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Sir Stephen Hough piano

Federico Mompou Cants Magics

Claude Debussy Estampes 

Alexander Scriabin Sonata No. 5

Interval 

Stephen Hough Partita

Franz Liszt 3 Petrarch Sonnets                       
(from Italian Années de Pèlerinage)

Franz Liszt Dante Sonata                                 
(from Italian Années de Pèlerinage)

There are a couple of themes occurring throughout 
this programme: firstly the world of charms and spells: 
Mompou’s Magic Songs, then Scriabin’s audacious 
conjuring of ecstatic fire, then Debussy’s triptych with its 
dreams of Asia, Spain and France. We end the concert in 
hell with Liszt! But also I wanted to celebrate composer-
pianists, not so much as performers but as creators 
at the piano. It is impossible to imagine the music on 
the first half of this programme as having been written 
away from the keyboard, so direct is the connection 
from hands to strings to sound. Liszt first made a whole 
concert out of solo piano music, inventing the word 
‘recital’ to describe it, so pianists ever since are in debt 
both to his design and to his hand which shaped the 
patterns on the keys which we all trace in his shadow.

Sir Stephen Hough

Photography and recording are strictly prohibited 
during performances. Our great acoustic means that 
even slight sounds can seem much louder. If you 
could help us to minimise unnecessary noise levels 
that may be disturbing to other patrons, such as 
crackling sweet wrappers, we’d really appreciate it. 

If you are suffering from a cough or cold, feel free 
to ask one of our Customer Experience Team 
members to reseat you close to the doors in case 
you need to leave the hall.



Named by The Economist as one of Twenty Living 
Polymaths, Sir Stephen Hough combines a distinguished 
career as a pianist with those of composer and writer. 
He was the first classical performer to be awarded a 
MacArthur Fellowship, was made a Commander of 
the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in the New Year 
Honours 2014, and was awarded a Knighthood for 
Services to Music in the Queen’s Birthday Honours 2022.

In the 2022/23 season Hough performs over 90 concerts 
across five continents. Concerto highlights include 
returns to the Concertgebouworkest, Detroit, Cincinnati 
and Washington’s National symphony orchestras, BBC 
Symphony and Philharmonia orchestras, and the National 
Symphony Orchestra, Taiwan. 2023 Artist in Residence 
with Orquestra Sinfônica do Estado de São Paulo, Hough 
performs the complete Rachmaninov concertos in Brazil 
as well as in Australia with the Sydney and Adelaide 
symphony orchestras. He is also Artist in Association with 
the Iceland Symphony Orchestra, with whom he tours the 
UK in Spring 2023. Recent highlights include the New York 
Philharmonic, Dallas and Atlanta symphony orchestras, 
Singapore and Finnish Radio symphony orchestras, Wiener 
Symphoniker, Orchestre Na-tional de France, London 
Philharmonic and City of Birmingham Symphony orchestras.

Hough is a regular guest at festivals such as Salzburg, 
Mostly Mozart, Edinburgh, La Roqued'Anthéron, 
Aldeburgh, and the BBC Proms, where he has made 
29 appearances. Recent recitals include Wigmore 
Hall (the UK’s first live classical music concert in a 
major venue following the 2020 nationwide pandemic 
lockdown), Royal Festival Hall, Caramoor, Toronto, 
Tallinn, Gstaad and Manchester’s Bridgewater Hall, 
while 2022/23 highlights include New York (The 92nd 
Street Y), Paris, Sydney, Atlanta and Sage Gateshead.

Hough’s extensive discography of around 70 CDs has 
garnered international awards including the Diapason 
d’Or de l’Année, several Grammy nominations, and eight 
Gramophone Awards including Record of the Year and 
the Gold Disc. Recent releases for Hyperion include 
Beethoven’s complete piano concertos (Finnish Radio 
Symphony Orchestra/Hannu Lintu), ’The Final Piano 
Pieces’ of Brahms, Chopin’s Nocturnes, a Schumann 
recital, Schubert Piano Sonatas, and Elgar’s Violin 
Sonata with Renaud Capuçon for Warner Classics. His 
recording of Mompou's Música callada is released 
in 2023 (Hyperion). His awardwinning iPad app The 
Liszt Sonata was released by Touch Press in 2013.

