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FREDERIC RZEWSKI (b.1938)
The People United Will Never Be Defeated! (50:43)
36 Variations on “El pueblo unido jamas sera vencido”
by Sergio Ortega
Theme — With determination (1:20)
Variation 1 — Weaving: delicate but firm (0:50)
Variation 2 — With firmness (0:52)
Variation 3 — Slightly slower
with expressive nuances (1:09)
5 Variation 4 — Marcato (0:59)
6 Variation 5 — Dreamlike, frozen (1:02)
7 Variation 6 — Same tempo as beginning (1:07)
8 Variation 7 — Tempo (Lightly, impatiently) (0:58)
9 Variation 8 — With agility; not too much pedal;
				
crisp (1:08)
bk Variation 9 — Evenly (1:00)
bl Variation 10 — Comodo, recklessly (1:00)
bm Variation 11* — Tempo I, Like fragments of an
		
absent melody — in strict time (0:58)
bn Variation 12* (1:09)
bo Variation 13 — = 72 or slightly faster (1:34)
bp Variation 14 — A bit faster, optimistically (1:34)
bq Variation 15 — Flexible, like an improvisation (1:14)
br Variation 16 — Same tempo as preceding,
		
with fluctuations (1:21)
bs Variation 17 — L.H. strictly = 36
		
R.H. freely, roughly as in space (1:00)
bt Variation 18 (1:26)
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ck Variation 19 — With energy (0:37)
cl Variation 20 — Crisp, precise (0:35)
cm Variation 21 — Relentless, uncompromising (0:53)
cn Variation 22 — = 132 (0:48)
co Variation 23 — As fast as possible,
		
with some rubato (0:28)
cp Variation 24 — = 72 (2:00)
cq Variation 25 — = ca. 84, with fluctuations (1:55)
cr Variation 26 — = 168 In a militant manner (1:09)
cs Variation 27 — = 72 Tenderly, and with a hopeful
		
expression (4:46)
ct Variation 28 — = 160 (1:22)
dk Variation 29 — = 144 –152 (0:32)
dl Variation 30 — = 84 (2:18)
dm Variation 31 — = 106 (0:55)
dn Variation 32 (0:57)
do Variation 33 (0:58)
dp Variation 34 (1:02)
dq Variation 35* (1:03)
dr Variation 36 (1:22)
ds Improvisation (2:38)
dt Theme — Tempo I (2:40)

Ursula Oppens, piano
*Michael Lenahan, whistler

Four Hands (15:57)
ek I.
= 96~104 (6:06)
el II. senza misura (ca. 30” per line) (3:14)
em III. = 72 (1:28)
en IV.

= 96 (5:05)

Ursula Oppens and Jerome Lowenthal, duo-pianists
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TT: (66:48)

Many wonderful pianists have recorded Frederic Rzewski’s 36 Variations on
“The People United will Never be Defeated!” The song itself, by Sergio
Ortega, is superbly strong. Frederic and I first heard it sung by Inti-Illimani in
a concert at Hunter College. The variations explore all of piano history; that’s
why so many pianists — like the creatures in Saint-Saens’s Carnival of the
Animals — like to play them. History changes, but people need to remain
united in recognition of the great varieties among us.
—Ursula Oppens

THE PEOPLE UNITED WILL NEVER
BE DEFEATED

simplistically primitive or commercially
meretricious. The underlying force of this
cultural movement was a commitment to
the struggle for the socialist transformation
of Chile.

Notes by Christian Wolff

With the formation in Chile of the Unidad
Popular in 1969 and the left coalition under
Salvadore Allende, there emerged a new
cultural movement of remarkable vitality.
Its music drew on the resources of both
indigenous folk and classical traditions,
and conservatory trained musicians took
part together with folk singers. Melodies of
popular songs might be harmonized in new,
experimental ways and structured with the
refinements of distinctive compositions. Or,
on the other hand, folk instruments, many
of which are native Indian, would be used
in compositions based on classical models.
The resources of the Western classical
tradition were put to use for a music that
was truly popular — without being either

Frederic Rzweski’s piano piece, comprising
36 variations, is a tribute to this cultural
movement and a musical expression of
solidarity with the forces and traditions
that inspired and helped shape it. The
composition, dated September–October
1975, is dedicated to Ursula Oppens. The
song on which the variations are based was
written by Sergio Ortega and Quilapayun;
it is probably the best-known product
of the Chilean New Song Movement.
After the coup in 1973, in which Augusto
Pinochet toppled Allende’s leftist coalition
and replaced it with his dictatorship,
this song became a kind of international
4

anthem of the Chilean resistance. In 1991
Pinochet’s repressive regime was replaced
by Chile’s current democratically-elected
government.

of German socialist Hanns Eisler, the new
Latin American music from Cuba and Chile,
Puerto Rican folk music in New York, and
the songs of Mike Glick.

