


GEORGE ROCHBERG Violin Sonata Caprice Variations

CD ONE

Violin Sonata (1988)
1 I Sarabande (Molto adagio con tenerezza) 6.10
2 II Scherzo capriccioso (con spirito) 5.14
3 III Ardentemente – 7.36
4 – Adagio 6.49

Caprice Variations (1983)
5 1 Allegro energico 1:16
6 2 Presto 0:56
7 3 Allegro molto e con fuoco 1:03
8 4 Poco allegro ma quasi recitando 2:09
9 5 Poco agitato ma con molto rubato 0:42
10 6 Poco allegretto ma con rubato 1:37
11 7 Presto (after Beethoven Op. 74 Scherzo) 0:57
12 8 Languido (after Schubert Waltz Op.9, No.22) 2:14
13 9 Non troppo presto (after Brahms Op. 35, Bk.1, No.2) 0:38
14 10 Vivace (after Brahms Op. 35, Bk. 1, No.3) 0:56
15 11 Andante (after Brahms Op.35, Bk.1, No.11) 1:43
16 12 Andante con moto (after Brahms Op. 35, Bk.1, No.12) 1:39
17 13 Feroce, energico (after Brahms Op. 35, Bk.2, No.10) 1:09
18 14 Alla guitarra; allegretto con molto rubato 2:28
19 15 Con grazia; un poco agitato 1:41
20 16 Andante amoroso 1:45
21 17 Poco adagio 2:06
22 18 Allegro fantastico 2:10
23 19 Vivace 1:12
24 20 Quasi cadenza; andante con molto espressivo 3:02
25 21 Allegro con brio (after Beethoven Symphony No.7, Finale) 0:51
26 22 Molto espressivo e cantando 1:51
27 23 Andante grazioso e tranquillo 3:10

Total duration CD1 63.17



GEORGE ROCHBERG Caprice Variations

CD TWO

1 24 Allegretto 0:41
2 25 Scherzo 0:37
3 26 Con brio 0:45
4 27 Aria 2:48
5 28 Molto agitato 1:19
6 29 Lento ma non troppo 2:14
7 30 Poco allegretto e leggiero 1:30
8 31 Molto adagio 2:39
9 32 Allegro assai; burlesco 1:25
10 33 Moderato; con amor 1:36
11 34 Molto adagio 3:05
12 35 Allegro molto; fantastico 2:05
13 36 Largo; sereno 4:36
14 37 Barcarolle 1:51
15 38 Can-can tempo; presto 1:16
16 39 Elegiac; fantastico 3:12
17 40 Robust; do not rush 1:05
18 41 Allegro molto (after Webern Passacaglia Op.1) 0:39
19 42 Nocturnal; slow 2:39
20 43 Andantino 2:05
21 44 Scherzo (after Mahler Symphony no. 5 Scherzo) 1.12
22 45 Presto 0.29
23 46 Bravura: sempre recitando: in the grand manner 1.48
24 47 Arabasque: fantastico 2.42
25 48 Moderately fast: fantastico 2.00
26 49 Feroce 2.55
27 50 Fantasy 2.55
28 51 Quasi presto: robust (Paganini’s Theme – Caprice XXIV) 0.40

Total duration CD2 52.52

PETER SHEPPARD SKÆRVED (violin)
AARON SHORR (piano – CD 1, tracks 1-4)



GEORGE ROCHBERG REMEMBERED: A LIVE RECORDING.
by Peter Sheppard Skærved (Autumn 2010)

In the Spring of 2004, Aaron Shorr and I found ourselves in Nashville, Tennessee. We were there to
celebrate the work and life of George Rochberg; it was his eighty fifth birthday that year, so we toured a
programme of his violin and piano music. The recording of the Violin Sonata on this CD was recorded live,
at that concert, which was kindly organised by the Blair School of Music, Vanderbilt University, under the
auspices of George’s student, Michael Alec Rose, himself a wonderful composer.

Letter from George Rochberg to PSS (April 26th 2004): “…problem is: like the Mississippi River,
which literally changes course over time, the question of what ‘art’ is has shifted and changed
meaning over the last 3 centuries. BUT – and very big ‘BUT’ – I hold to the variation idea that
while the surface may change from variation to variation, underneath there remains a stable,
unchanging core.”

In July 2005, I was spending a week ‘under the radar’ in Berkeley California. One beautiful morning, the
telephone went. I remember clearly where I was, alone in the small kitchen of a little house off University
Avenue. Nobody else was up, and I had made myself a hopeful cup of coffee. The phone call was not a
surprise. George Rochberg was dead.

Some weeks earlier, George himself had rung me, in the middle of the night, in London. He had not been
well, and was going into hospital. The last that we had been together was the previous spring, when Aaron
Shorr and I had toured the eastern seaboard with a programme, centred on the Violin Sonata, celebrating
his 85th birthday. Since that time as always, our communication had been mainly by letter, and nocturnal
phone calls.

