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SOLITUDE
MUSIC FOR FLUTE AND PIANO BY SCHUBERT,
LIEBERMANN, JÓHANNSSON and PROKOFIEV

1. Franz Schubert: Introduction and Variations on “Trockne Blumen,”
D. 802 (21:38)
Lowell Liebermann: Sonata for Flute and Piano, Op. 23
2. Lento con rubato (11:12)
3. Presto energico (3:56)
4. Magnús Blöndal Jóhannsson: Solitude, for solo flute (10:36)
Sergei Prokofiev: Sonata for Flute and Piano, Op. 94
5. Moderato (8:41)
6. Scherzo: Presto (4:56)
7. Andante (3:40)
8. Allegro con brio (7:35)
Total Playing Time: 72:18
Michael McHale, piano
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Following a structural format often used
by other composers of the era, the work’s
introduction is an achingly somber episode that sounds almost improvisatory,
providing occasional musical hints as
to the melancholic main melody that
follows. The theme is virtually identical
to the original song’s tune, though with
a few ornamental embellishments. The
seven variations run a gamut of moods,
emotions and effects: nervous agitation,
solemn drama, gentle lyricism, rhapsodic
intensity, scampering whimsy, and mystery-tinged “tiptoeing.” The final variation (and grand finale) is a free-flowing,
fantasia-like amalgamation of contrasting sub-variations that often bear
only vague resemblance to the original
theme. The flutist finds ample opportunity throughout to display both virtuosity
and expressive acumen, beautifully supported all the while by the kind of magically evocative piano writing typical of
Schubert’s finest Lieder.

ike many composers of his day,
Franz Schubert (1797-1828) was
ever one to make the most of a good
tune – and thus recycled a number of his
most attractive melodies (many of which
are found in his art songs) into later compositions. Perhaps the most famous of
Schubert’s examples of this practice is his
incorporation of the catchy tune of his
well-known song, “Die Forelle,” into his
bubbly “Trout” quintet.
After completing his wonderful song cycle Die Schöne Müllerin (The Fair Maid
of the Mill) in the fall of 1823, Schubert
lost no time in recasting perhaps the cycle’s most climactic song, “Trockne Blumen” (Withered Flowers) a few months
later into his only original composition
for flute and piano, the Introduction and
Variations on “Trockne Blumen,” D.
802. Believed to be written for Schubert’s
friend, the flute virtuoso Ferdinand
Bogner, it may well have been performed
during the composer’s tragically brief
lifetime – but it remained unpublished
until 1850, whereupon it soon became
a favorite showpiece among the world’s
finest flutists.

Contemporary American master Lowell
Liebermann (b. 1961) – one of the most
frequently performed and recorded of
living composers – completed his marvelous Sonata for Flute and Piano, Op.
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The shorter Presto energico finale couldn’t
possibly stand in greater contrast to
the first movement: it’s a headlong and
hard-driving tarantella-like piece, propelled by insistent triplet-laced rhythmic
patterns from the piano that give it a persistently tense “perpetual-motion” feel. It
generates a sense of breathless, edge-of
your-seat excitement from beginning to
end, leaving listeners almost relieved, yet
exhilarated, by the time it’s over.

23, in 1987. It was written specifically for
flute sorceress Paula Robison on commission from Charleston, SC’s Spoleto
USA Festival, where Robison delivered it
to rapturous public and critical acclaim.
This brilliant tour-de-force poses considerable demands on flutist and pianist
alike, encompassing a huge range of technique, mood and expression. Written in
two highly different movements, it has
deservedly become a widely performed
chamber classic of our time.

Magnús Blöndal Jóhannsson (1925–
2005) was among the first true modernists of Icelandic music. He began formal
music studies at at age eight; at eleven he
became the youngest student ever admitted to the Reykjavík School of Music. His
talent was matched by his ambition, and
in 1946 he was admitted to the Juilliard
School in New York, where he studied
piano and composition for five years. It
was at this time that Jóhannsson began
experimenting with serial composition,
including the Webern-inspired Four
Abstractions (1950), the first Icelandic
twelve-tone work.

The opening Lento con rubato movement
is a substantial and ingeniously crafted creation that explores three different
themes in varied ways through its protracted course, allowing both players to
explore a broad array of tone colors, effects and expressive possibilities. Listen
for the piano’s often churning foundation
beneath soaring melodies from the flute.
The music is predominantly mysterious
and meditative throughout, though it’s
generally slow progress is interrupted
twice by faster and louder interludes of
searing intensity before returning to its
predominantly unhurried pace and finishing on its original somber note.