As a composer, Hough’s song cycle Songs of Love and 
Loss, co-commissioned by Wigmore Hall, The 92nd Street 
Y, New York, and Tippet Rise in Montana, received its world 
premiere in January 2023. He wrote the commissioned 
work for the 2022 Van Cliburn International Piano 
Competition, performed by all 30 competitors, and his 
String Quartet No.1 Les Six Rencontres, commissioned for 
the Takács Quartet, received its world premiere in Costa 
Mesa, California in 2021, and was recorded for Hyperion 
Records, for release in January 2023. Hough has also been 
commissioned by Musée du Louvre, London’s National 

Sir Stephen Hough
pianist

Gallery, Westminster Abbey, Westminster Cathedral, 
the Genesis Foundation, Gilmore International Keyboard 
Festival, the Walter W. Naumburg Foundation, Orquesta 
Sinfónica de Euskadi and the Berlin Philharmonic Wind 
Quintet. His music is published by Josef Weinberger Ltd.

As an author, Hough’s memoir Enough: Scenes from 
Childhood is published by Faber & Faber in Spring 2023. It 
follows his collection of essays Rough Ideas: Reflections 
on Music and More (Faber & Faber, 2019) – a 2020 Royal 
Philharmonic Society Award winner and one of Financial 
Times’ Book of the Year 2019 – as well as his first novel, 
The Final Retreat (Sylph Editions, 2018). He has also been 
published by The New York Times, The Telegraph, The 
Times, The Guardian and the Evening Standard. Hough is 
an Honorary Bencher of the Middle Temple, an Honorary 
Member of the Royal Philharmonic Society, a Visiting 
Fellow at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford University, a Visiting 
Professor at the Royal Academy of Music, the International 
Chair of Piano Studies at the Royal Northern College of 
Music (of which he was made a Companion in 2019), and 
is on the faculty of The Juilliard School in New York



Federico Mompou (1893 - 1987)

Cants màgics
Energic - Obscur - Profond-Lent - Misteriós - Calma-Inquiet

The Catalan composer Federico 
Mompou dedicated nearly a decade 
of his late career to the idea that 
music cannot exist without silence. 
Between 1959 and 1967 he published 
four volumes of Música callada, 
“Silent Music”: quiet, visionary piano 
miniatures that seem to create a 
boundless space for contemplation. 
A wholly individual achievement 
(compared variously to Bach and 
Morton Feldman), Mompou’s music 
has fascinated artists as diverse as the 
jazz pianist François Couturier, and 
our performer today, Stephen Hough 
- who describes Mompou’s miniatures 
as “the music of evaporation”. He 
recalls that, when asked how to 
perform his music, Mompou replied 
“It’s all so free”.

But the Cants màgics belong to 1919, 
and the opposite end of Mompou’s 
career: these five “incantations” were 
his first published work. As with any 
novice composer, they reveal traces 
of his influences – Debussy, Ravel, 
Scriabin – as well the fingerprints 
of his teacher, the French pianist 
François Motte-Lacroix, to whom 
the Cants màgics are dedicated. But 
when Motte-Lacroix played them 
in 1921, the critic Emile Vuillermoz 
immediately sensed a new and 
individual voice, singing unmistakably 
beneath all those borrowed layers 
of colour and style: “his formulae are 
short, concise, concentrated, but they 
possess a weird, hallucinating power 
of evocation”.

© Richard Bratby

Claude Debussy (1862 - 1918)

Estampes
Pagodes - La soirée dans Granade - Jardins sur la pluie

Debussy was always attracted to the visual arts. But the idea that his music 
simply reproduced pictures in sound is misleading. “I tried to make ‘something 
else’ of them” he wrote in 1916: “to create, in some manner, realities – what 
imbeciles call ‘impressionism’, a term used very inaccurately, especially by 
critics”. In short, Debussy is trying to evoke not memories or replicas of the 
sensations created by images and ideas, but the actual sensations themselves. 
As Mendelssohn almost put it, he deals with feelings that aren’t too vague for 
words, but too precise.

