicago to parents of Polish and Slovak descent, Muczynski pursued music 
studies at DePaul University with Walter Knupfer in piano and Alexander Tcherepnin in 
composition. Muczynski was quite fond of his composition teacher once saying, “My won-
derful teacher, Tcherepnin, to whom I owe everything… If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be 
in this business.” He dedicated both his Six Preludes and First Piano Sonata to his beloved 
teacher. Muczynski made his Carnegie Hall debut in 1958 as well as performing his Piano 
Concerto no. 1 with Chicago Symphony the same year. In collaboration with his dear friend 
and film producer, Harry Atwood, Muczynski began composing film scores during the early 
1960s, which blossomed into nine different film scores. The composer spent some time in 
Europe during the summer of 1961 studying again with Tcherepnin, while also soaking 
up influences and acquiring accolades, namely the top prize in the Concours International 
Composition Competition for his Sonata for Flute and Piano. Soon after, Muczynski took 
an appointment as composer-in-residence in 1965 at the University of Arizona in Tucson, 
where he spent the remainder of his professional career. 
 While at the University of Arizona, Muczynski was frustrated by the push to com-
pose more avant garde and experimental music. It was his feeling that universities, in 
particular, privileged composers steeped in the trends of electronic music, serialism, or 
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Second Piano Sonata, Opus 22 (1965-66)
Muczynski dedicated his second sonata to pianist-composer and colleague Richard Faith, 
who premiered the work at the University of Arizona, Tucson, in 1967. Muczynski 
described the sonata in the liner notes of his own recording as, “... the most ambitious of 
my three piano sonatas in terms of dimension, variety of content and technical demands.” 
The work is cast in four movements and is demonstrative of the ‘grand manner’ percus-
sive-style piano sonata frequented by composers of the 20th century. Conforming to sona-
ta-allegro form, the first movement is brooding in character and utilizes two prevailing 
themes, which take on multiple transformations throughout the work. The second move-
ment provides a reprieve from the serious and dramatic nature of the other movements, 
presenting a beautiful melodic line and airy, staccato ostinato accompaniment pitted 
against an irregular 4 + 3 meter. Of the third movement, Muczynski explains, “While the 
outer movements required months to write, the third movement Molto Andante came to 
me in a matter of just three days. However, such breakthroughs occur infrequently.” The 
movement opens with a somber chorale-like theme, which inevitably relinquishes itself to 
highly dramatic and thickly textured outbursts. The final movement of sonata features the 
incessant rhythmic feel of a toccata, while also making use of imitative counterpoint. The 
second sonata has been performed across the world and featured in a number of high-pro-
file international piano competitions, including the 5th International Piano Competition 
in Sydney, Australia where it was unanimously voted Best Contemporary Composition. 

Third Piano Sonata, Opus 35 (1973-74)
Completed in 1974, Muczynski’s third sonata has enjoyed much popularity among 
pianists. The work features a tighter and leaner form than its predecessors, yet contains 
equal, if not more, expressive power. Cast in three movements, the first movement is a 
decisive departure from the first movements of the previous sonatas, taking on a more 
pastoral character and a thinner texture. While the opening movement does utilize sonata-
allegro form, Muczynski heightens the form by merging the otherwise independent lyrical 
primary theme and expressive secondary theme into one contrapuntal climax towards 

Sonatas of Robert Muczynski” (1993). Within, she provides in depth analyses of each 
sonata as well as pertinent contextual information and direct quotes from the composer. 
Dr. Cisler was in close contact with Muczynski during the writing of her dissertation, 
making the publication all that more relevant and useful. This document was a vital 
resource for my own learning of the sonatas and I hope that future performers will also 
utilize its contents. 