In the context of Rzewski’s own musical
background, these variations represent a
noteworthy development. Both as a pianist
and composer he had been closely involved
in the avant-garde and experimental
movements of the 1960s. He had worked
with, among others, Boulez, Stockhausen,
and Cage. By the early 1970s, however
(at about the same time as a number of
other composers associated with the
avant-garde, including Cornelius Cardew,
Erhard Grosskopf, and Garrett List), he had
started writing music with political subjects,
notably the powerful Coming Together.
This music included elements that recalled
rock and the musics of Terry Riley, Philip
Glass, and Steve Reich (open, diatonic or
modal sonorities, a steady beat, electric
instruments). But because of the political
texts associated with it, it expressed a
distinctive urgency. It was also at about
this time that Rzewski, after considerable
experience with improvisation as a soloist
and in the group Musical Elettronica Viva,
began to associate with jazz musicians
such as Anthony Braxton and Steve Lacy.
Concurrently, he developed an interest in
popular political music, including songs of
the Italian left (he had been living much
of the time since the 1960s in Rome) and

In the variations many of these elements
come together, along with yet others, in a
remarkable amalgam. The expansiveness
of the piece’s structure, the virtuosity of the
piano writing, the use of tonal harmony,
all bear some resemblance to Romantic
piano music. Yet the large dimension,
based on a carefully worked out, intricate
underlying structure, also suggests features
of avant-garde writing — and many recall
the elaborate formal arrangement of
Bach’s Goldberg Variations. The piano
writing includes explorations of new
sonorities, uses of harmonics after a chord
attack, plus whistling by the pianist, crying
out, and slamming the piano lid — all
techniques suggesting experimental music
and the free, informal kind of performing
sometimes found in blues and jazz. (Some
of these optional “effects” do not occur in
this performance, however.) Tonality too is
used experimentally, as in the combinations
of modal writing and the serial-like
organization of sets of variations around
restricted interval combinations. There are
also suggestions of Rsewski’s jazz-related
piano improvising.
The variety of elements in the piece is,
finally, coordinated and synthesized by both
the content and the structure of the whole
5

composition. The content — the meaning
and feeling the piece conveys — is an
extended projection of the song on which it
is based. The music has a kind of program,
not literalistic, but mostly suggestive. It
is occasionally indicated in the playing
directions: “with determination,” “delicate
but firm,” “confidently,” “struggling,”
“dreamlike, frozen,” “with foreboding,”
“recklessly,” “optimistically,” “expansive,
with a victorious feeling,” “with energy,”
“relentless, uncompromising,” “in a militant
manner,” “tenderly, and with hopeful
expression.” The music evokes the anguish
of struggle and moments of defeat. It
includes lyrical and reflective interludes.
But these are subordinated to a feeling of
confidence and united effort. The Chilean
struggle is evoked and linked to kindred
movements throughout the world
by
quotation of and allusion to the EislerBrecht “Solidarity Song” and the Italian
traditional socialist song, “Bandiera Rossa.”

important point is that this musical logic is
not an arbitrary, formalist exercise, but is
integral to the content of the music. For
example, in a detail: the melodies of the
songs that are quoted are not just dropped
into the music but emerge from its fabric;
they derive, in the sequence of their pitch
intervals, from the developing variations of
the opening “El Pueblo” song.
The opening song is set in thirty-six bars,
which are followed by thirty-six variations
and then as an expanded repetition of the
song setting. Throughout the variations
there is a continuous cross-referencing
of motifs, harmonic procedures, rhythms,
and dynamic sequences. These in turn are
contained within the organization of the
variations. The variations are grouped in six
sets of six. The sixth variation of a set, itself
in six parts, consists of a summing up of the
previous five variations, with a final sixth
part of new or transitional material. (It has
been suggested that the first five variations
of a set make up the fingers of a hand, and
the sixth unites them to make a fist.) This
procedure is followed rigorously throughout
the first four sets of six variations; each of
the variations is 24 bars, the first five of a
set subdivided equally into 12 plus 12 bars,
and the sixth recapitulating each previous
variation in four bars plus a final four bars
of new material. In the fifth set of variations
(tracks 26–31), there is some expansion at
the third variation; cadenza-like material