So while the term Estampes was used in belle époque France to refer to 
Japanese woodblock prints, the inspiration behind these three piano pieces from 
summer 1903 (“the first real sign” says Stephen Hough, “of him bending the piano 
to his will”), is more elusive. Did Debussy first encounter the Javanese gamelan 
sonorities of Pagodes, or the sultry Moorish atmosphere of La soirée dans 
Granade, at the 1899 Paris Exhibition? And what of the childhood melodies that 
flicker through the cascading raindrops of Jardins sur la pluie? It doesn’t really 
matter. The title provides a jumping-off point for fantasy: the music – and your 
imagination – does the rest.

© Richard Bratby



Sir Stephen Hough (b.1961)

Partita (2019)

My Partita is in five movements. Its 
outer, more substantial bookends 
have an ‘English’ flavour and suggest 
the world of a grand cathedral organ. 
The first of these alternates between 
ceremonial pomp and sentimental 
circumstance, whereas the final 
movement, taking thematic material 
from the first, is a virtuosic toccata 
- a sortie out of the gothic gloom 
into brilliant Sunday sunshine. At the 
centre of the work are three shorter 
movements each utilising the interval 
of a fifth: a restless, jagged Capriccio 
of constantly shifting time signatures, 
and two Cançion y Danzas, inspired by 
the Catalan composer we heard at the 
beginning: Federico Mompou.

© Sir Stephen Hough

Alexander Scriabin (1872 - 1915)

Sonata No.5 in F sharp major, Op.53

Alexander Scriabin was determined 
to express “the maximum of music 
in the minimum of form”, and in 
time he became convinced that his 
creativity would ultimately bring about 
the destruction and rebirth of the 
universe. The novelist Boris Pasternak 
overheard him composing at his dacha 
in the forest outside Moscow: “Lord, 
what music it was! Time and again it 
tumbled down and was destroyed, 
like a town under artillery fire, again 
and again it was rebuilt from the 
wreckage.”

In December 1907, as Scriabin was 
completing his orchestral Poem 
of Ecstasy, he sketched out a new 
piano sonata. It poured from him, 
in barely four days, and its form is 
outwardly the simplest of the sonatas 

he’d completed up to this date: a 
mysterious introduction frames (and 
finally crowns) a single, surging sonata-
form movement. But that doesn’t 
begin to explain the sudden flights, 
the moments of visionary stillness and 
the ringing, rapturous cascades of 
harmonic colour that make the Fifth 
Sonata unlike the work of any other 
composer. It’s another incantation, and 
Scriabin attempted to distil its meaning 
into verse:

I call you to life, mysterious forces!
Drowned in the obscure depths
of the creative spirit, timid
Embryos of life, to you I bring audacity!

© Richard Bratby



Franz Liszt (1811-1886)

Tre Sonetti di Petrarca (from Années de pèlerinage, Volume 2)
Sonetto 47 - Sonetto 104 - Sonetto 123

Franz Liszt encountered Petrarch 
during his travels in Italy in 1838-9, at 
the height of his affair with Countess 
Marie d’Agoult. “My heart overflows 
with emotion and joy!” he had 
written to her in 1834. “It is as if I had 
never loved! Tell me whence these 
uncanny disturbances spring, these 
inexpressible foretastes of delight, 
these divine tremors of love!”

The three Petrarch sonnets that Liszt 
set as songs between 1838 and 1842 
aren’t quite so untroubled in their 
expression, but their musical language 
is on the same exalted level. rapturous 
outpourings of emotion that fuse 
operatic lyricism with Liszt’s almost 

orchestral feeling for keyboard colour. 
When they emerged over a decade 
later, transcribed for solo piano as 
part of the “Italian” volume of Liszt’s 
Années de pèlerinage, they swiftly 
became a cornerstone of the romantic 
piano literature. Sonnet 47 is shaped 
like a recitative and aria: Blessed be 
the first sweet pang / I suffered when 
love overwhelmed me. No.104 explores 
more ambiguous emotions – I find no 
peace, but for war am not inclined, as 
does No.123: I beheld on earth angelic 
grace…such as to recall them rejoices 
and pains me. Each sonnet, however, 
resolves itself into a sort of peace.

