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NELSON FREIRE plays Saint-Saëns, Grieg and Liszt

The nineteenth century is the age of differentiation in the arts which found particular expression 
in so-called “romantic” piano music. For some, this process was lamented as being the dissolution 
of an ideal and irrevocable correlation of content and form which had been reached in the classical 
era (if not before, by Bach and Handel). For others, it was welcomed as the launch of an enormous 
cosmos of moods and colours. However, Beethoven already reveals a sense of radicalisation and 
a search for extremes which becomes clear when one compares the Hammerklavier Sonata to a 
Bagatelle. With Schubert, on the other hand, the most important intermediary between classicism 
and romanticism, the small forms, such as the Moments musicaux (literally “musical moments”) and 
the epic forms, such as his piano sonatas, are often infused with melancholy moods. In the piano 
works of Schumann, Liszt, Chopin, Brahms and even Rachmaninov, the intimate and the represent-
ative are of equal aesthetic importance. From the two final Beethoven concertos, Opp. 58 and 73, 
onwards, the piano concerto also takes part in this process. Its stages lead from the dominance of 
Chopin’s brilliantly crafted piano part (imparted via Hummel and Kalkbrenner), the poetical eleva-
tion of the classical three-movement structure by Mendelssohn, Schumann and Grieg, the disguised 
programmatic poems by Liszt (in an innovative one-movement form, containing several sections) 
through to Brahms’ symphonic concerto. This varied framework also includes the piano concertos 
by Camille Saint-Saëns and Sergei Rachmaninov. But whilst Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto 
has reached the nimbus of a “concerto to end all concertos” (to which Nelson Freire contributed 
with a phenomenal live recording made in Rotterdam in 1979), Saint-Saëns’ five concertos – with the 
exceptions of numbers 2 and 4 – were ignored by most pianists for a long time. In order to experi-
ence this quality, there is not only Freire’s 1986 live recording documented on this CD, but also 
other audite releases: a historical concert recording of the Fourth Concerto from 1954 with Rob-
ert Casadesus (audite 95.589) and the new recording of the complete Saint-Saëns piano concertos 
with the Russian pianist Anna Malikova, made in 2010 (audite 91.650).

Camille Saint-Saëns wrote his Second Piano Concerto in G minor, Op. 22, within only seventeen 
days and premiered it himself in the spring of 1868 under the baton of no less than the famous Rus-
sian pianist and composer Anton Rubinstein. The virtuoso demands of the piano part in terms of 
precision in fingering and leaps, as well as a perfect command of the “jeu perlé”, are said to have 



proved troublesome for Saint-Saëns at the premiere (later on, Rachmaninov had a similar experi-
ence with his Third Piano Concerto), which perhaps goes part of the way to explaining the luke-
warm reaction of the audience at that occasion. The quality and originality of the concerto only 
became apparent in the twentieth century when great pianists – starting with Artur Rubinstein – 
began advocating it: they included Aldo Ciccolini, Emil Gilels, Earl Wild, Philippe Entremont, Grigory 
Sokolov and also Nelson Freire. Saint-Saëns interpreted the classical format of three movements in 
an unusual manner: the first and longest movement is conceived as a mighty prelude in which the 
piano takes on a dominating role and, in an extensive cadenza, even imitates the organ. (Saint-Saëns 
was very familiar with the now forgotten pedal piano, which would have lent itself to playing this 
cadenza.) The two following movements – both of which are half as long as the opening movement, 
giving the concerto almost architectural proportions – are titled Allegro scherzando and Presto. 
The scherzo, in the relative major key of E flat major, is a most elegant and witty construction in 
sonata form, propelled by a rhythmic timpani motif; its second theme is a waltz, and the movement 
ends with an ironic turn. The finale is an unleashed tarantella whose similarity to the buoyant hunt-
like finale of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in E flat major, Op. 31, No 3, cannot be denied, despite its 
return to the initial key of G minor. (Saint-Saëns chose the theme of this sonata’s minuet as a point 
of departure for his Variations, Op. 70, for two pianos.) However, the soloist’s trill passages in the 
development, shimmering and accompanied by a wind chorale, seem magical and as if suspended 
from time. The Polish pianist Zygmunt Stojowski (1870-1946) who had trained at the Paris Con-
servatoire and made a name for himself with his interpretation of Saint-Saëns’ Piano Concerto No 4, 
Op. 44, and also as a teacher (his students included the Brazilian grande dame of the piano, Guio-
mar Novaes), thought that the G minor concerto began with Bach and ended with Offenbach. But 
perhaps the partly monumental, partly ironic classicism of this work harbours an entirely different 
model: Mozart. This would hardly come as a surprise – Saint-Saëns was, after all, the first pianist of 
the nineteenth century to perform the Mozart piano concertos cyclically.