George once wrote to me that he believed in: “…erasing all walls and borders based on
historicity and aesthetic purities and declaring an all-at-once world within which all that matters
once again is craftsmanship of the ancient kind, taste of the kind Mozart, and Haydn possessed,
judgement of the kind Bach and Beeth. [sic] and Brahms and Bartók applied to every major
decision they made; ‘as far as I’m concerned it’s back to basics , nothing to hide behind, not
even so called ‘talent’.” (Letter to PSS, April 3rd 2001)

George was a polemicist by nature, and liked to ring up for a fight. On more than one occasion, when I was
on tour in Asia, having extracted my hotel room number from my wife in London, he had calculated the
few hours of the night when I might be sleeping, and ring me, to ask ‘why I was not practising?’. The
content of these calls was normally sulphurous, uproarious tirades on the subject of ‘the world going to
hell in a hand basket’, on republicans, on painters, politicians, overeating, everything – a lot like his
impassioned correspondence.



Letter to PSS (April 26th 2004): “Things are really looking up as the disintegration of our world;
our culture enters – what stage of self destruct I keep wondering? – into high gear.”

But this call was different. We talked about the dangerous operation that he had decided to have, albeit in
a very pragmatic way. In general, George related to the English approach to life; outspoken on every
subject except the emotions, except our hopes, fears, and dreams. But on that night, he paused and said
something quite unexpected, and which disturbed me such a lot that I could not even bring myself to write
it down, not immediately.

“I am planning on saying a lot less. I have made a lot of noise in the world, and now it is time to
make less. Now it is your turn….” (Phone Call to PSS Spring 2005)

That was the last conversation that we had, and the moment that our active collaboration ended. He never
recovered from the operation, and I found myself standing in a California kitchen, the apparent sorrow of
his passing at marked odds with the outrageous beauty of the morning.

George saw men at their worst and at their best. He was badly injured in operation Overlord, but
recovered in time to take part in the march on Berlin. Indeed, when he and I were travelling in Germany,
he pointed out where he had first dreamt up the thematic material, which, much later, would become the
Violin Sonata. He had faced war's horror with a courage that I could not imagine mustering, and his life
forced him into intimate acquaintance with great sorrows and joys. All of this is reflected in the profundity
of his music.

A memory: I find myself standing backstage at the Congresshalle, Saarbrücken, waiting to go on. The
performance is being broadcast ‘live’. A comic moment; a guy with a headset leans over to me; the
announcer needs help with pronouncing my last name. "Skärwethh…"I suggest, trying to find a German
equivalent to reproduce the troublesome Danish. Then suddenly we're on. “The march to the scaffold”, the
conductor whispers in my ear.

I arrive at my spot. The music stand is slightly in the wrong position, so I fiddle around with it, noting the
position of the radio microphone. Perhaps if I stand a long way away from it less people will hear my
mistakes…all the orchestra are smiling. This is not always a good sign. When Zubin Mehta made his debut
with the Vienna Philharmonic, he was delighted to see that during the concert, every player that he turned
to as he conducted smiled and grinned at him. He was very pleased to have inspired such a sense of
bonhomie in the players on his first appearance with them. At the end of the performance, as is traditional,
he stood in the wings as the musicians filed by, flushed with the success of the concert and the sense of
happy collaboration. One by one, as they came past him, each of the men leant over to him, “Maestro, die



Hosen”. His fly was open. But my trousers are secure, so I take an 'a' from the principal oboe and turn to
the audience.

Presumably out of concern that the aged composer should not have to walk too far to the stage for his
applause, the orchestra management had seated George Rochberg and Gene his wonderful wife, in the
front row, right at my feet, and right in my eye line.

Twenty five years earlier, I had gazed at the cover of as CBS LP looking at Isaac Stern, Andre Previn, and
George, terrified and enraptured by the ferocity of the Violin Concerto on the record, and the intensity of
the playing. It all seemed way beyond me. Now I found myself playing the same piece, which I knew was
completely beyond me, live on the radio, with the same handsome face staring at me, but very much alive.
Stern was sadly dead. It felt like the responsibility for the piece had shifted to me. George mouthed “I’m
sorry” and shrugged, a little amused, I think. The concerto began.

Obviously, George was doing his best not to influence the performance, not to distract me. In rehearsal,
George would sing every note of his works, with much bird-like hand waving, in order to ensure that he
really got the shapes, the drama and intensity that his music needs and he demands. He would hold a
phrase or a cadence of his music in the air between finger and thumb, gazing at you, daring you to be the
first to break the line or release a meaningful pause.