Jóhannsson returned to Reykjavík in
1954, but there was little interest in his
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music and he was unemployed for more
than a year. When he found full-time
work, in the music division of the Icelandic State Radio, it provided him with
a novel resource. The radio studios were
equipped with tape players, with which
one could create a kaleidoscope of new
sounds. The machines were available for
the young composer to use in the evenings, after a full day of work. It was here
that his pioneering work continued; he
wrote the first Icelandic composition to
include tape (Electronic Study for wind
quintet and piano, 1959) as well as the
fully electronic Constellation (1961).

“The telephone rang in my house in
Iceland in the winter of 1982: ‘It is Magnús,’ he said, ‘calling from New York.’ His
first question astonished me: ‘Do you have
time? Can you spare me ten minutes?’ I
still didn’t know how to answer; the music
was already coming across the Atlantic;
Magnús was playing it on his synthesizer. The notes searched, hesitated, formed
melodies. At first I smiled at this crazy
idea, then I was caught up more and more
in the music. When the piece was over, I
was full of enthusiasm, and told him to
send me the music immediately! I knew
how long it had been since Magnús last
composed, and by way of how many purgatories this music had become so seemingly simple and natural.”

By the 1970s, Jóhannsson’s career was
in decline. After the death of his wife,
he fought a long and demeaning battle
with alcoholism and composed nothing
between 1972 and 1980. He returned
with the stunningly simple Adagio for
strings, celeste, and percussion (1980),
and Solitude for solo flute followed two
years later. Both were composed in New
York, where he resided for a few years
after attending a recovery program.

In his preface to the work, Jóhannsson
stated that “Solitude is, like the name implies, a feeling of loneliness, not self-pity
or bitterness, but of a certain serenity.”
This serenity is certainly evident in the
music itself, which grows from a single,
repeated note played pianissimo to a powerful climax before returning to silence.

Solitude was composed for the Austrian
flautist Manuela Wiesler. As she recalled,
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tially placid course develops into a number of ecstatically exuberant episodes
along the way. Its French influences notwithstanding, one immediately recognizes Prokofiev’s unique stamp: his signature
melodic style, piquant harmonies and
dynamic variety. The following Scherzo:
Presto movement is, for the most part, a
delightfully playful romp in triple meter,
its dancelike rhythms perhaps a by-product of Prokofiev’s concurrent work on
a major ballet. A slower middle section
provides pensive contrast.

During the grim years of World War II,
Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) – being
one of Russia’s most important Soviet-era cultural icons – was relocated to
safer locales ahead of the German armies
advancing on Stalingrad and Moscow.
Thus it was in the picturesque town of
Alma-Ata in the Ural Mountains that he
composed his Sonata for Flute and Piano, Op. 94, in the summer of 1943.
He was also working at the time on the
film score to the Eisenstein film Ivan the
Terrible, as well as Cinderella, one of his
famous ballets – and the creation of this
sonata may well have provided some diversion from the demands of writing such
major works. His idyllic surroundings
may well have inspired the work’s prevailing lyrical qualities. The composer’s years
in Paris (before his return to Russia) had
left him with an affinity for the often sanguine and saucy French style, an influence
that many see reflected in this piece.

The composer returns to the sonata’s
opening lyrical mood in the succeeding
Andante movement, where the music
seems to breathe an air of serene comfort
and contentment. It’s the perfect foil to
the frisky and fun-filled finale (Allegro
con brio) which – like the first movement
– presents tremendous thematic and developmental variety, with touches of humor along the way. Built along the lines of
a rondo, it comes across as neo-classical
in both its basic structure and ornamentation, with precise and cleanly etched
lines as well as a sense of blithe elegance.

The opening movement (Moderato) is a
miracle of sunny optimism, with its two
main themes developed in the classic sonata-allegro manner. Beginning with a
lyrical sense of wistful reflection, its ini6

It’s interesting to note that none other
than violinist supreme David Oistrakh,
who knew a great composition when he
heard one, prevailed upon Prokofiev to
transcribe this sonata (with his collaboration), for violin and piano – resulting
in some minor differences between the
two versions. But whether this delicious
music is delivered by flute or violin, its
technical and interpretive demands present quite a challenge to even the finest
players – pianists included!
— Jóhannsson notes
by Árni Heimir Ingólfsson
— Notes on Schubert, Liebermann and
Prokofiev by Lindsay Koob

Stefán Ragnar Höskuldsson is the principal flutist of the Metropolitan Opera
Orchestra, as well as a distinguished international soloist and chamber musician. A native of Iceland, Stefán has been
praised by the New York Times for his
agility and warmth of expression.
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Galway International Flute Festival in
Lucerne and a live radio broadcast with
BBC Radio 3’s In Tune program in London.

