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MaRC-anDRÉ HaMELin   
                 piano

Marc-André Hamelin is ranked 
among the elite of world pianists for 
his unrivaled blend of musicianship 
and virtuosity in the great works of 
the established repertoire, as well 
as for his intrepid exploration of the 
neglected music of the 19th and 
20th centuries.

The summer of 2015 included a return 
to the BBC Proms for the Ravel Left 
Hand piano concerto with François 
Xavier Roth, a work he repeats at 
the Colorado Music Festival. Recitals 
include the Ruhr Piano Festival, 
Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival, 
Rockport Chamber Music Festival, 
Cheltenham Music Festival, Festival 
Cully Classique, the International 
Keyboard Festival in New York City, 
Aspen Music Festival, and Wigmore 
Hall.

In 2015–2016, Hamelin performs 
with the London Philharmonic 
and Vladimir Jurowski at the Alte 
Oper Frankfurt (Liszt Totentanz and 
Rachmaninoff’s Paganini Variations) 
and again later in the season at the 
Royal Festival Hall for performances and 
recording of Rachmaninoff Concerto 
No. 3 and Medtner Concerto No. 2; 
tours North America in Liszt Concerto 
1 with the Budapest Festival Orchestra 
and Iván Fischer to Carnegie Hall, 
the Kennedy Center, and the Maison 
symphonique de Montréal; has a three 
part residency at the Muziekgebouw in 
Amsterdam; and debuts at the Teatro 
alla Scala with the La Scala Orchestra 
led by Jakob Hrusa.

Orchestral appearances in North 
America include Edmonton, Los 
Angeles Chamber, Manitoba, 
National Arts Centre, Quebec, 
San Diego, and Toronto Symphony 
Orchestras. In addition to the London 
Philharmonic, in Europe Hamelin 
appears with the Berlin Radio 
Symphony, the Hallé, the Lucerne 
Symphony, and the Orchestra della 
Svizzera Italiana in repertoire ranging 
from Mozart to Brahms, Ravel, and 
Messiaen.

In recital, he plays on the Keyboard 
Virtuoso series in Stern Auditorium at 
Carnegie Hall; also solo concerts 
for Chicago Symphony Presents, 
Cliburn Concerts, Spivey Hall, 
ProMusica Montreal, Music Toronto, 
and the Green Center in Sonoma. 
European recitals include Munich, 
DeSingel in Antwerp, Moscow 
State Philharmonic Society, Perugia, 
Heidelberg Festival, Bilbao, and the 
Salzburg Mozarteum.

Mr. Hamelin records exclusively for 
Hyperion Records. His most recent  
releases are a two-disc set of Mozart 
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Sonatas and the Shostakovich Piano 
Quintet with the Takács Quartet. 
He was honored with the 2014 
ECHO Klassik Instrumentalist of the 
Year (Piano) and Disc of the Year by 
Diapason Magazine and Classica 
Magazine for his three disc set of 
Busoni: Late Piano Music.

Other recent recordings include 
Debussy Images and Préludes, 
Book II, Haydn concertos with Les 
Violons du Roy and Bernard Labadie, 
three double-disc sets of Haydn 
sonatas; and an album of his own 
compositions, Hamelin: Études, 
which received a 2010 Grammy® 
nomination (his ninth) and a first prize 
from the German Record Critics’ 
Association. The Hamelin études are 
published by Edition Peters.

His Hyperion discography of over 
50 recordings includes concertos 

and works for solo piano by such 
composers as Alkan, Godowsky, 
and Medtner, as well as brilliantly 
received performances of Brahms, 
Chopin, Liszt, Schumann, and 
Shostakovich.

Born in Montreal and a resident of 
Boston, Marc-André Hamelin is the 
recipient of a lifetime achievement 
award from the German Record 
Critic’s Association. He is an Officer 
of the Order of Canada, a Chevalier 
de l’Ordre du Québec, and a member 
of the Royal Society of Canada.

