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CHAN 10881 – AMERICAN WORKS FOR CELLO AND PIANO
American Works for Cello and Piano
The music on the present disc spans a fascinating period of some four decades, during which leading composers in the United States made strikingly varied contributions to the repertoire of chamber music for strings. The earliest piece in the collection, the Cello Sonata (1932) by Samuel Barber, for many years held the distinction of being the only modern work in its genre by a high-profile American composer. It is imbued with an intensely romantic spirit utterly different from the folk-tinged nationalism of contemporaneous music by Aaron Copland, represented here by arrangements of two numbers from his popular cowboy ballet Billy the Kid (1938). The highly original and technically demanding Cello Sonata (1948) by Elliott Carter and the idiosyncratic Sonata for Solo Cello (1955) by George Crumb were worlds apart from the traditional vein of Barber’s piece, and both marked watershed moments in the stylistic development of two of the most imaginative and distinctive creative voices of their time. Lastly, the ‘Meditations’ by Leonard Bernstein – arrangements of movements from his large-scale music-theatre piece Mass (1971) – offer a contrast between searing melancholy and moments of jazzy dynamism, typical of the heady stylistic eclecticism of this most energetic of American musical mavericks.
Barber: Sonata for Cello and Piano, Op. 6
Samuel Barber (1910 – 1981) dedicated his Cello Sonata to his composition teacher Rosario Scalero, with whom he had been studying at Philadelphia’s Curtis Institute for seven years by the time he composed the work in 1932. Scalero, although Italian by birth, was a staunch admirer of solid Austro-German musical structures and had a particular fondness for Brahms, whose stylistic influence on Barber in these early years is perceptible throughout the sonata. The choice of C minor as the home key for the work is also symptomatic of Barber’s rather traditional romantic leanings, as this tonality had long been associated with Beethoven and Brahms in their most passionate moods.
Barber had decided to compose the sonata after visiting Italy in 1931 and playing cello sonatas by both Beethoven and Brahms with Domenico Menotti, the elder brother of the composer Gian Carlo Menotti (with whom Barber was to live for most of his adult life). Returning to the same location, Cadegliano, the following summer, Barber began work on the score and Domenico persuaded the principal cellist of Milan’s La Scala orchestra to try it through and offer practical advice. Back in the United States in the autumn, Barber also benefitted from the guidance of the cellist Orlando Cole, whom he described in a personal inscription on Cole’s copy of the published score as ‘physician at the birth of this Sonata’. After playing the piece at the Art Alliance in Philadelphia, Cole and Barber gave the official premiere on 5 March 1933 at a concert presented by New York’s League of Composers.
Among the sonata’s many later performances, Barber particularly admired the interpretation by Felix Salmond with the pianist Ralph Berkowitz on account of the dramatic flair they brought to music which many commentators continued to find rather old-fashioned and Eurocentric in its aesthetic outlook. (Berkowitz also made two recordings of the work with Gregor Piatigorsky, in 1947 and 1956.) One anonymous critic, writing in the New York Herald Tribune in 1937, detected traces of the influence of Debussy, Elgar, and Sibelius on the music, but concluded that the piece was
a most heartening work in a time when an unaffectedly romantic outlook is considered in some quarters tantamount to retrogression,
and declared it to be

without any of the intellectual striving after originality which is characteristic of most of the efforts of our younger moderns.

Carter: Sonata for Cello and Piano

‘Intellectual striving after originality’ was certainly the creative impulse behind the extraordinary Cello Sonata by Elliott Carter (1908 – 2012). After composing a series of early works in a refined brand of neoclassicism, the last of which was the Stravinsky-influenced ballet The Minotaur (1947), Carter broke significant new stylistic ground with the cello piece, which was composed in the second half of 1948. The sonata was written for Bernard Greenhouse, later well known as one of the founder members of the celebrated Beaux Arts Trio, who at this time had just completed two years studying with Pablo Casals (having previously been a pupil of Salmond’s). Greenhouse gave the first performance of Carter’s sonata with Anthony Makas in Town Hall, New York on 27 February 1950.
While its sometimes flamboyantly rhetorical third movement continued to reflect the composer’s interest in the music of the baroque era, the rest of the sonata leaves traditional notions of texture well behind. The scherzo-like second movement, which was initially intended to be the first movement and was the first section of the piece to be composed, engages with the jazzy syncopations and echoes of popular styles favoured by some of Carter’s contemporaries – and also found in the music of Charles Ives, which Carter knew intimately – but does so in the context of a notably original harmonic language. The first, third, and fourth movements are early experiments in what Carter termed ‘temporal modulation’ (alternatively called ‘metric modulation’ by some analysts), a process by which the pulse lengths in successive sections are related proportionally. This idea was the result of Carter’s deep concern with the way in which musical events are projected through time, a parameter of composing which Carter felt had been unaccountably neglected even by the boldest modernist composers whom he otherwise admired. But the most striking aspect of the piece is the frequent independence of the cello and piano parts, a novel approach to duo writing arising from the composer’s strategy of developing material through oppositions of instrumental characters rather than by conventional theme-based techniques.