Mr. Höskuldsson has performed widely
throughout the United States, Europe,
and Japan under the skilled direction of
James Levine, Fabio Luisi, Valery Gergiev, Daniel Barenboim, Seiji Ozawa,
Esa-Pekka Salonen, and Riccardo Muti.
He regularly performs at Carnegie Hall
with the Met Orchestra and Chamber
Ensemble – and, in 2009, he was featured
as a soloist in Pierre Boulez’s Mémoriale-Explosant Fixe. Stefán has collaborated in performances and recordings with
such artists as renowned pianists Evgeni
Kissin, Alfred Brendel and Yefim Bronfman, violinist Gil Shaham, and sopranos
Diana Damrau and Anna Netrebko. As a
member of the Met Opera Orchestra, Mr.
Höskuldsson has received two GRAMMY Awards in the category of best opera
recording for Wagner’s Ring Cycle and
Thomas Adès’ The Tempest.

In 2011, Stefán performed the Mozart
Concerto for Flute and Harp with members of the Met Orchestra at the Parlance
Chamber Concert series. Mr. Höskuldsson also frequently appears as soloist with
the Iceland Symphony Orchestra – and,
in 2013, he performed the Carl Nielsen
Flute Concerto under the baton of Vladimir Ashkenazy. Previous performances
with the orchestra include the Lowell
Liebermann Flute Concerto and the W.A.
Mozart Flute Concerto in D major.
Stefán currently teaches at a private studio in New York City and has been a
faculty member with the Pacific Music
Festival in Japan since 2010. He has given master classes at The Juilliard School,
Manhattan School of Music, Mannes
College of Music, Guildhall School of
Music and Drama, and the Royal Academy of Music.

In addition to his performances with the
Met, he has been engaged as guest principal flute with the Los Angeles Philharmonic, the Mostly Mozart Festival and
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. His
extensive solo performances include engagements with the Pacific Music Festival in Sapporo, recitals at the Sir James

Mr. Höskuldsson attended the Reykjavík
School of Music in Iceland where he
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studied with Bernhard Wilkinson. Following his graduation, Stefán attended
the Royal Northern College of Music in
Manchester, England, where he studied
with Peter Lloyd and Wissam Boustany.
Stefán can be heard and seen on live HD
broadcasts with the Metropolitan Opera.
He has recorded for Castle Classics and
the Naxos label’s American Classics Series.
www.stefanragnarhoskuldsson.com
Belfast-born Michael McHale is one of
Ireland’s leading pianists. Since completing his studies at Cambridge University
and the Royal Academy of Music, he has
developed a busy international career
as a solo recitalist, concerto soloist and
chamber musician. He has performed at
many important musical centers, including Suntory Hall, Tokyo; Lincoln Center,
New York; Symphony Hall, Boston; Konzerthaus, Berlin; Pesti Vigadó, Budapest,
and the Ushuaia, Chopiniana and Tanglewood Festivals.
Michael’s début solo album, The Irish Piano, was selected as “CD of the Week” by
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Washington DC received great public
and critical acclaim, with the Washington
Post praising his “bravura playing in the
music of Franz Liszt” and his “beautifully
proportioned and energetic account of
Mozart’s Sonata in C minor, K.457.”

critic Norman Lebrecht, who described
it as “a scintillating recital…fascinating from start to stop,” while Gramophone praised “the singing sensibility of
McHale’s sensitive and polished pianism.”
He has performed as soloist with the Hallé,
Minnesota, Bournemouth Symphony and
Moscow Symphony orchestras, the Teatro
Colon Orchestra, Discovery Ensemble,
London Mozart Players and all five of the
major Irish orchestras in repertoire ranging from Mozart and Beethoven to Gershwin, Prokofiev and Rachmaninov.

New albums in 2015 include a second
solo CD, Miniatures and Modulations, of
music by Philip Hammond on the Grand
Piano label and a disc of clarinet sonatas
by Brahms and Reinecke with Michael
Collins for Chandos.
In addition to winning the 2009 Terence
Judd/Hallé Award, Michael was awarded
the Brennan and Field Prizes at the 2006
AXA Dublin International Piano Competition and the 2005 Camerata Ireland/
Accenture Award. His teachers and mentors include John O’Conor, Réamonn
Keary, Christopher Elton, Ronan O’Hora
and Barry Douglas.

Michael’s commitment to new music has
led to first performances and recordings
of music by composers including Arvo
Pärt, Valentin Silvestrov, John Tavener,
Luke Bedford and Ian Wilson – as well
as concerto world premières by Irish
composers Garrett Sholdice (with Gábor Takács-Nagy and the Irish Chamber
Orchestra) and Philip Hammond (with
Nicholas Collon and the Ulster Orchestra
for BBC Radio 3).

Michael enjoys chamber music collaborations with Sir James Galway, Michael
Collins, Patricia Rozario, Camerata Pacifica and the Vogler Quartet.

His début solo recitals in the Wigmore
Hall, London, the National Concert
Hall, Dublin, and the Phillips Collection,

www.michaelmchale.com
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