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The history of music in America is very different
to a history of American music, a fact borne out
by this programme of piano sonatas written
between 1786 and 1944 by four American
composers. Each work is the first piano sonata
written by their respective creator. The stylistic
richness and formal diversity of the American
sonata literature are immediately apparent.
Reinagle’s and MacDowell’s sonatas are
American by virtue of their composers’
nationality (though a hundred years separate
them, the music is unmistakably and
unapologetically European in its harmonic
language), while those by Griffes and
Siegmeister reflect the myriad influences that
subsequently contributed to and shaped a
specific and distinct American musical voice.

The Sonata | in D major by Alexander
Reinagle (1756-1809) is the first piano sonata
ever composed in North America. Reinagle,
who shares the year of his birth with Mozart and
that of his death with Haydn, may rightly be
considered one of America's musical Founding
Fathers despite the fact that he was born in
Portsmouth, England. His father was a
professional Hungarian musician, his mother
was Scots which may explain why he received
his musical training in Edinburgh. His teacher
was the composer-organist Raynor Taylor
(1747-1825) who, like Reinagle, would later
emigrate to the United States (the two men
were destined to meet and collaborate again
much later in Philadelphia).

Around 1780, Reinagle moved to
London where he became a member of the
Society of Musicians, and published his first
chamber music and keyboard works. Six years
later, he immigrated to America. Following a
brief period in New York, he settled in
Philadelphia where he soon became a
prominent figure, performing as pianist and
singer, reviving the then defunct series of 'City
Concerts', and giving music lessons to
members of the leading families (among others,
to George Washington's adopted daughter
Nellie Custis). Reinagle composed light operas,
overtures, incidental music, and songs for
several plays; he also orchestrated scores by
other composers and conducted the local
theatre orchestra, which in its time was
renowned for the quality of its musicians.
Except for rare concert tours to New York
(1788) and Boston (1792), Reinagle mostly
divided his activities between Philadelphia and
Baltimore, where he died.



The three Sonatas for the Piano Forte
(in D, E, and C major), known today as the
Philadejphia Sonatas, were probably composed
shortly after Reinagle's arrival in 1786. The
composer played them repeatedly in public
performances during the late 1780s and early
1790s. Although Reinagle's style shows the
influences of Haydn, Clementi and his friend
C.P.E. Bach, the Philadelphia Sonatas are
regarded as the composer's finest and most
original. These are the works that have kept
their musical freshness and melodic charm over
a span of almost two and a half centuries.
Sonata | is atypical in that it lacks a slow
second movement, thus deviating from the
customary Allegro-Andante-Allegro pattern.

Edward MacDowell’s Sonata No. 1, Op. 45
(‘“Tragica’) was composed slightly more than
one hundred years later and takes us from the
realm of early classical lightness into the darker
world of late romantic music. After Louis
Moreau Gottschalk, MacDowell (1861-1908)
was the first American-born composer to
achieve international renown. His fame rests on

his piano works, primarily on the Piano
Concerto No. 2 and his ‘American’ cycles of
short character pieces such as Woodland
Sketches (1896), Fireside Tales, and New
England laylls (both 1902). Though less widely
played and not as well known, his four piano
sonatas stand apart. In the opinion of William S.
Newman ( 74e Sonata Since Beethoven,
University of North Carolina Press, 1969), they
‘easily outrank any other U.S. sonatas
produced before World War 1°.

The Sonata Tragica was composed in
1893. Admittedly, a discernible ‘American’
flavour is still absent; nevertheless its deep
sadness and profound beauty make this sonata
one of MacDowell's greatest masterworks.
Besides, MacDowell himself once stated that
‘nationalism, so called, is merely an extraneous
thing that has no part in pure art’. Indeed, it is
somewhat ironic in the present context, that
MacDowell should have so vehemently disliked
being described as ‘an American composer’. In
1904, for instance, having heard that the
conductor Felix Mottl was to mount a concert of
music by American composers, MacDowell,
without knowing which or, indeed, if any of his
music had been chosen by Mottl, wrote a letter
denouncing the concert and insisting that
should his name and any of his works appear
on the programme they should be instantly
removed.