THE MUSIC

First Piano Sonata, Opus 9 (1955-57)
Muczynski’s first sonata was written for his New York debut at Carnegie Hall in 1958. 
Although the work sometimes reveals the composer’s youth, Muczynski’s manipulation 
of themes and comfortable grasp of keyboard sonority are noteworthy in this early sonata. 
The sonata is cast in two movements featuring a dramatic and spacious first movement 
and a vivacious second movement with shifting meter and accents. Originally composed 
in three movements, Muczynski felt the slow second movement unnecessary and pub-
lished the work in 1976 without it. Muczynski said of the sonata, “I felt that I needed 
to present a work of substance that was at the same time a display piece… the piano 
writing over all is scaled to virtuoso proportions.” Shunning the conventional sonata-
allegro form, the first movement features a sectional form, alternating between slow and 
fast music. The composer describes the opening movement as having a “grim cast” and, 
indeed, the music is highly emotional and displays a broad range of mood and texture. 
The movement is unified by two themes (the first appearing in the opening measures) 
that permeate the work through repetition and thematic transformation. The relentlessly 
propulsive second movement takes on a loose rondo form and serves to balance out the 
first movement through a boisterous, carefree, and playful character. 
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sented several times at the MTNA National Conference, as well as the MTNA Collegiate 
Chapter Piano Pedagogy Symposium and the National Group Piano and Piano Pedagogy 
Forum. He has been published in Clavier Companion and the MTNA E-Journal. 
 Zach has held teaching positions at Wittenberg University and the University of 
Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music, and served as Assistant Administrative 
Director of the CCM Prague International Piano Institute for the summers of 2011 and 
2012. Zach is an active member of Music Teachers National Association at both the 
national and state level and was the Directing Coordinator and Planner of the 2ndMTNA 
Collegiate Chapter Piano Pedagogy Symposium in 2012. He subsequently served on the 
MTNA Collegiate Chapter Piano Pedagogy Symposium Steering Committee for two 
years. He currently serves the President of Kentucky Music Teachers Association. Zach 
received his master’s and doctoral degrees in Piano Performance from the University of 
Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music and his bachelor’s degree from the University 
of Colorado at Boulder. Former teachers include Eugene and Elisabeth Pridonoff, Doris 
Lehnert, and Robert Spillman. He is currently Associate Professor of Piano at Western 
Kentucky University and resides in Bowling Green, Kentucky with his lovely wife Jenny 
and two children, Asher Rhys and Cecilia Marie.

the end of the movement. Like the previous sonatas, Muczynski’s themes evolve and 
transform through this first movement. The second movement features a lilting 5/8 meter 
and assumes a scherzo-rondo hybrid form. While the movement begins in a subdued 
grazioso manner, Muczynski describes that, “... it soon changes, becoming portentous.” 
The third movement is packaged as two movements in one, with an expressive slow 
introduction that segues into a toccata finale. In this movement, the primary theme from 
the first movement resurfaces with a more ominous and dissonant color midway through, 
giving a cyclical feel to the whole sonata. The third sonata was selected as the required 
contemporary work for the 7th Annual Piano Festival and Competition at the University 
of Maryland in 1977.

—Zachary Lopes

THE PERFORMER

Zachary Lopes, DMA, is an active soloist and collaborative artist and has given perfor-
mances and master-classes across the United States, South America, and Europe. He was 
the winner of the University of Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music (CCM) Piano 
Concerto Competition and has received awards of distinction in the Schlern International 
Music Competition, the MTNA Northwest Regional Young Artist Competition, and the 
University of Colorado College of Music Honors Competition. He has been featured with 
his trio on CBS Sunday Morning’s “A Grand Plan for Pianos” and on WUOL Louisville 
Classical Radio as a soloist. Recent recording projects include the Bartok Sonata for Two 
Pianos and Percussion on Soundset Recordings and American Violin and Piano Sonatas 
on MSR Classics. Zach has given lectures and performances focusing on the piano 
sonatas of Muczynski at Louisiana State University, University of Louisiana Lafayette, 
University of Idaho, Transylvania University, Eastern Kentucky University, Blue Ridge 
Community College, WUOL Louisville Classical Radio, the Kentucky State Music 
Teachers Association Conference, and the 2017 Jazzit Festival in Feltre, Italy. He has pre-
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  First Piano Sonata, Op. 9
 1 Moderato [7:06]
 2 Allegro  [5:03]

  Second Piano Sonata, Op. 22
 3 Allegro - Andante con espressione - Allegro [6:52]
 4 Con moto, ma non tanto [2:04]
 5 Molto andante [5:01]
 6 Allegro molto [3:13]

  Third Piano Sonata, Op. 35
 7 Allegro moderato  [6:02]
 8 Allegro grazioso [2:47]
 9 Andante sostenuto - Allegro [4:36]

  Total Time = 42:44

 

COMPLETE PIANO SONATAS OP. 9, 22, & 35
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