Nelson Freire’s compilation of his solo recordings for RIAS Berlin with which he introduced 
himself to German radio listeners in 1966, featuring works by Edvard Grieg and Franz Liszt, is dedi-
cated to small and characteristic forms of the romantic piano repertoire. For his recording debut 
in the 1960s, however, Freire had mostly opted for the great works of Brahms (Sonata Op. 5), 
Liszt (Sonata in B minor) and Schumann (Carnaval, Op. 9), which may also have been down to the 



marketing strategy of CBS, his label at that time. Grieg’s Lyric Pieces are both popular and under-
estimated: they are often considered harmless pieces, somewhere between salon music and music 
for the home, largely to be played by adept amateurs. In reality, however, we find the history of 
the character piece and Grieg’s own artistic path intertwined within them: the genesis of the 
sixty-six pieces spans a period of thirty-five years, almost the entirety of Grieg’s career as a com-
poser – he published volume 1 (Op. 12) in 1867, and the tenth and final volume appeared in 1901. 
Having been a student at the Leipzig Conservatoire which Mendelssohn had co-founded, Grieg 
remained under the German composer’s spell for a long time; the critic Eduard Hanslick, famous 
for his wicked witticisms, later referred to him as “a Mendelssohn sewn into a sealskin”. Indeed, 
Mendelssohn’s Songs without words provide an inspiring example, certainly for the early volumes 
of the Lyric Pieces, in terms of the simplicity of the forms and the conciseness of musical ideas. 
Grieg also followed Mendelssohn’s example by giving his works an authentic local colour (in his 
case, these are references to Norwegian, rather than Italian, folk songs, such as in Op. 12, No 5), 
and expressing national self-confidence in the titles (Op. 12, No 6). But by condensing his idiom 
towards the moody, Grieg moved into uncharted waters. His chosen designation of “lyric” refers 
to a subjectivisation and an artistic programme whose “essence of sensitivity and sensibility […] 
formed the base of all his music”, as Hanspeter Krellman put it in his book about Grieg’s Lyric Pieces. 
Lonely wanderer (Op. 43, No 2) is a melancholy self-portrait; Little bird (Op. 43, No 4) anticipates 
the impressionist soundscape, whilst Shepherd’s boy (Op. 54, No 1) comes alive by blurring formal 
contours. Grieg’s own and entirely unsentimental recording of the first piece from the Op. 43 set, 
Sommerfugl (Butterfly), on a Welte-Mignon reproducing piano (1906) reveals how modern this 
music can sound.

Franz Liszt is said not only, spontaneously and accurately, to have sight-read Grieg’s Piano Con-
certo, including the orchestral parts, when the composer presented it to him during a visit to Wei-
mar, but he also acted as a vanguard in other ways for Grieg’s intended rekindling of national traits 
in music. Liszt’s pitch was Hungary: born near Eisenstadt, he came from the Pannonian Plain which, 
as Hungarian crown land, was under Habs burg rule at that time. Although he never learnt to speak 
Hungarian, and despite his breathtaking career taking him first to Vienna and then to Paris, Liszt 
felt Hungarian – or he certainly fashioned himself as such when in 1839, for the first time since his 
childhood, he appeared as a pianist and conductor at a charity concert given at the Pest theatre in 