European trained, it was only in his
later years that MacDowell gradually discovered
American folk tunes (and, for a brief period of
time, the music of American Indians) as an
occasional source of inspiration. However, he
never became a collector of folk songs in the
way of Ralph Vaughan Williams in England,



Joseph Canteloube in France, or Bela Bartdk in
Hungary. ‘What we must arrive at,” pronounced
MacDowell, ‘is the youthful optimistic vitality
and the undaunted tenacity of spirit that
characterizes the American man. That is what |
see echoed in American music.’

MacDowell himself introduced the
Sonata tragica to the public, first playing the
third movement in Boston 1892, the year before
publication. Most early reactions to the work,
Newman tells us, were ‘highly favourable; but
some found too conscious an obligation to
“sonata form” in MacDowell’s first such effort.’

The sole Sonata by Charles Griffes (1884~
1920) would seem to have little in common with
any of those by MacDowell except for its
nomenclature and the fact that the composer
premiered the work on 26 February 1918, ata
concert dedicated entirely to his works,
sponsored by the MacDowell Club of New York.
The Sonata marked the beginning of the
composer's ‘modern’ period.

Griffes has often been labeled an
‘American impressionist’ but this is a misleading
simplification. After receiving his initial musical

education in his hometown of Elmira, N.Y., he
left for Germany in 1903 to continue his studies
in Berlin, returning to the U.S. four years later.
Not surprisingly, his early works are inspired, at
least to a certain extent, by the music of
Richard Strauss and Engelbert Humperdinck
(who was one of his teachers in Berlin).
However, around 1911 Griffes began to
abandon the late romantic style and started to
experiment with contemporary techniques of
composition. Accordingly, musicologists have
divided the remaining years of Griffes' short life
into three periods: ‘impressionist’ (1911-1916),
‘oriental’ (1916-1917), and ‘modern’ (1917-
1919). Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that
Griffes, while absorbing all these elements, was
such an eminently creative and idiosyncratic
musician that he never succumbed to any
fashionable trends set by other composers of
his time, and was able to blend these elements
into his unique personal style.

In the opinion of many commentators,
Griffes' Sonata is among the finest and most
original works of this genre ever written. The
pianist Rudolf Ganz proclaimed it ‘the finest
abstract work in American piano literature’,
while the composer-critic Virgil Thomson
described it as ‘shockingly original’. Though
written in three movements (Feroce,
Tranquillamente, Allegro vivace), these are
tightly connected, making its performance a
quasi one-movement piece. Unlike most of
Griffes’ earlier piano compositions, the Sonata
is absolute music without a poetic programme
or descriptive title.

The premiere resulted in several
reviews that were outright negative or, at best,
cautiously supportive: ‘The sonata, after ten



minutes of wandering...ends without any
disclosure of beauty or tangible invention’
[Musical America, March 9, 1918]; ‘The
sonata...breaks completely away from
convention and belongs frankly to a field of
endeavor that must be called experimental’

[ 7he Musical Leader, March 7, 1918].
Professional music critics may have been
puzzled by the work initially, but this was to
change soon. Beginning in 1918, Griffes began
to have his first public successes as a
composer. Many important premieres of his
works took place in 1918 and 1919. Tragically,
he died from pneumonia in April 1920, just a
little over a year after he began to receive
nationwide recognition.

The final sonata of our programme, written a
quarter of a century later, is the American
Sonata by Elie Siegmeister (1909-1991).
Although Siegmeister, like his contemporaries
Aaron Copland and Virgil Thompson, studied
composition with Nadia Boulanger in Paris, he
also received a substantial portion of his
musical education in America, graduating from
Columbia University aged 18 with a degree in
music theory before continuing his studies at
the Julliard School with Albert Stoessel and

Wallingford Riegger. After his return to New
York from Paris, he became very active as a
composer, educator, author of handbooks on
music, and in his later life, held many prominent
positions in musical and cultural organizations.
His substantial output as a composer comprises
nine operas, chamber music, choral works,
song cycles, and more than 30 symphonic
works (including eight symphonies) that were
performed by renowned conductors such as
Leopold Stokowski, Arturo Toscanini, Dmitri
Mitropoulos, Maurice Abravanel, and Lorin
Maazel. He also composed film scores for
Hollywood and incidental music for Broadway
plays.

