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Early Works for Piano by Erné Dohnanyi:

From the Viewpoint of Musical Structure and Performance Technique

Takashi YASUNAMI

Abstract

The present paper is focussed on four early works for solo piano by Erné Dohnanyi (1877—1960).
The author outlines the structural features of each work through musical analysis, delineates similarities
with and contrasts to works by Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), whose footsteps Dohnanyi followed as a
composer, categorises patterns of piano technique that are present in the early works, and subsequently
unveils analogies and dissimilarities in comparison with the piano technique of Franz Liszt (1811-1886),
the master virtuoso of the preceding generation.

Few preceding researches have addressed the four early works for piano by Dohnanyi — the Opp.
2,4, 6,and 11. Although being accepted that the composer valued Brahms’ style as guidance when

writing for piano, this has not been proven with precision in any published research.

In Section 1, an overview of all works by Dohnanyi is presented, with references to the
composer’s biography divided into four periods drafted by the author. James A. Grymes’ complete list of
works by Dohnanyi (Grymes 2001: 11-69) encompasses both published and unpublished works, totalling
191, and is sub-divided into five categories. In the present paper, the author examines the history of
publication and the level of recognition of Dohnanyi’s piano repertoire, extracts only the published works,
and attempts to take a step further in classifying the repertoire with the aim of establishing a more precise
categorisation. Subsequently, the author narrows the focus on the works for piano, and reviews the

positioning of the early works for solo piano discussed in the present paper.

In Section 2, the author analyses the first work written for piano, the Four Pieces, Op.2. Each
piece was composed on different occasions and does not have common music material; therefore, it is
sufficient to state that the pieces were not intended as a coherent cycle. The author proceeds to analyse
three works for piano by Brahms with similar titles as well as two works that have a contextual connection,
thus attempting a comparison with Dohnanyi’s writing.  Structural simplicity and contextual
independence of each piece, as well as certain musical ideas, support the statement that Brahms’ music had
a significant influence on Dohnényi. However, it is observed that notable experience as a pianist allowed

Dohnanyi to incorporate material not previously written by Brahms.

In Section 3, the author analyses the Variations and Fugue on a Theme of E. G., Op. 4.
Dohnéanyi combined character variations, partly with adjacent variations with similar material, thus
creating a series of flow in the entire work. In the Fugue, the author traces figures derived from the
material of the Variations. Subsequently, the author performs an analysis of Brahms’ Variations and

Fugue on a Theme by Handel, Op. 24. The comparison allows to observe a dissimilarity: Brahms had



placed an emphasis on the Variations section of the work, while Dohnanyi prioritised the Fugue.
Dohnanyi constructed the Fugue with material spanning across a wider register range and tempi given are
more diverse in comparison to Brahms. An even more apparent contrast between the two composers lies

in the music materials and the required performance technique.

In Section 4, the author analyses the Passacaglia, Op. 6. The work may be divided into seven
sections based on changes of key and technical aspect of the material. However, the author views the
Passacaglia not as a collection of contrasting variations, but as a work constructed in the Sonata form.
The author proceeds to analyse the structure of two passacaglia compositions by Brahms and presents a
comparison with the work by Dohnanyi. ~ Although elements implying the Sonata form are also present
in Brahms’ passacaglias, contrast of character between the first and the second themes, as well as the tonal
structure and the form of the recapitulation make the Sonata framework more apparent in Dohnanyi’s
Passacaglia. The author also demonstrates that writing of Dohnanyi differs from that of Brahms, as
Dohnényi often takes a flexible approach to length of each variation and either prolongs or shortens the

theme organically to correspond to the musical context of the work.

In section 5, an analysis of the Four Rhapsodies, Op. 11, is presented. The four pieces are
placed in an order similar to Sonata movements, and the structure of each piece is not complex. The
author demonstrates five circulating themes that appear across the four pieces and observes the order of
appearance as well as inter-reference between the elements. The fifth theme, the “Dies Irae”, which is
the only element characterised as suggestive, appears throughout the cycle and supports the statement that
the pieces were written in such a manner that suggests a narrative. Such features place the Four
Rhapsodies in a unique position within the history of the genre. Additionally, the author points out that
Dohnényi’s Cello Sonata Op. 8 has a similar cyclic structure and that the technique of circulation is also

traced in later works by the composer.

Section 6 is dedicated to categorisation of characteristic technique patterns present in the
Dohnanyi’s “Essential Finger Exercises” and the four early works, as well as consideration of how these
patterns appear across the four works.  The author analyses the frequency of appearance of each technique
pattern and thus observes the characteristics of performance technique necessitated by Dohnényi’s early
compositions. Technique patterns, such as octave passages in both hands, are listed in a table by
frequency of appearance, which leads to an observation that Dohnanyi reached a greater level of virtuosity

in his compositions over the course of years.

Based on the examples of the Four Pieces, the Variations and Fugue on a Theme of E. G., and
Passacaglia, the author concludes that the works have numerous commonalities with Brahms’s music.
Nevertheless, despite having a structure similar to compositions by Brahms, two qualities are to be noted
as differences. The first is performance technique: Dohnanyi adopted elements of Liszt’ technique as
early as in the Four Pieces, increased the necessitated level of virtuosity with each subsequent composition,

and explored a greater level of performance technique in Passacaglia and the Four Rhapsodies. The



second distinctive quality is the refined structuring of each composition, which provides for multifarious
interpretations. This quality is observed in Passacaglia, as well as later compositions. Features of the
Sonata form, incorporated in the Passacaglia, as well as its organically intertwined variations, open the
path towards a more profound interpretation, beyond the namesake musical form. In Four Rhapsodies,
Dohnanyi combined circulating themes with “Dies Irae”. Dohnanyi composed a coherent drama of four
pieces, which is to be noted as a distinctive quality not attributed to preceding compositions of the genre.
The feature of this work is that it has a cyclic structure similar to a multi-movement sonata or symphony

rather than a free composition.

Through such observations, the author demonstrated that despite praising Brahms as the ideal,
Dohnanyi never retreated to the conservative style and sought for distinctive performance technique and
structuring from the early years of composing. This indicates the precious ability to compose music that is

well structured and impeccable in quality as traced in this study.