But he had closed his eyes and was evidently doing his very best not to 'get in the way' of his music. But, as
the piece went on, I became progressively aware that he was, unconsciously, moving with the phrases, the
lines, the cadences of this huge concerto, signalling what he wanted with a wistful smile, a lean to the left
or the right, or a raise of the eyebrows. There was nothing for me to do but surrender, and let him conduct
the piece.

The first time that I met George, he talked about William Wordsworth. He told me that, as soon as he had
walked into ‘Dove Cottage’ in Grasmere, Cumbria, he had seen Wordsworth’s couch and immediately just
knew that he and the poet worked in similar ways. “Look,” he said. “He would lie on that leather couch and
then, in the middle of his dreaming – working the poetry out –, he would rise from the couch, go over to
his desk and write.”

George knew this, because that is how he liked to compose. George and I talked about the act of
composition; he described lying on his couch, dreaming music, working it out, his eyes closed. When he
was sure that each part was worked out, entirely in his head, not a pen-stroke in sight, then and only then,
would he leap up, Archimedes vaulting out of his bath, rush to his desk and write it down. Wordsworth, in
Daffodils, had successfully described the very act of composing, somewhere between a ‘vacant’ or a
‘pensive mood.’



George believed that Music was a sacred trust, a flaming torch to be passed from generation to
generation. And his music itself burns, these are fire-brand scores, which threaten, for the player, to be
red-hot iron bars carried in the hand. Music was/is, for George, a ‘trial by fire’; in the heat of performance,
base metals can be molten away, and liquid gold be revealed. George’s was a complete musical world
through which the voices of the previous torch bearers could be heard, still singing – Beethoven, Mahler,
Brahms, Bartók, Schoenberg, and the natural world.

May 31 2002: “Incidentally, other sudden flashes overcame me last night too. Among them the
realisation of how much I owe Bartók – even thought when I mentioned it Gene said she didn’t
see it that way. It was not so much that there is any specific reference to Bartók, as his concerto,
which I I’ve always loved and admired, carved out a world, a huge space, and it s that which I
owe him: Example. We all build on each other, one way or another.”

Long after George died, something about our final telephone conversation nagged at me. There was
something about it that was oddly familiar, as if I had already heard it. It was only in 2010 that the penny
dropped. George was unwittingly channelling another great American pioneer and polemicist, Mark Twain.
In an interview with the New York Tribune in 1908, Twain had said: “I have made all the noise allotted to
me, and now I intend to be quiet…”.(New York Tribune April 14th 1908)

Funnily enough, I suspect that George would say that this serendipity proved his point:

“We all build on each other, one way or another…”

Peter Sheppard Skærved, George Rochberg, Gene Rochberg, Aaron Shorr

Swarthmore College, 2004



GEORGE ROCHBERG Violin Sonata

Rochberg’s Violin Sonata was written for the violinist Maria Bachmann and the pianist Jon Klibonoff in
1988. In Rochberg’s words:

“….finally, I was able to realise a lifelong ambition to produce a full-scale violin and piano duo with
a complex emotional scenario embracing the intimate and public realms of expression.”

When I was working with the composer in the Saarland in 2002, he pointed out that we were not far from
where he had originally dreamt of the work in January 1994, a U.S. soldier in a defensive position. He had
already written a sonata by this point (1939-40), but it was the canonic material which came to mind on
the battlefield which found its way into the 1988 Sonata. Being with him on his first return to the area was
moving – and seeing how stirred up he was, determined me to work on the Sonata with him. This would
the last piece on which I worked with George, completing an arch which had begun with the Caprice
Variations five years earlier.

What he sought to convey in rehearsal, as with all his works, was a belief that every musical and human
gesture should ‘tell’. In rehearsal, this revealed itself in poetry. As we Aaron Shorr and I reached the end of
the first movement, Sarabande, George whispered, ‘Black night falls.’ There is no such thing as a
throwaway gesture for Rochberg – his Scherzo Capriccioso carries just as much of a payload as more
rhapsodic writing:

“….unleashing the harsher, uglier side of gargoyle music.”

George insisted that there should always be sense of effort in performance, that if the music was ‘rolling
rocks up a hill’ as he put it, it had to really be felt, and felt in a human, not mechanical way. As I played the
slashing chords of the Scherzo he sang, ‘Wa-oh, wa-oh, wa-oh…!’, to emphasise this vocal effortful-ness.