aid of flood victims. In 1846 he went on to compose his first Hungarian Rhapsody in C sharp minor 
for piano, which he dedicated to his student Ede Szerdahelyi. By 1853, Liszt had written a further 
fourteen rhapsodies which were followed by another four during his final years (1882-1886), each of 
them dedicated to a person to whom the composer felt attached. Within Liszt’s enormous oeuvre 
for piano, the rhapsodies occupy a central position, for in them his pianistic prowess feels immedi-
ate and overwhelmingly tangible. That is down to their quasi-improvisatory form which is based 
on the structure of a soldiers’ recruiting dance, the verbunkos. The verbunkos opens with a slow 
introduction, followed by a slow (lassan) and then fast (frissan) section of the csárdás. Liszt believed 
that he had based his rhapsodies on the music of the Hungarian gypsies, while, in reality, the melo-
dies mostly originated from Hungarian composers whose pieces were played by gypsy bands. In his 
introductions, however, Liszt repeatedly makes use of the so-called “gypsy scale”, a scale featuring 
augmented seconds, leading away from the traditional minor/major tonality and thus representing 
a harmonic innovation, anticipating the twentieth century. The highly virtuosic challenges – such 
as the chains of octaves and glissandi in Rhapsody No 10 – should not be misunderstood as an end 
unto themselves: Liszt strove constantly to broaden expressiveness, towards an idea of absolute 
artistic freedom. This is also true of the exceptional position of his Rhapsody No 5 in E minor, 
which was given the sobriquet of “Héroïde-élégiaque” by Liszt. Although thematically it harks back 
to the sixth piece of the Magyar dalok (Hungarian National Melodies) of 1839/40, it remains in a 
slow tempo throughout, and after the middle section, which brightens up towards E major, returns 
to the opening melancholy manner. The two polonaises issued in 1852 also display their fair share 
of gloom – perhaps paying tribute to his friend Chopin who had died in 1849. But as ever, Liszt 
makes his own way, manifesting itself in a large proportion of seemingly improvisatory insertions 
and cadenzas. In the second rhapsody, constructed as a sonata rondo (with an ABACABA’B’ form 
plus coda), the C middle section, labelled as a “trio”, is in the key of A minor, with which he refers 
to the unusual opening of the piece in the mediant key of C major (i.e. also the relative major key 
of A minor). The transformation of the proud, majestic opening theme into a soft and delicate 
figure after the great cadenza is also a sophisticated game of changing musical and dramatic lighting.

      Wolfgang Rathert
      Translation: Viola Scheffel



recording date / location: 
Saint-Saëns: March 16, 1986 – live recording, stereo (Haus des Rundfunks, Berlin – Großer Sendesaal)
Grieg + Liszt: June 2, 1966 – studio recording, mono (Siemensvilla, Berlin-Lankwitz)

recording producer: Helge Jörns (1986) / Praetzel (1966)

recording engineer: Krüger (1986) / Steinke (1966)

Eine Aufnahme von RIAS Berlin (lizenziert durch Deutschlandradio)
recording: 1966+1986 Deutschlandradio

research: Rüdiger Albrecht

remastering: Ludger Böckenhoff, 2017

rights:
audite claims all rights arising from copyright law and competition law in relation to research, compilation and 
re-mastering of the original audio tapes, as well as the publication of these takes. Violations will be prosecuted.

The historical publications at audite are based, without exception, on the original tapes from broad-
casting archives. In general these are the original analogue tapes, which attain an astonishingly high 
quality, even measured by today’s standards, with their tape speed of up to 76 cm/sec. The remaster-
ing – professionally competent and sensitively applied – also uncovers previously hidden details of the 
interpretations. Thus, a sound of superior quality results. Publications based on private recordings 
from broadcasts cannot be compared with these.

 
We have made every attempt to clear rights for all material presented here. Should you nonetheless believe that we 
have accidentally infringed your rights, please let us know at your earliest convenience. We will endeavour to resolve 
any issues immediately.

photos: privat (p. 2: À Las Palmas “Estúdios Bosch”)
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Thank you for your interest in this audite recording.

Please note that this PDF version of the booklet is for your personal use only! We kindly 
ask you to respect our copyright and the intellectual property of our artists and writers – 
do not upload or otherwise make available for sharing our booklets or recordings.
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