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I believe that the creative process is anchored in a deep layer of consciousness to which the experiences of 

the moment do not penetrate. And if you can’t withdraw to that untouched, inner world, you can’t create. I 

never believed that you could create a work of art out of immediate external impressions. It’s the same as with 

rainwater, which has to seep its way through before it comes out again as a spring.1 

Although Hans Gál lived through remarkably fractured times, including two world wars, exile, and the see-saw of 

success and obscurity, this declaration seems to sum up an attitude which is mirrored in his music. It was not that 

he did not respond to external stimuli, to the temper of the times; but he did so always in a long-considered way, 

assimilating his experiences into utterances that oten seem to have an Olympian serenity, giving the impression of 

being above the day-to-day struggle for existence. Even when his later music gives expression to pain or doubt, it is 

always in the context of a musical idiom that was essentially formed long before he inally let his native Austria, and 

that builds carefully, fruitfully, sometimes inspiredly upon the great Viennese classical tradition. 

 Though he was, therefore, in some respects an echt-Viennese composer, Hans Gál’s family name is Hungarian, 

and both branches of his family originated in the Hungarian territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His 

birthplace, Brunn am Gebirge, is nonetheless now a suburb of Vienna. Gál was the son of a Jewish doctor who 

practised in the Imperial capital; his musical interests and abilities were recognised early, and were encouraged 

especially by his Aunt Jenny, who had been a singer at Weimar under the young Richard Strauss. He was fortunate 

enough to study with some of the foremost teachers of the time, notably Richard Robert, who also taught Rudolf 

Serkin, Clara Haskil and Georg Szell among others. By the end of his schooldays Gál was already a proficient 

pianist and though he lacked any technical training in composition, he had written several piano pieces and about 

a hundred songs, and had sketched four operas. All were later destroyed as works of his apprenticeship.

 The teenage Gál participated enthusiastically in the heady musical world of turn-of-the-century Vienna. 

Through Robert he obtained an appointment to teach harmony and piano at the New Conservatoire, which 

enabled him to pursue his musical studies. He soon came into contact with Eusebius Mandyczewski (1857–1929), 

the Ukrainian-born composer and musicologist who had belonged to Brahms’ inner circle of friends. One of the 

most learned and universally liked musicians of his day, who had made significant contributions to the editing 

of Beethoven, Haydn and Schubert, Mandyczewski became Gál’s ideal mentor and ‘spiritual father’. Gál studied 

form and counterpoint with him intensively for two years; he also studied music history at Vienna University 

1 Hans Gál in a 1986 radio interview for Sudwestfunk (translation: Eva Fox Gál).
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under Guido Adler, the renowned music historian and founder of the series Denkmäler der Tonkunst in Österreich.2 

Gál graduated in 1913 with a doctoral dissertation on the style of the young Beethoven, which was accorded the rare 

distinction of publication in Adier’s own series Studien zur Musikwissenschaft.
 Meanwhile he had completed an opera and other orchestral and chamber works, including a symphony (for which 

he was awarded the newly created Austrian State Prize for composition in 1915); most of these, too, were withdrawn, 

the symphony before it could be performed. Nevertheless a number of works passed the test of the young composer’s 

self-criticism, and some of these – for example, Von ewiger Freude, a cantata for female voices, organ and two harps 

(1912), the 5 Intermezzi for string quartet (1914) and the Variationen über eine Wiener Heurigenmelodie (a light-hearted 

set of variations for piano trio on an Austrian folksong, also 1914) – began to establish his reputation.

 In spite of serving in the Austrian army in the Carpathians, Serbia and Italy, during World War I, Gál managed to 

complete some further works, including his first opera, Der Arzt der Sobeide (1917–18), which was first performed in 

Breslau in 1919. Immediately following the war, and until 1929, Gál was lecturer in harmony, counterpoint, musical form 

and orchestration at Vienna University (a post once held by Bruckner). During this period his international reputation 

was solidified by works such as the Overture to a Puppet Play (1923), which received over a hundred performances in 

cities as far apart as Stockholm, Prague and Basle, conducted by, among other distinguished conductors, Furtwängler, 

Keilberth, Szell, Weingartner and Fritz Busch, and his highly successful second opera Die heilige Ente (‘The Sacred Duck’, 

1920–21) was premiered in Düsseldorf under Georg Szell in 1923, and presented in over 20 opera houses from Berlin 

to Prague during the succeeding decade. In the preliminary Austrian section of that extraordinary worldwide contest, 

the 1928 International Columbia Graphophone competition, which started out as an attempt to find a convincing 

completion for Schubert’s ‘Unfinished’ B minor Symphony but mutated into a contest for original symphonic works 

‘in the spirit of Schubert’, Gál’s Symphony in D – his official First Symphony – gained second prize, placed just behind 

the Third Symphony of Franz Schmidt. During this same Viennese period Gál’s reputation as a scholar was firmly 

established by the monumental first complete edition of the works of Brahms, which he co-edited with Mandyczewski, 

and editions of Johann Strauss, father and son, for the Denkmäler der Tonkunst in Österreich.