One further, pervasive aspect of the music’s
content is expressed through its structural
procedures. These can be seen to represent
the force of logic (the logic of history),
reason (the reasonableness of justice),
and discipline as they focus and liberate
creative, revolutionary energies.
The music’s formal logic is too extensive
to describe in detail. Its outlines, I think,
emerge clearly as one hears the music. The
6

appears and the articulation of individual
variations is less self-contained, though the
sixth variation of the set again clarifies by
uniting what preceded. Finally, the sixth set
of variations (tracks 32 through 37) becomes
a gathering together of elements of all
the preceding 30 variations — the overall
structure of the piece is thus a reflection of
the structure of its constituent parts. In this
sixth set, the first variation draws together,
in units of four bars each, elements of the
first variation of the first set, the first of the
second set, the first of the third, and so on.
The second to fifth variations of this last set
proceed similarly. In the sixth variation of
the set, the 36th and last of the entire piece,
the preceding five variations are summed
up, even as they had been a summation
of the preceding 30 variations. Elements
of each variation are now compressed
into a fraction of a bar. Technically, this is
a kind of stretto, the procedure in a fugue
that brings the entrances of individual
voices closer and closer together, although
here the voices (or elements of individual
variations) are not overlaid but compressed
and juxtaposed in increasingly rapid
sequence. The effect is of extraordinary
intensification, which, by virtue of the logic
of repetition, provides both a clarification
and unification. The movement of the whole
piece is towards a new unity — an image
of popular unity — made up of related but
diverse, developing elements (not to be

confused with uniformity) coordinated and
achieved by a blend or irresistible logic and
spontaneous expression.
Christian Wolff is an American composer of
experimental classical music.

FOUR HANDS

Notes by Jerome Lowenthal
Traditionally, performers have divided fourhand music into two categories: friendly
or unfriendly. At the artistic top of the first
category is Schubert’s F minor Fantasy,
a masterpiece perfectly cast in the fourhand medium. Beethoven’s notorious
arrangement of the Grosse Fuge, in which
the composer virtually ignores keyboard
reality, leads the unfriendly category. And
now, with Frederick Rzewski’s Four Hands,
we have a third category: music that neither
avoids pianistic problems (like Schubert)
nor ignores them (like Beethoven), but
rather exploits them so brilliantly that they
become the subject of the work.
The principal exploitative device is hocket,
which the Oxford Dictionary of Music
defines as “a device in which rests were
introduced into two parts in such a way that
a note in one would coincide with a rest
in another.” The Oxford author adds: “At
the period of the Hocket, composers were
eagerly experimenting with all sorts of
new-invented devices and apparently this
one greatly pleased their innocent minds.”
7

URSULA OPPENS

Mr. Rzewski’s far from innocent use of hocket
is in fact wickedly witty and forces the two
performers to fall all over each other while
playing music of richly allusive substance.
The first movement, which contains a Dies
Irae quote and a quasi-quotation from
the Brahms clarinet quintet, opens with
a modulation reminiscent of Prokofieff
(second violin concerto) or Taneyev (piano
quintet). The second movement seems
aleatoric but is in fact constructed on a
Webernian tone row that turns back on
itself. The finale is a jazzy fugue in which
the theme consists of a tone-row and
its inversion. Using a wide repertoire of
contrapuntal devices, Rzewski recalls
Beethoven, Barber, Carter and, not least,
Brahms. The words E.M. Forster supplied
for the Brahms-Handel fugue could almost
be used for the Rzewski: “There was a bee,
upon a wall, and it said buzz and that was
all and it said buzz and that was all.”

Ursula Oppens has long been recognized
as the leading champion of contemporary
American piano music. In addition, her
original and perceptive readings of
other music, old and new, have earned
her a place among the elect of today’s
performing musicians.
During the 2014 – 2015 season Ms. Oppens
performed twice at New York’s Bargemusic,
first in Franck’s Piano Quintet in F minor
with the Cassatt Quartet — repeated at
Music Mountain — and again in the “Here
and Now” contemporary series as part of
Bargemusic’s Winter Festival. In Fall 2014,
she appeared in a highly successful recital
on the Music of Our Time series in Brighton,
England. In November she participated in a
birthday celebration concert for composer
Meredith Monk at Le Poisson Rouge, where
she joined Bruce Brubaker to perform works
from their recently released recording,
Meredith Monk Piano Songs on the ECM
label. Oppens also recently collaborated
with pianist Robert Levin on a recording
of noted British composer Bernard Rands’s
selected piano works for Bridge Records.
Ms. Oppens recently performed Frederic
Rzewski’s legendary The People United Will
Never Be Defeated! in Winnipeg, Canada,
and at the Florida State University College
of Music’s 17th annual New Music Festival.

