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Paul Hindemith 1s95-1963

Piano Sonata No. 1 “The River Main”

I. Ruhig bewegte Viertel 326
Il Im ZeitmaR eines sehr langsamen Marsches 9:42
III. Lebhaft 7:59
IV. Ruhig bewegte Viertel, wie im ersten Teil 341
V. Lebhaft 8:05

Piano Sonata No. 2

6] I MaRig schnell 408
II. Lebhaft 212
[l Sehr langsam - Ruhig - 2:58
[0  Rondo. Bewegt - Langsam 5:41

Piano Sonata No. 3
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Hindemith: Will His Time Come? Again?

In the 1930s, the options were open. For the “progressives,” there was
Schoenberg - not one Schoenberg, in fact, but two: the uncompromising
twelve-toner of the Third and Fourth Quartets or the Violin Concerto, and the
harmonically conciliatory author of Kol Nidre or the Organ Variations. For the
neo-classicists, there was Stravinsky, who, during the decade, turned in the
Symphony of Psalms, Perséphone, and the Symphony in C. And, for those
who elected to avoid the more extreme disputes of doctrine and dogma, a
generous supply of middle-of-the-road alternatives was available: folkloristic
modality (Bartok), folkloristic tonality (Copland), post-romantic symphonic
pessimism (Pfitzner, Schmidt, Berg - yes, yes, I know, an odd bracket), post-
romantic symphonic optimism (Prokofiev, Shostakovich, Walton), American
eclecticism (Harris, Hanson), English isolationism (Vaughan Williams),
Francophilic pragmatism (Roussel, Martin), Francophilic idealism (Messiaen),
Germanic pragmatism (Orff, Brecht), Germanic idealism (Webern) and, lest
we forget, the aging, and well-nigh uncategorizable, legend, Richard Strauss,
whose best years lay both far behind and, though no one guessed it at the
time, just ahead.

Well, I dislike labels and lists, and this one, like most, is full of holes,
hunches, and half-truths (the reader is invited to submit his own; send no
labels - all entries judged on neatness, penmanship and catholicity of out-
look). But, despite the fact that, in the 1930s, Paul Hindemith’s reputation
reached its zenith, and his place among the middle-of-the-roaders enumerat-
ed above seemed secure, I've omitted his name from my list because I simply
have no idea where to place him on it. Germanic pragmatism? Maybe. But a
man who devoted a good portion of his last years to a reconstruction of his
own early output is surely something more than a pragmatist. Germanic ide-
alism? Hardly. He did, after all, set out to supply each member of the wind
choir with its very own sonata, and saw no reason to exempt the tuba. (One
can’t imagine Webern dabbling in that project!)

In a sense, indeed, Webern provides a yardstick - an example of every-
thing that Hindemith was not.
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It’s the last two categories that, as of this date, make the difference. While
alive, Webern was of interest only to colleagues; his posthumous canon-
ization was primarily an acknowledgment of the ideas engendered by his
work and only secondarily attributable to the works per se. (N.B. to G.G.
- file under “Controversial Pronouncements” and prepare defensive pos-
ture.) Hindemith, on the other hand, always had a public - not, perhaps,
the sort of public that would turn up pre-sold for the premiere of a
Shostakovich symphony, no matter the rebuffs Tovarich Dmitri’s last
effort might have suffered via Pravda and the Praesidium, nor the sort
that would attend at the Royal Albert Hall while Sir Adrian had a go at
RVW’s new opus, secure in the knowledge that even if “the Fourth” did
defy good breeding and voice-leading, as the academy decreed, the chap
is one of us - what? - and, given that, Nostalgia Waives the Rules. (N.B.
to G.G. - file under “Potential Puns” and prepare defensive posture.)

But Hindemith’s was not a public motivated by nostalgia, and, only
indirectly, by ideology. Rather, it turned to him, I suspect, with the not
unrealistic expectation that, in a musical milieu rife with dogmatic dis-
sent, he would consistently provide - to quote one of his own favorite
terms of approbation - a climate of intellectual “repose” And this, over
an extraordinarily productive career, he tried to do. In fact, as his career
drew to a close, Hindemith drew consistency around him like a Linus-
blanket.



The free-wheeling dissonance of his work in the 1920s - that abrasive
harmonic arrogance that can be sampled at its strident best in such efforts
as the Kammermusik for Violin and Orchestra, Op. 36 No. 3 (1925) - gave
way, in the 1930s, to an almost self-effacing determination to bring disso-
nance to heel in the interests of structural cohesion. Not that Hindemith
was ever to become a diatonicist - a quite singular approach to chromatic
resource was the key to both the vertical and horizontal conceits of his
style from the mid-1930s on - but he did, nonetheless, meticulously clas-
sify chord-structures according to their dissonant yield and attribute to
each a gravitational intent that discounted the romantic and post-romantic
concept of the root as a psychologically perceptible, but not necessarily
physically demonstrable, presence.