Marc-André Hamelin will serve on 
the jury for the 2017 Van Cliburn 
International Piano Competition. 
He has also been commissioned 
to compose a new work for the 
Competition, to be performed by all 
30 competitors during the Preliminary 
Round.
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Sonata in D Major, K. 576
WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART
b. 1756 (Salzburg, Austria)
d. 1791 (Vienna, Austria) 

• Mozart’s last years were difficult, 
as his career had been stalling. 
Both he and his wife were beset 
by illness as well as financial 
difficulties when this sonata was 
written.

• Though much has been made 
of the fact that the sonata was 
intended to be easy for a 
princess still learning piano, this 
last piano sonata is often thought 
to be his most difficult.

In the spring of 1789, Mozart 
accompanied his patron Prince 
Lichnowsky on a trip to the court of 
Friedrich Wilhelm II in Berlin. These 
were difficult years for Mozart. 
His three final symphonies, written 
the summer before, had not been 
performed, and both he and his 
wife were beset by illness as well 
as the financial difficulties of the 
composer’s final years. On the way 
to Berlin, Mozart stopped at Leipzig, 
where he played Bach’s organ at the 
Thomaskirche and heard some of 
Bach’s choral music performed.

The story becomes cloudy once 
they arrived in Berlin. Legend has 
it that Mozart charmed the king 
and queen with his playing, and 
Friedrich Wilhelm, an amateur 
cellist, made the composer a gift 
of a gold box containing 100 
Friedrichsdor (Prussian gold coins) 

and commissioned six string quartets 
and six easy keyboard sonatas for 
his daughter, Princess Friederike. 
But there is no evidence that Mozart 
actually met the king in Berlin, and in 
fact it appears that Mozart—rebuffed 
at the court—made up the story of 
the commission to cover his failure 
there. He completed only three of the 
quartets, and these three—ironically 
known as the “King of Prussia” 
quartets—were eventually published 
without any dedication to the king.

Of the easy keyboard sonatas, he 
completed only one, the Sonata in D 
Major, K. 576, and it turned out to 
be his final piano sonata. Much has 
been made of the fact that the sonata 
intended for Princess Friederike is 
anything but easy, and its difficulty 
suggests that Mozart had abandoned 
any pretense of the royal dedication 
when he wrote this sonata; this is 
extraordinarily difficult music. 

The Allegro opens with a fanfare-
like figure that sounds as if it should 
be played by hunting horns rather 
than a piano. Many have heard 
the influence of Bach in this sonata’s 
outer movements, and certainly the 
development of the first movement 
makes ingenious contrapuntal use of 
the opening material. A graceful turn 
introduces the long flow of melody 
of the Adagio, which has been 
compared to the slow movement of 
Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet, written 
later the same summer. The brilliant 
Allegretto opens with a simple 
melody, but the development quickly 
grows complex, and soon canonic 
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writing and flying triplets dazzle the 
listener before bringing the sonata 
to a conclusion made particularly 
effective by its quiet suddenness.

Composed in 1789. Approximately 
14 minutes.

Images, Book II 
CLAUDE DEBUSSY
b. 1862 (Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France)
d. 1918 (Paris, France)  

• After years of struggle, Debussy 
had two major successes in 
the early 1900s: the opera 
Pelléas et Mélisande and the 
orchestra piece La Mer. With a 
new sense of orchestral sonority 
derived from these two works, 
Debussy returned to composing 
for piano. 

• While the individual pieces in 
Images have visual titles, the 
composer aims not for literal 
depiction of the title but for a 
refined projection of mood, a 
combination of title, rhythm, and 
sonority to create an evocative 
sound-world all its own. 