Composed in 2012, Four Hands is
dedicated to Ursula Oppens and Jerome
Lowenthal.
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Ms. Oppens has been nominated four
Grammy Awards, most recently for “Best
Classical Instrumental Solo” for her highly
praised Winging It: Piano Music of John
Corigliano on Cedille Records. The album
features the world-premiere recording of
the title work, which Ms. Oppens debuted
at New York’s Symphony Space in May
2009.

Ms. Oppens is an avid chamber musician
and has performed with the Arditti, Cassatt,
JACK, Juilliard, and Pacifica Quartets,
among others.
Ursula Oppens is a Distinguished Professor
of Music at Brooklyn College and the
CUNY Graduate Center in New York City.
From 1994 to 2008 she served as John
Evans Distinguished Professor of Music at
Northwestern University in Evanston, IL.
Ms. Oppens lives in New York City.

Earlier Grammy nominations were for
Oppens Plays Carter, a recording of the
complete piano works of Elliott Carter for
Cedille Records (which was also named a
“Best of the Year” selection by longtime
New York Times music critic Allan Kozinn);
Piano Music of Our Time, featuring
compositions by John Adams, Elliott Carter,
Julius Hemphill, and Conlon Nancarrow
for the Music and Arts label; and her
original world-premiere recording of The
People United Will Never Be Defeated! on
Vanguard.

For more information, please visit colbertartists.com

JEROME LOWENTHAL
Born in 1932, Jerome Lowenthal continues
to fascinate audiences, who find in his
playing a combination of youthful intensity
and eloquence born of life-experience. He
is a virtuoso of the fingers and emotions.
Mr. Lowenthal studied in his native
Philadelphia
with
Olga
SamaroffStokowski, in New York with William Kapell
and Edward Steuermann, and in Paris
with Alfred Cortot, meanwhile traveling
annually to Los Angeles for coachings with
Artur Rubinstein. After winning prizes in
three international competitions (Bolzano,
Darmstadt, and Brussels), he moved to
Jerusalem where he played, taught, and
lectured for three years.

Ms. Oppens has performed with virtually
all of the world’s major orchestras,
including the New York and Los Angeles
Philharmonics, the American Composers
Orchestra, and the Symphony Orchestras
of Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Milwaukee,
and San Francisco. Abroad, she has
appeared with such ensembles as the
Berlin Symphony, Orchestre de la Suisse
Romande, Deutsche Symphonie, Scottish
BBC, and London Philharmonic Orchestras.

Returning to America, he made his debut
with the New York Philharmonic playing
9

ALSO BY OPPENS AND LOWENTHAL ON CEDILLE RECORDS

Bartok’s Second Piano Concerto in 1963.
Since then, he has performed virtually
everywhere, from the Aleutians to Zagreb.
He has appeared as soloist with celebrated
conductors including Barenboim, Ozawa,
Tilson Thomas, Temirkanov, and Slatkin, and
with such giants of the past as Bernstein,
Ormandy, Monteux, and Stokowski. Mr.
Lowenthal has played sonatas with Itzhak
Perlman; piano duos with Ronit Amir (his
late wife), Carmel Lowenthal (his daughter),
and Ursula Oppens; and quintets with
the Lark, Avalon, and Brentano Quartets.
He recently recorded Two Piano Music
of Messiaen and Debussy with Oppens
and the complete Années de pèlerinage
of Liszt on a 3-CD set released in 2010.
Other recordings include concertos by
Tchaikovsky and Liszt, solo works by
Sinding and Bartók, and chamber music by
Arensky and Taneyev.

OPPENS PLAYS CARTER
“Oppens, of course, performs everything to the highest
possible caliber....I’m going to be spinning this disc a
lot.”
— Sequenza21.com
GRAMMY AWARD NOMINEE

TWO PIANO MUSIC OF MESSIAEN AND DEBUSSY
“This is a recording that will reward the listener each
time out. And for fans of Oppens and Lowenthal, this
is a must-have recording for the way they make these
two difficult works sound alive and noteworthy in every
way.”
— Sacramento Bee

Teaching is an important part of Mr.
Lowenthal’s musical life, including twenty
years at the Juilliard School and forty-two
summers at the Music Academy of the
West. Mr. Lowenthal has worked with an
extraordinary number of gifted pianists,
whom he encourages to understand the
music they play in a wide aesthetic and
cultural perspective — and to project it
with the freedom which that perspective
allows.

WINGING IT: PIANO MUSIC OF JOHN CORIGLIANO
“The performances here are pretty stupendous.... A disc
to treasure.”
— ClassicsToday.com

GRAMMY AWARD NOMINEE
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Available at cedillerecords.org