Siegmeister's piano works include five
sonatas. His first, the American Sonata, was
written in 1944, during a period in which he was
deeply interested in American folk music. In the
year before, he had written his orchestral Ozark
Set, and in 1945 Arturo Toscanini would
successfully premiere Siegmeister's Western
Suite. Both works are based on popular
themes, and the American Sonatathat he wrote
in between was, in the composer's own words,
‘...an American panorama, blending jazzy and
folk-like themes with purely classical form’.

Using the traditional three-movement
sonata scheme, Siegmeister’s first movement
emanates a feeling of energetic exultation,
while the second, slower movement, incorpo-
rates quotations from several early American
folk songs, most notably the African-American
protest song Sistern and Brethren. The final
movement initially returns to the rhythmic and
energetic mood of the first, before introducing a
contrasting, beautifully melodic, second theme.
Of the five piano sonatas that Siegmeister was



to write, the Americanis certainly the most
direct and appealing, to which the listener finds
instant emotional access.

©Jeremy Nicholas May 2016, based on original
programme notes by Thomas Nickelsen for
Cecile Licad's recital in Philadelphia, 11
November 2015

Cecile Licad

Called ‘a pianist's pianist’ by 7#e New Yorker,
Cecile Licad's artistry is a blend of daring
musical instinct and superb training. Her playing
displays a combination of qualities seldom
found in the musical world of today: musical
passion, artistic integrity, spontaneity, and a
highly developed skill of amalgamating
sometimes unusual, rarely-played compositions
into extremely impressive recital programmes.

Born in Manila, she had her first piano
lessons with her mother when she was three
years old. At the age of seven she made her
first public appearance, playing the solo part of
a Beethoven concerto. When she was 12, she
moved to the United States where her natural
talent was honed at the Curtis Institute of Music
by three of the greatest performer/pedagogues
of our time: Rudolf Serkin, Seymour Lipkin and
Mieczyslaw Horszowski. This was followed by
five more years of private studies with Rudolf
Serkin.

She made her professional debut at
the age of 19 at the Tanglewood Festival with
the Boston Symphony Orchestra and Seiji
Ozawa. The following year she won the
prestigious Leventritt Gold Medal, one of the

youngest musicians ever to do so. Since then,
Cecile Licad has been giving solo recitals all
over the world and has appeared as soloist with
numerous American, European, and Asian
orchestras. She has performed with conductors
such as Claudio Abbado, Kurt Masur, Zubin
Mehta, André Previn, Mstislav Rostropovich, Sir
George Solti, Michael Tilson Thomas, and
Pinchas Zukerman. Among her most outstand-
ing recordings are Rachmaninoff's Second
Piano Concerto and his Rhapsody on a Theme
of Paganini with Claudio Abbado and the
Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and the second
piano concertos of Chopin and Saint-Saéns
with the London Philharmonic Orchestra under
André Previn, a recording that was awarded the
Grand Prix du Disque. In collaboration with the
violinist Nadja Salerno-Sonnenberg she
recorded violin sonatas by Brahms and Franck,
and in the last few years has become a
frequent partner of cellist Alban Gerhardt, with
whom she recently recorded the cello sonatas
by Gabriel Fauré. Gerhardt said of her: ‘She
belongs to those rare artists who deal with
music in a way as it has never been dealt with
before. The way how she performs Chopin’s
Etudes is phenomenal — there is so much
energy, passion, ecstatic power, genius.... |
have always been waiting for someone to come
and play these works in a way as she now
plays them.