It was in his responses to the twofold slow movement with which this work ends, that the emotion of the
music overwhelmed the composer. Here his words suffice, and I offer them without comment, as they
appear in the score:

“….as though not sure who you are, who your companion is, what you are doing in this crazy
situation-don’t worry, you’ll find out…choked with emotion…acting out something non-
realised…saying what is on your mind…Sing, like a god, quietly to yourself, in some kind of
interior…Singing your heart out….Be-Loved-…”

(Quotes from conversations with Rochberg in 2003 and 2004, notes in Peter Sheppard Skærved’s score of
the Sonata, and from Five Lines Four Spaces: The World of My Music (George Rochberg 2009)



GEORGE ROCHBERG Caprice Variations
(From conversations in Philadelphia, London, and Saarbrücken 2001-2002)

In Banja Luka, l first ‘got’ Caprice Variations, or rather; it finally really took hold of me, of my soul. This
recital hall is in the ‘Banski Dvor’ the old seat of local government. When l arrived, the long list of legends
who had loved playing there was read out to me; Rostropovich, Gilels, Richter, Oistrakh... I was initially
cynical. Musicians will say next to anything to be loved, or even to get out alive after a concert. My
cynicism was utterly confounded. The hall is wonderful; a late nineteenth-century ‘shoe-box’ with a slim
gilded gallery around three sides. The acoustic is warm and clear, any musician's dream. However, the
stage features one of my pet hates; it has to be approached from the floor level of the Hall, via an exposed
set of steps. Whether attached to the stage of a dreary hall in Darmstadt, or London’s glamorous, but
disastrous Barbican, such an arrangement always feels like the steps up to the guillotine, and l ascend the
steps imagining Berlioz... Marche aux supplice. The long walk to the stage is bad enough at the best of
times.

Curiously, ‘Caprice Variations’ begin with an overture, Variation 1, Allegro Energico, somewhat reminiscent

of Telemann. This is distinguished by absolutely no memorable thematic material, nothing but the cadence

that will be central to the whole set. l have often wondered if this is a joke aimed at sui generis virtuoso

violin music, all the more ironic, as the cycle can be seen as a transformation of the most widely recognised

show piece ever written for the instrument. George liked the impact of this Variation played at ‘full pelt’.

The first time that l met George Rochberg, he talked about Wordsworth. More to the point, he talked

about Wordsworth's couch. George had identified the couch on which Wordsworth lay and composed

‘Daffodils’ in 1799; he knew this because, as soon as he walked into Wordsworth's ‘Dove Cottage’ in

Cumbria, he saw the couch and immediately intuited that he and the poet worked in similar ways. “Look,”

he said “he would lie on this leather couch and then, in the middle of his dreaming, working the poetry out,

he would rise from the couch, go over to his desk and write.”

For oft, when on my couch l lie

In vacant or in pensive mood,

They flash upon that inward eye

Which is the bliss of solitude

And then my heart with pleasure fills,

And dances with the daffodils.

(Poems 1807- ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’- William Wordsworth Lines 19-24)



George knew this, because that is how he liked to compose. In fact, Wordsworth had successfully
described the very act of composing, somewhere between a ‘vacant’ or a ‘pensive’ mood. Talking about
the composition of Caprice Variations, he described lying on his couch, dreaming the music, working it out,
his eyes closed. When he was sure that each Variation was worked out, entirely in his head, without an
ink-stroke in sight, then and only then, would he leap up, like Archimedes vaulting out of his bath,
e????a!!, rush to his desk and write it down. Of course, George’s choice of Wordsworth, if coincidental,
was, at the very least, appropriate, serendipitous. Wordsworth’s greatest work, regarded by many people
as the greatest poem in the English language, was of course, his Prelude even if George draws more
attention to Daffodils. Is the Caprice Variations George’s ‘Prelude’?

In Variation 2, Presto, the notion of Mahler is first introduced, and the extreme language of the ‘Mahler’
Variation 44 Scherzo suggested for the first time. Of course, the fifth symphony has been historically
important in Rochberg’s music, particularly Mahler’s negotiation between baroque and modern style, as
Skorik would put it, his ‘Stylistic Play’. The fifth and eighth symphonies provided him with the jumping-off
point for the epochal Third Quartet (Kreutzer Quartet, on Metier msvcd92051), which has much in
common with the Caprice Variations, and replays the fugue from Mahler’s finale.

Variation 3, Allegro molto e con fuoco, reveals yet another ‘ghost in the machine’, Ferruccio Busoni. It was
Busoni who most proudly eroded the divide between arrangement and whatever counts as ‘pure’
composition; simply put, he insisted that the very act of composition itself was an act of transcription, that
the one thing that a composer could not do was escape from the sentence of arranging his own ideas. Of
course, Busoni himself might be seen as victim of his own creative fallacy, as he will never escape from his
most famous ‘work’, his transcription, not of his own music, but Bach’s Ciaconna, the most renowned piece
straddling the divide between variation and passacaglia. As Busoni himself knew, Bach’s architectural
masterpiece was itself a titanic piece of overwriting, appropriation and arrangement, drawing from sources
ranging from Corelli to Marais, all of whom were themselves drawing from the same well, the sexual
abandon of ‘Les Folies d’Espagne’, which, legend had it, could drive its listeners to sensual hysteria, and
which was as much the victim of Papal opprobrium as the ‘Tarantella’. George draws Paganini, with us,
back to the archetype.