In the early years of the 20th 
century, Debussy’s piano music, 
already a miracle of subtlety and 
tone color, took on a new depth 
and sophistication. It may be 
possible to find reasons for this in 
the composer’s life. After years of 
struggle, Debussy—now in his early 
40s—had two significant successes: 
the opera Pelléas et Mélisande 
was produced in 1902, and the 

orchestral piece La Mer followed 
three years later. With these 
achievements behind him, and with 
a new sense of orchestral sonority 
derived from composing the opera 
and La Mer, Debussy returned to 
composing for piano. He produced 
the first book of Images in 1905, the 
second in 1907.

Audiences should both take the title 
Images seriously, and they should 
ignore it. It is true that some of these 
six individual pieces have visual 
titles and seem at first to proceed 
from the images they suggest. Yet 
Debussy’s intention here is much 
more subtle than mere tone-painting. 
He aims not for literal depiction of 
the title but for a refined projection 
of mood, a combination of title, 
rhythm, and sonority to create an 
evocative sound-world all its own. 
Debussy was quite proud of his 
achievement in this music. When he 
sent the first set off to his publisher, 
he wrote: “With no false vanity, I 
believe that these three pieces are a 
success and that they will take their 
place in the literature of the piano, 
on the left hand of Schumann, or the 
right hand of Chopin, as you like it.” 
Few would argue with that claim.

Book II of Images offers much greater 
complexity than its predecessor: it 
is written in three staves throughout 
and shows new attention to color. 
Cloches à travers les feuilles (“Bells 
Heard through Leaves”) is meant 
to suggest the sound of distant 
church bells heard through a forest 
on Halloween. It is marked by the 
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sonority of ringing bells and layers 
of sound at different dynamics; it is 
a sign of the refinement of Debussy’s 
thinking here that he asks that one 
passage sound “like an iridescent 
vapor.” Et la lune descend sur le 
temple qui fût (“And the Moon 
Descends on a Ruined Temple”) 
has a static quality, and some 
have heard in this steady chordal 
progression the play of light from 
the sinking moon over solitary ruins; 
that title, though, was suggested to 
Debussy by a friend after the piece 
was written. The entire work is at a 
very quiet dynamic, often at the level 
of pianississimo. 

The final piece, Poissons d’or 
(“Goldfish”), is another water-music 
piece, but with a difference: it was 
inspired not by actual goldfish but 
by a piece of Chinese lacquer 
with a goldfish on a shiny black 
background. Flashes of movement 
and color leap out from the rippling 
accompaniment.

Composed in 1907. Approximately 
15 minutes.

Variations on a Theme by Paganini
MARC-ANDRÉ HAMELIN 
b. 1961 (Montreal, Canada) 

The nature of my Paganini Variations 
is such that writing anything about 
them would inevitably spoil the fun 
and give many things away. I will 
only say, quite confidently, that if one 
looks at the many works that have 
used Paganini’s 24th Caprice over 
the years, this one definitely, for better 

or worse, breaks the mold! I had 
great pleasure in writing this piece, 
especially since, within a span of 
only about 10 minutes, it constantly 
tries to push the envelope as far as 
what may be esthetically acceptable!

–Note by Marc-André Hamelin

Composed in 2011. World premiere 
on August 22, 2011 at the 
Husum Festival of Piano Rarities in 
Husum, Germany by the composer.  
Approximately 10 minutes.

Sonata in B-flat Major, D. 960
FRANZ SCHUBERT 
b. 1797 (Vienna, Austria)
d. 1828 (Vienna, Austria) 

• Schubert composed three large-
scale piano sonatas barely eight 
weeks before his death in 1828. 
Though many works from this final 
year were recognized quickly as 
masterpieces, the piano sonata 
did not appear until 1838.

• Until Artur Schnabel championed 
them, the late sonatas mystified 
many. Today, the sonata has 
become one of the best-loved of 
all piano sonatas, with over 40 
recordings currently available. 