Licad's large repertoire as an
orchestral soloist spans everything from the
classical concertos of Mozart and Beethoven to
the romantic literature of Brahms, Chopin,
Tchaikovsky, Schumann, and Rachmaninoff, and
on to the twentieth century with works by Ravel,
Shostakovich, Prokofiev, Bartok, and Gershwin.



While her solo repertoire is even
broader, she has recently developed a keen
interest in classical piano music by American
composers. Her 2003 Naxos release of solo
works by Louis Moreau Gottschalk has rightfully
been hailed as a landmark recording of music
by this composer. In August 2010, it was Cecile
Licad (playing Gottschalk) and Wynton Marsalis
(with his 10-piece jazz ensemble) who provided
the live accompaniment for the premieres in five
American cities of the contemporary silent
movie Lowis, an homage to Louis Armstrong by
director Dan Pritzker. Since then, Cecile has
begun to include an increasing number of works
by American composers in her recent recitals in
major American cities (New York, Philadelphia,
Portland, etc.) as well as in renowned music
festivals (Miami and Husum, Germany). Her
performances provided vivid testimony of her
passion for these neglected American
masterworks.

Anthology of American Piano Music

The Anthology of American Piano Music is
designed to show the stylistic breadth, high
musical quality and great originality of the best
American piano works. The series, which is
made possible through the generous support of
a private sponsor, contains underrated,
neglected or forgotten masterworks of the
American literature for solo piano from the 18th
to the 21st century that have been selected
primarily for their musical worth, while originality
and characteristic ‘American flavor’ are
secondary criteria. The compositions are
assembled in a series of themed CDs, the

programme of each disc being connected by
one common theme or overarching idea. Vol. 1,
‘American First Sonatas’, comprises the first
piano sonatas by four American composers
from different periods, including the very first
sonata ever composed in North America. Vol. 2,
‘Music of the Night’, will contain a selection of
American nocturnes (to be released in 2017).

Produced and engineered by Judith Sherman

Engineering and editing assistant:
Jeanne Velonis

Recorded July 1-3, 2015 at the American
Academy of Arts and Letters, NYC.

Steinway D Concert Grand (Hamburg D-274)
supplied by Pro Piano.

Piano technician: Ricard de La Rosa

Work selection and compilation:
Thomas Nickelsen

Booklet editor: Jeremy Nicholas

Front illustration: Frederick Childe Hassam
(1859-1935), The Sonata (1893).

Nelson Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City,
Missouri
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The Anthology of American Piano Music is designed to show the stylistic
breadth, high musical quality and great originality of the best American piano
works. The series contains underrated, neglected or forgotten masterworks of
the American literature for solo piano from the 18th to the 21st century that
have been selected primarily for their musical worth. The compositions are
assembled in a series of themed CDs, their programs being connected by one
common theme or overarching idea. Vol. 1, "American First Sonatas", compri-

ses the first piano sonatas by four American composers from different periods,

including the very first sonata ever composed in North America. Vol. 2, "Music
of the Night" will contain a selection of American Nocturnes.

Alexander Reinagle (1756-1809)
Philadelphia Sonata | in D major 9:35
[1] | Allegro con brio 5:57

[2] 1l Allegro 3:38

Edward MacDowell (1861-1908)
Sonata No. 1 in g minor, Op. 45 28:21
("Tragica")
[3] | Largo maestoso;

Allegro risoluto;

Allegro appassionato 9:30
[4] Il Molto allegro, vivace 2:54
[5] Ml Largo con maesta 7:57
[6] IV Allegro eroico;

Maestoso 8:00

Charles T. Griffes (1884-1920)

Sonata for Piano 16:54

[7]1 | Feroce 7:11

[8] Il Molto tranquillo 4:36

[9]1 Il Allegro vivace,
Appassionato; Lento;
Presto 5:08

Elie Siegmeister (1909-1991)
American Sonata
(Piano Sonata No. 1) 16:13
[10] | Fast, with firey energy 3:57
[11] 1l Moderately slow,

with great dignity 5:41
[12] Il Lusty and joyous 6:35

Cecile Licad piano
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