This pair of couplets might be seen as the first overt reference to Bach in Caprice Variations. Variation 4,
Poco allegro ma quasi recitando, is not so much a simple variation within the set, as it is a ‘double’ of
Variation 3. Bach uses the notion of the ‘double’ in his B minor Partita, which far from being an eight-
movement suite, must en effet be seen as a set of four movements expressed in two ways. In Bach’s case,
the result is that each pair of movements can be played simultaneously as two-part inventions. This is an



important aspect for both composers. The point of chaconnes, variations, or couplets, is not that they can
be played in different orders, simultaneously, even stacked up vertically, but that compositionally, this is
how composers think – that there is really no difference between material experienced sequentially or
contrapuntally; all of these points of view, in the glistening labyrinth of the composer’s imagination are
one and the same, and different. A mirror on which to dwell. Spiegl im Spiegl... The title of Variation 27,
Aria, is significant; it is almost as if Rochberg were at last acknowledging that this set of variations is a
homage to Bach’s Goldberg Variations, albeit for the violin, but with a similarly free conception of the
notion of variation and fantasy.

Variation 7, Presto, is the first time that the ‘ghost’ of Beethoven makes an appearance in the cycle, raising
the question, albeit elliptically, of his great sets of variations, all the way from his first published work, the
‘Dressler’ Variations WoO36, to the sublime A major that crowns his Quartet Op 131. This, of course, is the
tonality lurking behind the Caprice Variations. The Op 74 Quartet, whose Scherzo movement is directly
quoted here, was the first and only one of Beethoven’s own cycle to end with a variation movement, and
also to evoke other instruments overtly, just as Caprice Variations does; that quartet is appropriately
nicknamed ‘The Harp’. This variation has to wait a long time for its own variant; denied a ‘Theme’ until the
end of the work, each snippet of material, each colour, reaches out across the architecture of the whole,
looking for resonances and ramifications that remain unresolved until the appearance of Paganini,
unmasked at the end, ties up these proleptic loose ends.

George experimented with hearing one of the Brahms/Paganini transcriptions, Variation 12, Andante con
moto, immediately after the first Schubertian Variation 6, Poco allegretto, ma con rubato, emphasising the
syntactical link. Again, this was another variation which he obviously felt as being profoundly sensitive, and
he drew particular attention to the ‘tiers’ in the chain of harmony in the ‘b’ section. When it came to the
next Brahms movement, Rochberg spoke of the metric freedom (we agreed that this was pianistic
freedom) necessary to bring off Variation 13, Feroce energico, and authorised my extra octave at the end,
though l later succumbed to bad conscience about this outbreak of violinist’s vanity, and removed it,
embarrassed. The question is, when the violin is pushed so far, how much can it, should it, attempt to
sound like a piano?

Variation 18, Allegro fantastico, is where the true ‘crisis’ strikes for the first time in the guise of the
opening yawps of George’s third Quartet. Wraiths of the third Quartet and the piano trios drift in and out
of the cycle, treated like the shades of other the other composers who surround them. This Fantastico
looks forward to a chain of like-named movements in the last quarter of Caprice Variations, leading up to
the final, drifting ‘Fantasy’ movement that unveils the Paganini which concludes the piece.



We worked on Variation 20, Quasi cadenza; andante con molto espressivo, as a reminder of the lost
‘grande manière’ of violin playing... for me, this, in my time, was best evoked by the glorious lyricism of
players such as Joseph Gingold, the last representative of the playing of the Belgian composer-virtuoso
Eugène Ysaÿe. And naturally enough, the giant Walloon’s spirit lurks behind not only this variation, but
over the whole cycle. In 1929, Ysaÿe, ageing and unable to play the violin due to paralysis in his arm,
sketched out a cycle of six ‘Sonatas’ dedicated to six violinists that he admired, in one 24-hour sitting. This
was a truly Rochberg-esque gesture; George’s memoirs are the story of the musicians who played his
music, much of which is itself not far from being compositional portraiture of those very players, be they
Isaac Stern, or the Concord Quartet. Eugene Ysaÿe’s, far from the vignettes of a Virgil Thomson, is
transcendental depiction, in Liszt-ian vein, of Szigeti, Bartók's great collaborator, Jacques Thibaud, whose
obsession with Bach is pilloried in Berlioz-ian manner, the multi-talent and teacher, Georges Enescu, Fritz
Kreisler, who had dedicated his Recitative and Scherzo Caprice to Ysaÿe, Manuel Crickboom, who, as the
second violin of Ysaÿe's Quartet, premièred the Debussy Quartet, and Manuel Quiroga, who was mugged
in New York, and never played ‘his’ piece. In this collection of violinists resides the spirit of the ‘grand
manner’, the sheer elegance, romance and bravado, which this Quasi Cadenza evokes, if it is not clear
quite what it is a cadenza to, though it is answered by Variation 46, Con bravura, Georges most explicit
evocation of the violin playing that he remembers from his childhood.