• It is dangerous to assume that 
a composer’s final works must 
be haunted by premonitions 
of death. Yet as Schubert’s 
condition worsened across the 
span of that final year, his music 
took on a depth and poignancy 
rare in his works.
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Schubert’s final year was dreadful. Ill 
for years, he went into steady decline 
in 1828 and died in November 
at the age of 31. Yet from those 
last months came a steady stream 
of masterpieces, and few of the 
achievements of that miraculous, 
agonizing year seem more 
remarkable than the composition of 
three large-scale piano sonatas in 
the month of September, barely eight 
weeks before his death. In the years 
following Schubert’s death, many of 
the works from this final year were 
recognized as the masterpieces they 
are, but the three piano sonatas 
made their way much more slowly. 

When they appeared in 1838, 
a decade after Schubert’s death, 
the publisher dedicated them to 
Schumann, one of Schubert’s greatest 
admirers, but even Schumann 
confessed mystification, noting with 
a kind of dismayed condescension 
that “Always musical and rich in 
songlike themes, these pieces ripple 
on, page after page . . .” Even as 
late as 1949, Schubert’s adoring 
biographer Robert Haven Schauffler 
could rate them “considerably below 
the level of the last symphonies and 
quartets, the String Quintet, and the 
best songs.” It took Artur Schnabel’s 
championing these sonatas to rescue 
them from obscurity, and today the 
last of them, the Sonata in B-flat 
Major, has become one of the best-
loved of all piano sonatas: the current 
catalog lists over 40 recordings.

It is dangerous to assume that a 
composer’s final works must be 

haunted by premonitions of death, as 
were Mahler’s and Shostakovich’s. 
And in fact, Schubert’s final works do 
not agonize in the way the Mahler 
Tenth or Shostakovich Fourteenth 
Symphonies do. But it remains true 
that as Schubert’s condition worsened 
across the span of that final year, his 
music took on a depth and poignancy 
rare in his works. It is hard not to 
hear in the beginning of the Sonata 
in B-flat Major a direct premonition of 
mortality. The Molto moderato begins 
simply with a flowing chordal melody 
of unusual expressiveness. But in the 
eighth measure comes a discordant 
trill deep in the left hand, and the 
music glides to a complete stop. 
The silence that follows (Schubert 
marks it with a fermata to be sure 
that it is prolonged) is one of the 
few genuinely terrifying moments in 
music. It is as if a moment of freezing 
terror has crept into this flow of gentle 
song. Out of the silence the theme 
resumes. Again the deep trill intrudes, 
but this time the music rides over it and 
continues. Claudio Arrau has spoken 
of this movement as one written “in 
the proximity of death,” and while 
this music is never tortured, it is some 
of the most expressive Schubert ever 
wrote. This is a long movement, full 
of the harmonic freedom that marks 
Schubert’s best music; it ends quietly 
in B-flat major with a chorale-like 
restatement of the main theme.

The Andante sostenuto is as moving 
as the first movement. The somber 
opening melody, in the unexpected 
key of C-sharp minor, proceeds darkly 
in the right hand, while the left hand 
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offers an unusual accompaniment 
that skips, almost dances, through 
a four-octave range, reaching up 
above the right hand’s melody. The 
middle section is of a nobility that 
might almost be called Brahms-ian, 
were that not absurd; perhaps it 
suggests why, a half-century later, 
Brahms admired Schubert’s music so 
much. By contrast, the quick-silvery 
Scherzo flashes across the keyboard 
with a main theme that moves easily 
between the pianist’s hands; at times 
the rhythms and easy flow make 
this seem more like a waltz than a 
scherzo. Schubert specifies that it 

should be played con delicatezza, 
and certainly its smooth modulations 
between A major and B-flat major are 
accomplished most delicately; the 
brief trio is enlivened by off-the-beat 
accents. The finale Allegro ma non 
troppo dances along its two main 
ideas. The writing is brilliant and 
once again full of harmonic surprises, 
but in the midst of all this sparkle one 
hears a wistfulness, an expressive 
depth that stays to haunt the mind 
long after the music has ended.

Composed in 1828. Approximately 
46 minutes. 
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