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WINTERBERG Piano Sonatas Nos. 1-5 « Jonathan
Powell (pn) « EDA 054 (79:36)

Hans Winterberg is a new name to me and a major discovery.
He composed orchestral works including two symphonies and
four piano concertos, ballets, and chamber music including
four string quartets and sonatas/suites for violin/piano,
viola/piano, and cello/piano. Among the piano music there are
six suites in addition to the sonatas, and there are some vocal
works. Boosey & Hawkes is very belatedly publishing
Winterberg’s compositions, rescuing him from near-oblivion.
He was born in Prague in 1900, studied with Zemlinsky and
much later with Alois Haba. Unlike his Jewish
contemporaries Pavel Haas, Viktor Ullmann, Hans Krasa, and
Gideon Klein, he survived the Holocaust (especially
imprisonment in Terezin) through a quite remarkable
succession of near-miracles. He died in 1991, though
inexplicably the otherwise tremendously informative booklet
(eight pages of text) has no mention of this. He has been
described as both a successor to Janacek and a member of the
wider Second Viennese School, but while there are other
influences present, they are thoroughly assimilated. None of
them diminishes the composer’s strong personality and
creative imagination.

Winterberg is clearly a composer with something meaningful
to say and a convincing way of expressing it. According to the
Boosey & Hawkes website, he is “a stranger to chattiness,
contemplation and Romantic exuberance ... conciseness and
brevity go hand in hand with intensity and an exuberant
abundance of action in a confined space.” According to Frank
Harders-Wuthenow, this is “Music whose sinews are stretched
to the breaking point.” After listening to the piano sonatas, |
would say these comments are perceptive and accurate. Of
course, intensity can prove wearying, but here we might feel
wrung out, I suggest, simply because the music is so
constantly gripping. One’s brain and emotions can take only
so much stimulation. Even so, I was engrossed through the
first four of these sonatas in one sitting. No. 1 is volatile (first
movement marked Agitato), then intriguing and mysterious
(movement two), finally restless and urgent (Molto vivace).
Rather than discussing each work in turn, I will offer a few
random comments. The five sonatas span a period of only 14
years. Ostinatos and other insistent qualities are characteristic,
as for example in the opening movement of the Third Sonata.
Unexpectedly, the final sonata is imbued with more of a
serenely pastoral mood and is generally calmer. While I have
enjoyed music by all of Winterberg’s contemporaries
mentioned above, his own music, at least in these sonatas, is
more consistently inventive and compelling. Always
purposeful and never predictable, he holds my attention from
beginning to end. One surprising passage is the jaunty march-
like episode in the finale of the Third Sonata.

I strongly recommend the website Forbidden Music—
Unlocking Winterberg, etc., where one may find several
recordings of whole movements or shorter extracts, as well as
a great deal of valuable information. Try the finale of the
Third String Quartet of 1957 or the Symphonic Epilogue of
1952. Better still, buy these excellent performances by
Jonathan Powell as a fine introduction to this masterly
composer. Philip Borg-Wheeler
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