In Variation 24, Allegretto, the joke is back on vain violinists. George draws attention to the two poles of
nineteenth-century performance, Joachim and Paganini. Two D major concerti are referenced, the first
Paganini concerto, and the Brahms concerto written for Joseph Joachim, whose approach was completely
opposed to the devilish Genovese. Of course, the joke is more complex; by now, the audience will have
forgotten the earlier transcriptions of Brahms’ virtuoso piano variations on the same Paganini towards
which Caprice Variations is inexorably moving.

As l began playing Variation 32, Allegro assai: burlesco, George’s wonderful wife Gene Rochberg and
George both started to sing:

I walk along the street of sorrows,
The boulevard of broken dreams.

... Exaggerating the pathetic weeping violin melody, and the (Weimar-esque) nastiness of its accompanying
figuration; this conflict mirroring that of Variation 31, Molto adagio. In that variation, George had
demanded what he referred to as a ‘Verdi-esque’ conflict between the lyrical element and its threatening
ostinato, for an expressionistic unevenness in its execution that ran clean contrary to the simplicity on the
page.



l had chosen Caprice Variations to finish my concert in Banja Luka, in fact, making up the entire second
half. About two thirds of the way through, that is, after playing non-stop for nearly an hour, l came to the
very slow Variation 34, Molto adagio. This musical de profundis is the beginning of yet another ‘trilogy’ but
also stands at the very crux of the cycle, its ‘golden section’. These three movements might be seen as a de
profundis-agon-in paradisum, almost as if Rochberg was placing a Beethovenian crisis and panacea, even a
Heiliger Dankgesang, at the heart of the piece. Plodding quarter-notes slide lugubriously under a keening
drone, not unlike an air-raid siren’s ‘all-clear’ signal. In performance, this is a very ‘dangerous’ moment; for
the first time, l am able to relax a little, to take stock of the incredible mass of notes and emotions that
have poured through me in the earlier sections of the piece. So it was hardly surprising in Rpublika Srpska
that l found myself susceptible to extra-musical suggestion at such a moment. As l moved through this
chant-like Variation, the horror of what l had seen in the drive through the hills that day hit me, thrown
into harsh relief by the wanton natural beauty of the Vlach Mountains. As l played, the music filled my
mind’s-eye with the bullet-sprayed houses, snipers’ foxholes, destroyed bridges, villages intact, with one

house selectively torched... We drove past walls daubed with neo-fascist graffiti, and the medieval sight
of a train of smuggler’s packhorses picking their way through the fields. Even the greenest
meadow, full of grass and wild flowers, would be too risky to walk over... The music overwhelmed
me with what l had seen, and l was choked with sorrow. George has seen man at his worst. He was
badly injured in Operation Overlord, but recovered in time to take part in the march on Berlin. He
had faced war’s horror with a courage that l could not imagine mustering, and his life has forced
him into intimate acquaintance with great sorrows and joys. All of this is reflected in the profundity
of his music. The power of its message left me reeling on stage in Banja Luka and l staggered
somehow to the end of the piece. l was not a little relieved to descend the scaffold intact.

Variation 37, Barcarolle, is another of the variations where George conducted with enormous
insistence of sensitivity and tenderness. The result was an intensification of the already heightening
sense of the incipient presence of Mahler. He bewailed the lack of chamber music by that
composer and was very particular about the inner voices of the development. The pianissimo
subito in this movement echoed the one in Variation 36, Largo sereno, a movement of similar
emotional depth, which George ‘conducted’ equally expressively, resulting in an endless ‘opening’
of the movement, climaxing in an ‘Adagietto’ subito.

In a gesture worthy of Bernd Alois Zimmerman, who attached the Jarry-esque ‘merdre’ to his
conflation of two Stockhausen piano pieces in his piano trio masterpiece ‘Presence’, Rochberg
archly up-beats Variation 41, Allegro molto, with the Dvořák-ian ’Tin Pan Alley’ of Variation 40;
George spoke of the middle sections of the Dvořák Slavonic Dances, their restraint, and his wonder



at the sheer infectious invention of them. He seems very keen that Variation 40, Robust; do not
rush, should be played rather delicately; l actually think that the ‘robusto’ direction is a little
unfortunate and simply refers to the firmness of underlying pulse that is necessary to play this,
rather than the nature of the attack. It is impossible not to see this variation in the context of
Rochberg’s status, prior to his turning-point opus, ‘Contra tempus et mortem’, as a perceived arch-
serialist of the American hard-line. Now George returns to the very language that he challenged,
and shows how much it is actually part of him, drawing a visionary, unprecedented link between
Webern’s language, stretched to breaking point, and the world of romantic virtuosity.

