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Overview


This album showcases three of the most important solo piano sonatas produced in 
North and South America in the twentieth century. In these works, Charles Griffes, 
Samuel Barber, and Alberto Ginastera achieved new and distinctive ways to convey 
personal expression within the sonata genre. 

Charles Tomlinson Griffes (1884-1920) regarded each composition as a unique problem 
to solve, and his Sonata demonstrates this. There is nothing else quite like it either by 
Griffes or by another composer. Brooding, edgy, and ecstatic, it was written in the later 
part of his life when Griffes was exploring non-Western music and exotic scales. This 
makes it sound as modern as the sonatas by Barber and Ginastera even though it was 
composed decades before. When it came on the music scene in 1917, it was 
acclaimed as the first major American piano sonata of the century.


Samuel Barber (1910-1981) took the traditional model to a new level with his Sonata 
for Piano. Notably, the fourth movement is a breathtaking fugue of surpassing 
virtuosity, both pianistic and compositional. The first three movements span a vast 
range of emotion and character while displaying Barber’s gift for lyrical melodies and 
rich harmonies. The Sonata for Piano immediately secured a prominent place in the 
standard repertoire after its legendary New York City premiere by Vladimir Horowitz in 
1950.


Alberto Ginastera (1916-1983) utilized Argentine folk music as a source for many 
compositions, including his Sonata No. 1. Its rustic melodies are vividly memorable, 
but rhythm is the dominating element here, with syncopations and changing meters 
generating a relentless sense of propulsion. Moreover, Ginastera’s dissonant 
harmonizations have strong, logical patterns that give them a sense of inevitability. All 
of these attributes boosted the sonata’s great popularity, which has never diminished 
since it first appeared in 1952.


Structure and technique


The sonatas by Ginastera and Barber on this recording follow a conventional plan in 
the number and type of movements. Both begin with a first movement in sonata-
allegro form, followed by a scherzo, a slow movement, and a finale.


Ginastera designed the movements of his Sonata No. 1 by shuffling the elements of 
sonata-allegro form and rondo form. The first movement is a monothematic sonata-
allegro form, where the second theme is a dolce version of the first; the scherzo 
movement, with its return of the second theme, is in sonata-rondo form; the slow 
movement is built from two main melodies, which recalls sonata-allegro form; and the 
last movement is an expanded rondo form.




The Sonata by Griffes is structurally innovative. Comprised of three connected 
movements played without pause, the first is based on sonata-allegro form but the 
second and third are generally episodic in nature. There is a key signature of one flat, 
identifying D minor as the tonal reference point, and the sonata ends on D. But Griffes 
derived its melodic and harmonic material from an eight-note scale consisting of D, Eb, 
F, F#, Ab, A, Bb, C#—the three notes of the D minor triad plus the five black keys on 
the keyboard—producing matchless new sounds.


The sonatas by Ginastera and Barber also depart from regular major and minor scales. 
For example, Ginastera used twelve-tone rows in his second and third movements, and 
Barber used twelve-tone rows in his first and third movements. But even when doing 
so, Barber gave the music an overall sense of tension and resolution that was 
consistent with a grounding in tonality. This was supported by his use of the key 
signatures of Eb minor, G major, B minor, and Eb minor respectively for the four 
movements. As a further method of compositional organization, these keys are related 
in a symmetrical fashion by all being a major third apart.


As a detail, Barber embedded a descending minor second motif in the main themes. 
Spelled as C flat to B flat, it appears as the first two notes of the first movement and as 
the two accented notes in the fourth movement fugue subject; and spelled as B to A#, 
it appears in the main theme of the second movement and in the first phrase of the 
third movement.


Conclusion

 
These pieces provide three answers to the question of what drives the creation of a 
sonata. Barber honored the European roots of the form. Ginastera placed his 
nationality at the forefront. And Griffes explored new territory. 


Despite their unmistakable individuality, the sonatas reach common ground. They are 
alike in their tremendous range of expression and personality, in their acrobatic 
approach to the keyboard, and in their prominent contribution to the piano repertoire 
and to the pleasure of music lovers.


The very first marking in the Griffes Sonata is feroce (“ferocious”), and it is also the very 
last marking in the Ginastera Sonata No. 1. These are suitable bookends for a group of 
ferociously brilliant masterpieces.


In recognition

 
These sonatas were introduced to me by Jane Allen, my teacher during my teen years. 
This album is a tribute to her musicianship and to the lasting legacy of her teaching. 


	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 —Jeffrey Chappell



