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ROBERT SCHUMANN  Novelette, Op. 21, No. 8
GABRIEL FAURE Ballade in F-sharp Major, Op. 19

FREDERIC RZEWSKI "Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues" from Four North
American Ballads

INTERMISSION

LEON KIRCHNER Interlude Il

Continued...



ROBERT SCHUMANN  Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13 and posthumous

Theme: Andante

Etude 1 (Var. 1): Un poco piu vivo
Etude 2 (Var. 2): Andante

Etude 3: Vivace

Etude 4 (Var. 3): Allegro marcato
Etude 5 (Var. 4): Scherzando

Etude 6 (Var. 5): Agitato

Etude 7 (Var. 6): Allegro molto

Etude 8 (Var. 7): Sempre marcatissimo
Posth. Var. IV: Allegretto

Posth. Var. V: Moderato

Etude 9: Presto possibile

Etude 10 (Var. 8): Allegro con energia
Posth. Var. I: Andante, Tempo del tema
Etude 11 (Var. 9): Andante espressivo
Etude 12 (Finale): Allegro brillante

This evening’s program will run around 90 minutes, including intermission.
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NOTES ON THE PROGRAM

Novelette, Op. 21, No. 8
Robert Schumann (1810-1856)

In the 1830s, Robert Schumann was writing much of the most revered piano music
of his career. His Novelletten, Op. 21 (a set of eight pieces) are typical of the period:
dramatic, intense, and difficult, with the narrative quality of a work of literature. No. 8
in F-sharp minor: Sehr lebhaft is the longest and perhaps most intense of the bunch,
and the one heard today.

Narrative is the key to understanding this work, more specifically Schumann’s
apparent belief that musical narrative is most strongly felt through stark contrast.
The piece thrives on duality. Really, it is two pieces of similar form cemented
together. Each of these pieces is further divided into contrasting sections of
percussive intensity and, at turns, broad and tender lyricism. Schumann was a
peerless orchestrator at the piano and uses the moods of the piece as an excuse to
examine and showcase the varying shades of piano textures.

The right-hand / left-hand communication is another embodiment of the duality of
the piece. Their symbiosis throughout is a primary driver in the form. Rather than
leave the melodic action to the right hand and relegate the left to accompaniment,
both hands contribute essentially and equally to the progression of the piece,
ushering each other to each new phase. The bass motion in the left hand is
especially strong and functions as a secondary melody whenever a primary theme
is being showcased. It is Composition 101 taken to the most skillful degree, leaving
no shortage of nuance for the listener to pay attention to.

Ballade in F-sharp Major, Op. 19
Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924)

Gabriel Fauré was one of the most important composers in the bridge period
between Romanticism and Modernism. His harmonic sensitivity and formal daring
were extremely influential on the generations immediately following him, especially
on his compatriots Debussy and Ravel. His Ballade in F-sharp Major, Op. 19, is an
essential early work, almost a thesis statement for his entire career—graceful and
charming, difficult without showboating, and complex while retaining an elegant
accessibility. It was a major contribution to intellectual life in the early Belle Epoque
and was probably the inspiration for the haunting fictional sonata in Proust’s

In Search of Lost Time.



The piece is a combination of the ambition of Liszt and the grace and delicacy of
Chopin. Its elegance belies its extraordinary difficulty. It was originally conceived as
a multi-movement work akin to the shape of a standard sonata or concerto, but, in
Lisztian fashion, Fauré compressed the material into one long multi-episodic arc.

Fauré’s work here is partly the product of late Romanticism, relying on the patterns
of traditional forms to give the piece a sense of cohesion and internal unity. It also
anticipates the boundary-smashing work of Debussy’s Modernism, feeling to the
listener like a long improvisation. It resembles a discursive miniature by Chopin in
mood, but maintains a kind of Beethovenian rigor in its large-scale formal
organization.

There are three primary themes in the piece, each with its unique character that
showcases Fauré’s skill as a melody writer. They are elegantly stated and restated,
augmented, gilded with flourishing arpeggios, and otherwise treated with the kind of
grandeur that the Romantics preferred in a well-composed piece. There is classical
symmetry as well, as sections of each theme are often repeated in call-and-
response fashion.

Much of what gives the piece its sense of freshness and surprise, though, is Fauré’s
harmonic inventiveness. What Fauré realized was that harmony was the great
contextualizer of music. His compositions don’t present harmony for its own sake,
but apply it as part of a holistic vision, changing how the listener might receive a
particular moment in time. Because of this, traditional harmonic analysis of Fauré’s
work tends to fall short. A here-this-chord-then-this-one approach does not fully
communicate how the harmony frames the mood of a melody, makes certain
rhythmic gestures feel quicker or more relaxed, or punctuates significant moments
in the form. Many of the greatest composers knew this, but Fauré was particularly
good at realizing it. In his Ballade, Fauré relies on the harmony to surprise the
listener, especially at the ends of phrases and in transitional moments in the form.
Here is a work of music, its harmony part of a larger, complete musical experience.

"Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues" from Four North American Ballads
Frederic Rzewski (1938-2021)

Frederic Rzewski (ZHEF-skee) was one of the most important American composers
of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. He was especially known as a composer-
pianist and his works for piano are looked on with great fondness by the wide world
of piano geeks. His work is energetic, forceful, almost polemical, often written with
explicitly political inspiration. He is one of the few composers who truly made the
case for music's pure rhetorical power. He was as well-respected as a pianist as he
was as a composer, notably working on Anthony Braxton's monumental Creative
Orchestra Music 1976.



Rzewski's political music can be placed in the broader tradition of program music, or
music written with an extra-musical narrative in mind. This genre has a long history
starting in the Romantic era. It became popular to justify abandoning traditional
abstract formal structures, allowing composers to feel as if they were writing freely
while also helpfully being limited and guided by the standard-bearing narrative arc.

Rzewski’s program in “Winnsboro Cotton Blues” is a twofold commentary: one a
sympathetic narrative, and one a meta-textual historical commentary. On the one
hand, it is a story of labor and leisure among Black cotton workers. On the other, it is
an argument for the foundations and development of modern American music.

Liszt's Mephisto Waltz No. 1 is a touchstone. Rzewski replicates its formula of
preparation / activity / rest / activity to offer a glimpse of rural life and labor. For Liszt,
the basis was a peasant celebration, from the primordial ooze of a tuning band to a
raucous dance party that calms and reenergizes in turns as the dancers tire and
excite. It is a statement on the idea of leisure among those who work hardest in
society. Rzewski politicizes the formula, but similarly evokes the idea of a primitive
gesture that soon gives way to a fully textured musical world. On the way, he
repeats an argument for the foundation of modern American music.

Jazz and other 20th-century modernist genres that emerged from the American
Industrial Revolution are often seen as reactions to a mechanized environment. The
racket of machinery and its consistent tick, the incessant hum of traffic, and the
dehumanizing repetition of work brought about by hyper-specialization and the
division of labor under capitalism all forced a human artistic response to make
sense of the noise, so the theory goes. Rzewski employs this idea to expert effect.
From the mechanistic rumble of a cotton mill at the start to a tour of boogie-woogie,
rag, jazz, and blues, the piece portrays modern genre as a natural expression of
human imagination when confronted with a rapidly changing world.

Interlude I
Leon Kirchner (1919-2009)

Within the broader genre of solo piano music, there is a somewhat

eclectic sub-genre that could be called piano geek music. This is music written
by and for pianists, music for which the highest praise is, knowingly, "they write
well for the piano." Chopin's music fits this mold, as does Liszt's, Ravel’s, and
both Clara and Robert Schumann’s. Gifted practitioners of the art of piano
performance write this music. Like any niche subculture, it has its subtle in-
group signifiers. Non-pianists may not notice what makes these pieces
preferable, but pianists sure do, and much of the standard repertoire for the
instrument is built on this knowledge and its associated preferences.
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Leon Kirchner was primarily a composer, but his gifts were wide-ranging, and
he was an excellent pianist. His work for piano, especially his late

works, have the ineffable sense of someone in the know. It is piano geek music
par excellence, and it has increasingly become standard repertoire among
pianists looking for something to perform outside of the well-trodden collection
of pieces from the late Romantic period.

His Interlude Il has become especially popular. Although written in Kirchner's
identifiably modern style, the piece owes much of its sensibility to the norms of
late Romantic music, especially the iconoclastic music of another piano geek,
Alexander Scriabin. The work throughout is discursive and rhapsodic. Like
Scriabin, its harmonic inventiveness is more about providing shape and
contrast to ongoing melodic lines, moving here and there as the composer
sees fit, rather than progressing through a standardized scheme where one
block of sound is tied functionally to another. Where Kirchner departs from
Scriabin is in the formal structure. Unlike much of late Romantic music
composed using traditional forms, Kirchner's piece is more modernist, with no
clear map other than a sense of what might be interesting. The composition
overall is not about rote procedure, but a kind of mindful occupation of each
moment. Its purpose is the journey the listener experiences while listening.

Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13 and posthumous
Robert Schumann (1810-1856)

Robert Schumann was a paradox of a composer. In his life and art, he seemed to
balance on a thread between contradictions. He was a great supporter of the
community of composers around him, of young talent and of those who supported
his fiercely defended critical ideals, yet he was in life mostly a loner who invented an
imaginary society of composers in lieu of any real group of friends. He had major
mood swings, perhaps from what we would call bipolar disorder today, and
oscillated between periods of fanatic productivity and melancholic introspection. He
was also a defender of classical ideals and forms whose music seemed more
interested in exploring the very modern precept that content dictates form. It would
be easy to choose just one of these perspectives to analyze Schumann from, but
this would be an incomplete portrait. He was all these things, a fully fleshed, deeply
complex person who tried to lead the life of a quintessential Romantic, passionate
and obsessively art-forward.