Copland: Waltz and Celebration from ‘Billy the Kid’
Aaron Copland (1900 – 1990) composed Billy the Kid to a commission from Lincoln Kirstein for the American Ballet Caravan, and the piece was inspired by the exploits of the famous outlaw and folk hero William Bonney. The score is one of the best illustrations of Copland’s desire to achieve a musical style of natural simplicity and popular accessibility, and the ballet’s music has maintained a secure place in the orchestral repertoire since the first production in Chicago in October 1938, when the choreographer Eugene Loring danced the title role.
The homespun quality of the folk and cowboy music emulated in the score made some of the ballet’s individual dances ideally suited for transcription for stringed instruments. The ‘Waltz and Celebration’ pairing exists in both a violin version prepared by Louis Kaufman and in the cello arrangement recorded here, which was made by Copland himself, with editorial assistance from Piatigorsky; these popular items were also arranged by the composer for small orchestra. The ‘Waltz’ is danced by Billy and his sweetheart, and the drunken ‘Celebration’ follows the capture of Billy after a fierce gun battle with his pursuers.
Crumb: Sonata for Solo Cello
George Crumb (b. 1929) came from a family of musicians, and domestic music-making was a crucially important part of his upbringing. His mother, Vivian, was an accomplished cellist, and his Sonata for unaccompanied cello was dedicated to her. Dating from towards the end of his student days, the piece was composed in the autumn of 1955 during his tenure of a Fulbright Fellowship at the Berlin Hochschule für Musik (where he continued his studies under Boris Blacher). Over the immediately preceding years, the composer had already produced a steady succession of works for other stringed instruments, including a String Trio (1952), Viola Sonata (1953), and a String Quartet (1954). The Cello Sonata, which was Crumb’s first piece to be published, was first performed on 15 March 1957 at Ann Arbor, Michigan by Camilla Doppmann, who edited the solo part.
In spite of the boldly original tonal language of the sonata, which in places owes a clear debt to the example of Béla Bartók and makes extensive use of scale patterns which alternate either semitones and minor thirds (hexatonic) or semitones and whole tones (octatonic), its three-movement structure reflects several influences from baroque and classical practices. The outer movements are in the traditionally rather free formats of ‘Fantasia’ and ‘Toccata’, but their content is organised into ternary patterns, while the central movement is a set of three variations (plus coda) on a lilting pastoral theme reminiscent of a siciliana. The melody itself follows the conventional binary form of baroque and classical themes, even down to the inclusion of repeat marks. The writing for cello is brilliantly idiomatic throughout the sonata, and the composer shows his careful attention to fine technical detail (again recalling Bartók) by his specification of no fewer than four different ways of playing the rich pizzicato chords which open the ‘Fantasia’.
Bernstein: Three Meditations from ‘Mass’ 
Leonard Bernstein (1918 – 1990) composed Mass: a theatre piece for singers, players and dancers for the opening of the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC in 1971. The work provoked a storm of controversy for its ironic dramatisation of the Catholic Church’s most sacred Latin ritual by interrupting its flow with ‘tropes’ – vocal numbers invoking modern, popular styles, and with English lyrics – which offered a sometimes decidedly uncomfortable commentary on the content of the liturgy. At certain appropriate points in the dramatic structure, for example after the Celebrant invites the congregation to pray, the score includes ‘meditations’ in the shape of deeply reflective interludes. Bernstein arranged three such passages for cello and orchestra in 1977 for the inaugural concert of Mstislav Rostropovich as music director of the National Symphony Orchestra, the composer himself conducting the premiere with the great Russian cellist in the same venue where the original stage show had been launched. In the following year, Bernstein published a further arrangement of the Meditations for cello and piano, two of which had already been performed (by Stephen Kates) in this form back in 1972.
In Mass, the first Meditation comes immediately before the Gloria, following a pair of vernacular tropes commenting ironically on the ‘Confiteor’, which include rock and blues singers. The music of the Meditation was originally scored for intense strings and organ, with the occasional dash of stark percussion, and its seriousness therefore comes as the greatest possible contrast to the dynamic and cynical pop-style material preceding it. The second Meditation is located between the Gloria and the Epistle, and comprises four variations on the chromatic theme from the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which asks, ‘Ihr stürzt nieder, Millionen?’ (Have you been cast down, O multitudes?). Finally, Meditation No. 3 in the cello trilogy is completely different from the short movement with this title in Mass, and is instead a compendium of a cadenza-like solo passage (originally performed by solo wind instruments), an infectiously cheerful folk dance (‘In nomine Patris’), and a diatonic ‘Prayer for the Congregation’.
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