Hindemith’s method, which endowed his later works with idiomatic
consistency (few musicians provide such instant giveaways for the “Who’s
the composer?” version of Twenty Questions!), was fundamentally phe-
nomenological. “I vibrate, therefore, I am,” might well have been his
motto. And, as a result, in direct proportion to his progress toward
idiomatic confidence and stylistic identity, his work was somehow dimin-
ished by the systematic exclusion of all that was ambiguous, ambivalent
or otherwise resistant to analysis. The two versions of his epic song-cycle
Das Marienleben provide pertinent illustration: Draft 1 (1923) is a pas-
sionate, if occasionally untidy, masterpiece; Draft 2 (1948) is a sober,
indeed impeccable, revision that approaches its subject with healthy
respect in lieu of ecstatic devotion.

In any event, once Robert Craft forged the Stravinsky-Schoenberg
axis in the 1950s, and the eclecticism of the 1960s alleviated the austere
serialism of the previous decade, the futures market in Hindemithian
repose was struck by panic selling. To be sure, a handful of his works have
held their place in the repertoire - the Symphonic Metamorphosis of
Themes by Carl Maria von Weber, the Concert Music for Brass and
Strings, and, above all, the magnificent triptych drawn from his opera
Mathis der Maler. But the bulk of his output turns up nowadays on stu-
dent programs (how many other major figures indulged the aspirations of
tuba virtuosi?), organ recitals (the kist-o’-whistles clan is inherently con-
servative and Hindemith now seems in contention for the spot previously
reserved for Rheinberger and S. Karg-Elert), or, on occasion, archival proj-
ects (“let’s see if we can get all of them on one disc!”), like this one.

And that’s a pity! Because, even though some of the clichés offered as
comment on his work (“more fun to play than to listen to“; “always compe-
tent, rarely inspired”) contain a modicum of truth, the works themselves are
possessed of a validity that ultimately renders such comment irrelevant. They
are well made; they do contain, admittedly amidst chapters with benumbing-
ly anticipatable plot-lines, paragraphs, even pages, in which musical charac-
terizations are drawn not only sympathetically and insightfully but with an
ascetic commitment to detail that suggests the medieval mating of ritual and
ecstasy.
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In Hindemith’s work, to be sure, ecstasy is a commodity most frequently
purveyed by fugal situations - the finale to the Third Piano Sonata being
perhaps the most conspicuous example this album provides. On occasion,
as in the outer segments of the marcia funebre from the First Piano Sonata,
Hindemith’s slow movements attain a comparable intensity. Even here,
however, one can, to adopt the lingo of tape-editing, see the splices going
through - the central episode of the movement, though it undoubtedly
measures up to Hindemith’s personal yardstick of chord-group fluctuation,
guide-tone orientation, and melodic diversification, behaves rather like the
new boy on the block, unsure as to whether one can, or should, make
friends with the kids next door. A similar gaffe is evidenced by the other-
wise beautifully structured adagio of the Third Sonata in which, as a sec-
ondary episode and for no apparent reason, Hindemith previews, note for
note and at approximately half tempo, twenty-four and a half bars of the
scintillating third subject from his up-coming triple-fugue finale. It is a lapse
that attests not only to his fondness for contrapuntal mischief but to his not-
infrequent miscalculations in stage-management - the miscalculation is not
inherently musical but theatrical.

For Hindemith, however, and by his own admission, the ritual of craft pre-
ceded the vision of the creative idea. In this regard, it's perhaps instructive to
think of Hindemith as the obverse of Scriabin, a composer for whom reason was
the by-product of ecstatic experience. And Hindemith, like other composers with
similar priorities - Sweelinck, Telemann, Reger, Myaskovsky - will, I suspect, be
the subject of many revivals and many attempts at re-evaluation. Whatever the
verdicts of future generations, they will have to reckon with a composer of prodi-
gious gifts, a composer who, in many ways, embodied the fin de siecle stylistic
dilemma of his era, but who, in his anxiety to validate his syntax, to propagate
his theorems, sometimes permitted those priorities to divert his attention from
the goal he so often acknowledged and which, when properly adduced, is the true
amalgam of ecstasy and reason - repose.

GLENN GOULD
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