© Richard Bratby

Franz Liszt (1811-1886)

Après une lecture de Dante: Fantasia quasi Sonata

Liszt originally published his “Fantasia quasi Sonata”, Après une lecture de Dante 
in 1856 as part of the second volume of Années de pèlerinage. This seventeen-
minute span of music is immense in its emotional range. But then, Liszt had been 
refining and performing the work in various forms since 1839: two movements 
had been merged into one. It was Victor Hugo’s vision of Dante, rather than the 
Divine Comedy itself, that supplied the title:

When the poet painted hell, he painted his life,
His own life, a shade pursued by harried phantoms…

Some commentators have heard a narrative in this tempestuous music: the 
anguish of the Inferno set against memories of Liszt’s own passion for Marie 
d’Agoult. Liszt offered no explicit clue. He’s distilling a mood at the same time 
as he shapes the single-movement form – “Fantasia quasi Sonata” – that it 
implies. Compared to Liszt’s later B minor Sonata (1854) it is almost a miniature: 
condensing the epic into the bare minimum of notes required to imply a still 
vaster and deeper world, just as Hugo’s poem condenses Dante’s 34 cantos into 
31 lines. But the result contains infinities.

© Richard Bratby



Join our family 
of supporters 
and help us 
improve lives 
through music
The Covid-19 pandemic created an 
ongoing financial emergency for 
Sage Gateshead. In 2020/21 80% of 
our income was affected, and we 
had to adapt our organisation. We’ve 
weathered the storm thanks to the 
support of many generous people 
and organisations, and the investment 
from Arts Council England and DCMS. 
Our Crisis, Recovery and Renaissance 
campaign has already raised £2 
million. Our sincerest thanks to you all.
 
We are passionate about live music 
and music-making, because every 
day, we see the positive impact it 
has on the lives of people in the 
North East.
 
Our recovery, and the recovery of 
music-making, remains fragile 
and uncertain.
 
Can you help us raise £1 million 
to continue improving lives 
through music?

If you’d like to help Sage 
Gateshead, please donate 
online at sagegateshead.com/
fundraisingcampaign 
or get in touch with 
Natalie.Heath@sagegateshead.com.

Public Funding

Trust and Foundation 
Supporters

Andrew Lloyd Webber Foundation
The Austin and Hope Pilkington Trust
The Barbour Foundation
Community Foundation Tyne & Wear
The D’Oyly Carte Charitable Trust
Esmée Fairbairn Foundation
Garfield Weston Foundation
Hadrian Trust
The Harrison-Frank Family Foundation
Harold Hyam Wyngate Foundation
The John Horseman Trust

North Music Trust is 
a registered charity 
(No. 1087445). 

Platinum Corporate Partners

Bronze Corporate Partners 
Pioneer Foodservice, Adkins and Cheurfi, Northern Elevator, Isis Property 
Services, OPUS Building Services, Solution Group, Zerolight

Gold Corporate Partners

We want to sincerely thank our 
Founding Patrons, Founding 
Endowment Donors, Principal 
Partners, RNS Supporters, Friends 
of RNS, Sage Circle members and 
Sage Supporters as well as all our 
Sage Gateshead Ambassadors, 
Champions, Promoters, Advocates, 
Affiliates and Associates and 
everybody who has supported 
our 2020-23 Crisis, Recovery and 
Renaissance campaign through 
ticket top-ups and donations.

Silver Corporate Partners

The Kavli Trust
Netherton Park Trust
The Percy Hedley 1990 Charitable Trust
PRS for Music Foundation
The Shears Foundation
Sir James Knott Trust
Swire Charitable Trust
St Nicholas’ Educational Trust
Vardy Foundation
The W. A. Handley Charity Trust
Youth Music



Future Concerts 
Join us for more great music with Royal Northern Sinfonia 
and visiting artists this season. More concerts are being 
announced regularly, so keep an eye out for updates.

Book Now at sagegateshead.com

BBC Scottish 
Symphony Orchestra
Friday 10 March
7.30pm | Sage One

Newcastle International 
Chamber Music Series: 
Piatti Quartet
Saturday 11 March
7.30pm | Sage Two

RNS: Charlie Chaplin
– City Lights
Friday 17 March
7.30pm | Sage One

Newcastle International Chamber 
Music Series: London Bridge Piano Trio

Saturday 1 April
7.30pm | Sage Two

Monteverdi Choir & 
English Baroque Soloists

Thursday 6 April
7.30pm | Sage Two