In addition, this variation pushes the solo Instrument and the lone player completely over the edge
of what it can actually do, both contrapuntally and tonally. Suddenly, at this, the most overtly
dramatic moment of the whole cycle, the player is revealed enfeebled, the instrument at the point
of collapse, struggling under the combined weight of the late nineteenth-century orchestra and
late romantic harmony at critical mass.

Mindful of George’s injunction to play it, quoting Koussevitzky, ‘vild (sic), but controlled’, l was nervous
about the fractured manner in which l played this variation. However my performance met with: ‘don't
play it any other way’, which is at once liberating and intimidating, and now the onus of responsibility
clearly is resting upon me...

George Rochberg had a very physical, almost corporeal response to Variation 42, Nocturnal; slow, making
a movement worming across his stomach – ‘as if something is moving in my gizzard’. l mentioned Haflidi
Hallgrimsson's use of brush imagery for such passages, which he greatly liked.

George felt that Variation 43, Andantino, was Haydn-esque, despite my instinct that it was somehow
linked to the ‘Bach-ish’ feel of Variation 27, Aria, to which it is indubitably joined, at the very least, in
‘gradient’ and rhythmic structure.

The great Armenian Violinist Manoug Parikian once said to me: “You know that the greatest tragedy is that
Mahler could have written the greatest violin concerto, but, l don’t know why, he never did...”. Mahler also
wrote next to no chamber music, just the torso of a Brahms-ian piano quartet. Here, in Variation 44,
Scherzo, the Scherzo of the Fifth Symphony is given the virtuoso treatment, where a thundering symphony
is rendered in the smallest medium, where the hubris of unaccompanied violin playing reaches its apogee,
or nadir, depending on the listener’s point of view. George approved of my very orchestral approach to
this variation. We talked of trying to get the bustle of a whole section of violinists sweating away. In the
context of our Bach discussion re Variation 43, l suggested, and he concurred, that the illusion of a
‘Passion’ crowd scene was apropos.



Curiously, most of the associations which we have with Paganini, the devil’s violinist, are anachronistic to
the Caprices. This diabolic Image of the virtuoso was, to a degree, foisted on Paganini by his hysterical
audiences, increasingly fascinated with the Gothic, and then an image that he fostered. The most beautiful
portrait of the violinist, an exquisite drawing by Ingres, is far from the popular imagination, a classical one,
more how we might picture more sober contemporaries such as Baillot, or Maurin. No doubt, Paganini’s
undoubtedly enthusiastic endorsement of his acquired diabolic persona was a partial ommagio to the
Istrian Violinist, Guiseppe Tartini, who famously dreamt of the devil sitting on the end of his bed, playing
fantastic music to him, which upon waking, he wrote down as Il trillo di diabolo, which Paganini attempted
to answer with works such as Le Streghe, ‘The Witches’, the music which so affected the young Berlioz. In
point of fact, there is absolutely no evidence that he ever played this or any other of the caprices in public.
This was Paganini's own intellectual cycle, his transcendental celebration of man in extremis, his Goya-
esque Caprichos.

Arguably, the diabolic association with Paganini’s 24th Caprice was as much to do with the appearance of
the Dies Irae in his Rhapsody on the Theme of Paganini, evoking the very orchestral piece which was
Berlioz’s own response to the Paganini ‘myth’, Symphonie Fantastique. This image of the devil in the dream
became all-pervasive; even Stravinsky felt that he had to endorse the thematic material of his very own
piece of devil-music, L’Histoire du Soldat, by claiming, according to Robert Craft, that it was played to him
in a dream... Was this a set of variations? If so, how was the theme itself varied? It was not. But its
‘gradient’, its cadence, was commented upon, in the manner of a Ciaconna. The nineteenth century came
to agree with Brahms that variations, that couplets, were distinct from that form. So have we actually been
listening to a Passacaille or perhaps even a cycle, like a cycle of preludes or capricii, in the manner or
Fiorillo or Reicha... reawakening the early nineteenth-century unity of caprices, preludes and cycles of
preludes and fugues, actually re-eroding the artificial distinction between pedagogical and artistic, virtuoso
and ‘serious’ writing?

What happens to the form when the theme is removed, hidden, put at the very end of the ‘cycle’? The
work spends a full hour exploring the various teleological ramifications of the theme, harmonically,
aesthetically, historically, emotionally, by which time, one might even think that its presence was de trop.
We might not even be quite sure why it was there. It might even be appropriate, if rather than playing the
theme at the end, its presence was simply acknowledged, maybe even in silence. We have been told about
the theme in every possible way, its profile has been carved out of the ethereal marble like Michelangelo’s
unfinished slaves; its realisation is one which has a strange impact on a performance, not unlike the
signature at the end of a very complex contract. Necessary, but unread...