Schumann’s Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13, is as enigmatic as the composer himself.
Notoriously difficult to perform, the composition has a history of alterations and
additions that makes it just as difficult to pin down conceptually. The piece began as
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a challenge to write variations on a theme by Baron von Fricken, an “amateur,” as
Schumann referred to him in the first title of the work, though additional movements
from later publications do not follow the form of variation. The titling of the work as
well was relatively chaotic, having changed many times over the course of its
composition and publication. At one time, it directly referenced Schumann’s
imagined dueling creative forces, the outgoing Florestan and the introspective
Eusebius, who provided a frame and creative outlet for the composer’s mood
swings. The two were eminent members of Schumann’s imagined society, the
Davidsbund, who, with their sophisticated compositions, heroically triumphed over
the ignorant pop culture Philistines. The imaginary creators’ imprint can still be seen
throughout the Etudes.

The changing nature of the piece has meant that the order of the variations is
dictated by the performer, making it difficult to summarize as a large-scale piece.
What remains consistent in every performance is Schumann’s characteristic sound
world, his aesthetic that unifies formal competence, virtuosity, and pure emotion.
While most movements do vary the original theme, this is merely a jumping-off point.
The Symphonic Etudes are fundamentally about the idiosyncrasies of the piano.
The movements are highly structured, but the scaffolding feels like it buckles under
the weight of texture and color. Sublime is the correct descriptor here. Though the
piece is demanding to both performer and listener, all anyone can do is be in awe of
Schumann’s music.

© Connor Buckley, 2026

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Avery Gagliano piano

Celebrated as “a distinctive young talent” (International Piano), pianist Avery
Gagliano is recognized for interpretations with great emotional depth and a
discernibly narrative approach. Having first risen to international acclaim as the
winner of the first prize and best concerto prize at the 2020 National Chopin
Piano Competition, she has established herself as an artist to watch and has
performed in prominent venues including Carnegie Hall, Warsaw Philharmonic
Hall, the Louis Vuitton Foundation, Salle Cortot, Philharmonie Luxembourg,
Konzerthaus Berlin, Ehrbar Saal in Vienna, and La Grange au Lac in Evian.

Avery’s 2026/27 season includes concerto appearances with the Buffalo
Philharmonic and Music Director JoAnn Falletta, Jacksonville Symphony and

conductor Andrew Litton, and Philharmonie Sudwestfalen and Chief Conductor
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Ingmar Beck, and recitals presented by Vivo Performing Arts (formerly
Celebrity Series of Boston), San Francisco Performances, and California State
University, Sacramento. Recent orchestral highlights include the Kansas City
Symphony, Louisville Orchestra, Maryland Symphony, i Pomeriggi Musicali in
Milan, and Indianapolis Symphony and Indianapolis Chamber Orchestra as a
finalist in the 2025 American Piano Awards. She has appeared at leading fest-
ivals including Aspen, Bravo! Vail, Cliburn, Gilmore, Verbier, MostArts, New
Hampshire, Sanibel, Duszniki, and Miami International Piano festivals. She has
also performed collaboratively with Christian Tetzlaff, Steven Isserlis, Dover
Quartet, Balourdet Quartet, and New York’s Jupiter Symphony Chamber
Players.

In November 2026, Avery’s recording of Mozart piano concertos with Howard
Griffiths and Camerata Schweiz, Next Generation Mozart Soloists, Volume 17,
will be released by Alpha Classics. Her debut album, Reflections (Steinway &
Sons, 2021), features repertoire at the heart of her music making, including
works by Chopin, Haydn, Schumann, and Adés. Her interpretations of works
by Chopin have been hailed as “revelatory” (New York Classical Review), while
recent programs have brought the French and Austro-German traditions—
including music by Fauré, Ravel, Schubert, and Schumann—into dialogue with
20th- and 21st-century American music. Her performances have been broad-
cast across the United States and Europe on leading radio programs such as
Deutschlandfunk and SWR in Germany, Chicago’s WFMT, Philadelphia’s
WRTI, NPR’s From the Top, and the celebrated American Public Media

show Performance Today, where she was a 2024 Young Artist in Residence.

Avery is a graduate of Curtis Institute of Music, where she studied with Robert
McDonald, Gary Graffman, and Jonathan Biss. She is an alumna of Gstaad
Piano Academy, Lieven Piano Foundation, Lang Lang International Music
Foundation’s Young Scholars Program, and Sir Andras Schiff's Building
Bridges mentoring program. She currently resides in Germany and studies with
Schiff as part of the Performance Program for Young Pianists at Kronberg
Academy, generously supported by the Henle Foundation.

Avery Gagliano is represented by Curtis Artist Management at Curtis Institute
of Music.

FROM THE ARCHIVES...
Pianist Avery Gagliano makes her Vivo Performing Arts debut this evening.