© 2002 Peter Sheppard Skærved
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Peter Sheppard Skærved is the dedicatee of well over 200 works for solo violin, by composers such as
George Rochberg, Judith Weir, Michael Finnissy, Paul Ruders, and Hans Werner Henze. He regularly
appears as soloist in over 30 countries. His discography is extensive, ranging from cycles of solo works by
Beethoven, Reicha, Cui, and Telemann, the complete quartets of David Matthews, Michael Tippett, and
cycles of concerti from Haydn to Henze. He is particularly noted for his performances of Tartini’s 30 solo
sonatas, and for his one-evening performances of the Bach Sonatas & Partitas.

He has won awards from the BBC Music Magazine, been nominated for a Gramophone Award, as well as a
GRAMMY for a concerto recording in 2007. He records for NMC, Chandos, Naxos, Metier and Toccata.
Director of an acclaimed series of concerts at Wiltons Music Hall in London, Peter Sheppard Skærved is the
founder and leader of the Kreutzer Quartet and the Munich-based Ensemble Triolog. He regularly appears
as director and soloist with ensembles such as the Zagreb Soloists and Athelas Sinfonietta Copenhagen.]

Peter Sheppard Skærved is the only British violinist to have been invited to play on Paganini’s violin ‘Il
Cannone’ more than once (five times in particular) and gives recitals on the historic instruments at the
Library of Congress, Washington. He is also acclaimed for his collaborative work with museums, working
regularly with the British Museum, National Portrait Gallery, Tate Galleries, Victoria and Albert Museum
and worldwide. He plays on a currently 1698 Stradivari owned by Joseph Joachim from the collections of
the Royal Academy of Music.

For more details visit www.peter-sheppard-skaerved.com

Since settling in the United Kingdom in 1985, Aaron Shorr has gained an increasing reputation for his
diverse and highly acclaimed concerts. He studied at the Manhattan School of Music in New York and the
Royal Academy of Music in London, his teachers having included Alexander Kelly, Solomon Mikowski,
André Watts and Joseph Seiger. He has since toured throughout the world performing concertos, solo
recitals and chamber music. Aaron has given countless premières, including works by Hans Werner Henze,
George Rochberg, Sadie Harrison, David Matthews, Paul Moravec, Elliott Schwartz, Jörg Widmann and
Kenneth Hesketh, to list only the most recent.

Aaron's European festival performances have included the Menuhin Festival in Gstaad, the Munich
Biennale, the Montepulciano and Pescara festivals in Italy, the Breda Festival in Holland, the Mitte Europa
Festival in Germany, and the Ludlow, Brighton, Chelmsford, Huddersfield, Malvern and Little Missenden
Festivals in England.



Aaron's recordings, as well as the ongoing "Beethoven Explored" series for Metier with Peter Sheppard
Skærved, with whom he has worked for well over ten years, also include discs of rare Schubert, music by
Cesar Cui, Hans Werner Henze and Sadie Harrison.

In 1992, Aaron was appointed Professor of Piano at the Royal Academy of Music, and since 2007 has been
Head of Keyboard and Collaborative Piano at the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama in Glasgow

Violins played in this recording:
Caprice Variations: Antonio Stradivari 1734 ‘Habeneck’
Sonata: Antonia Stradivari 1699 ‘Crespi’

The violin used for performance of Caprice Variations is one of the most renowned Instruments produced
by Antonio Stradivari. The earliest labelled instrument by this maker dates from 1666; this violin, the so
called ‘Habeneck’, was made by the master in 1734, when he was 90 years old. In the first half of the 19th
century, it was the violin played by the great French virtuoso and conductor, François-Antoine Habeneck
(1781). Habeneck was a student of Viotti’s pupil, Baillot, and was initially supported by the Empress
Josephine. He was responsible for pioneering early performances of the Beethoven symphonies, and
directed, from this violin, the première performances of Rossini’s William Tell, Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots
and Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique. In the latter years of the 20th century, the violin was most notably
the instrument of the great English virtuoso, Ralph Holmes, who died tragically young in 1984, shortly after
recording what is generally regarded as the definitive recording of the Delius concerto on this instrument.

The ‘Habeneck’ Stradivarius is part of the collection of the Royal Academy of Music, London.

Sculptor Christopher Cairns lives and works at Haverford College, Pennsylvania. He has assembled a room
of various-sized Rochberg heads, portraits of the composer, made in various materials: plaster, bronze,
wax. The self-contained room will also display portrait drawings of the composer as well as various other
artefacts, including perhaps portraits of Rochberg by other artists.

http://www.christophercairns.com
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