 From 1929 to 1933 Gál, now widely regarded as one of the ablest composers and scholars of his generation, 

consolidated these successes as Director of the Conservatoire in Mainz. But the appointment of Hitler as German 

Chancellor and the resultant Nazi hegemony of power spelled the end of his career in Germany. As a Jew, Gál was 

dismissed from his post as soon as the Nazis entered Mainz in March 1933; performance and publication of his works 

were prohibited, and the scheduled Dresden premiere of his fourth and last opera, Die beiden Klaas (1932–33) was 

cancelled. Gál returned to Vienna, where he worked as a conductor and also composed the cantata De Profundis 
(1936–37), one of his major utterances, later dedicated ‘to the memory of this age, its agony and its victims’. (It would not 
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2 Literally ‘Monuments of Musical Art in Austria’, a series – in itself monumental – of handsome modern scholarly editions of notable 

works produced in Austria, principally but not exclusively from the Renaissance and Baroque periods. he series began publication in 

1892 with musical compositions by the Austrian Emperors Ferdinand III, Leopold I and Joseph I; the most recent volume at the time of 

writing (No. 155, the Missa Solemnis by Süssmayer) appeared in 2010.
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be heard in performance until 1949.) Even before Austria fell to the Anschluss, it had become clear to him that Austria 

would be no safe haven; in 1938 he and his family fled to England, intending to emigrate to America. Instead, a meeting 

with Sir Donald Tovey, Professor of Music at Edinburgh University, led to an invitation to Edinburgh – where, apart 

from a short period of wartime internment as an ‘enemy alien’ at Huyton, near Liverpool, and on the Isle of Man, Gál 

made his home for the rest of his life, working as a lecturer in music at the University until, and beyond, his retirement.

After the war he was able to secure performances of his pre-war and wartime works in Germany, but less frequently and 

without the kind of critical attention his music had formerly commanded: his basic idiom, formed in the earlier part 

of the century, was increasingly out of fashion in the brave new world of Darmstadt, Donaueschingen and die reihe. He 

became an affectionately regarded and respected figure in the musical life of Edinburgh, as composer, performer, scholar 

and teacher, renowned for his encyclopedic knowledge of the repertoire, and was involved in establishing the Edinburgh 

International Festival. Various honours came his way for his services to music, among them honorary doctorates from 

Edinburgh and Mainz and the OBE (1964). His native Austria bestowed a further State Prize (1958) and, in 1981, the 

highest and most prestigious Austrian state honour, ‘For Art and Science’. Gál continued to compose, his opus numbers 

eventually stretching to a total of 110, and these later works included many of his profoundest musical thoughts. He also 

wrote several important books, including invaluable studies of Brahms (1961), Wagner (1963), Schubert (1970), and 

Verdi (1975) as well as editing collections of composers’ letters.

 Gál’s creative output manifests a remarkable integrity and consistency of style. Naturally and profoundly rooted in 

the Austro-German musical tradition, and closely connected to the legacy of Brahms, by the time of his late twenties 

he had developed a distinctive musical language to which he remained true, while constantly developing it. His music 

combines intricate contrapuntal textures with a near-continuous flow of melody, where lyricism goes hand in hand with 

emotional restraint. His later works sometimes appear nostalgic for the more opulent surroundings of the past, but there 

is often more irony than nostalgia in the music. His steadfast refusal to compromise with the often more fashionable 

directions taken by other composers of his own and later generations tended to work against him in the later part of his 

life, when his above all civilised and intensely literate discourse, the classical poise, clarity and precision which he brought 

to each genre, made it easy for superficial judges to deem his music ‘conservative’, even reactionary. But in his own way 

Gál prolonged and developed the traditions into which he had been born into the final decades of the twentieth century.

 Gál’s own instrument was the piano, but he also played the cello for a period in his early career. He clearly possessed 

an intimate knowledge of the instrument, its sonorities and how best to compose for it, and it features as a soloist in 

several works written across the spread of his creative life, from an early Suite for Cello and Piano (1919) to the two solo 

cello works featured on this CD, written over sixty years later. In addition to a Cello Concerto (1944) and a Concertino 

for Cello and String Orchestra (1966), his most important – and perhaps his most serious – work for the instrument 

was probably the Sonata for Cello and Piano, Op. 89. It was composed in 1954 (though not published until 1969) and 

is dedicated to the Edinburgh-based cello-piano duo of Joan and Hester Dickson, good friends of the composer. Joan 

Dickson (1921–94) especially was a popular fixture of Scottish musical life; she studied with Enrico Mainardi and, as 

well as being a well-known performer throughout the UK, was a renowned teacher. Gál’s sonata has three movements 
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(though it hints at four) and is firmly in the Viennese classical tradition, but tempered by the personal character of his 

musical language as it had developed over the previous five decades.

 The restless first movement, Moderato ma agitato 8, immediately states an opening subject that is both 

rhythmically involved and tonally unstable. (The key-signature, and the very opening, posit C minor, but the music 

strays and sideslips away from that region with unsettling ease.) A canonic transitional theme leads to a calmer, singing 

second subject, A tempo, tranquillo, a beautiful inspiration which then unfolds as a lyrical duet between piano and cello, 

providing a strong emotional contrast. Gál then calls for a verbatim exposition repeat – itself an obvious throwback 

to his classical antecedents – and these expressive polarities are worked through in an exhaustive yet quite terse 

development. In the recapitulation the opening of the first subject is held back until the start of the coda; by contrast, 

the transition theme and the lyric tranquillo subject are allowed ample room for expansion. The movement ends quietly, 

on the lowest C of the cello and the piano.

 The second movement, Poco vivace 9, is a canonic scherzo in approximate G major, rather after the example of 

the scherzo from Brahms’ A major Piano Quartet, first the piano chasing the cello, then vice-versa. There is a contrasting 

theme, a kind of staccato rustic dance which rather takes over the proceedings before the will-o’-the-wisp ending. The 

last movement  opens with an Adagio introduction on B flat that fulfils the role of a slow movement and is, in a sense, 

the heart of the sonata. It opens with a refined and passionate cello melody of considerable pathos, but the constantly 

shifting chromaticism of the accompaniment gives it a darker character that is played out in the many contrasts of the 

vigorous Allegro energico finale proper. This finale begins with a strutting, almost neo-Baroque theme, a kind of bourrée 

in a much-chromaticised C major, switching to G major (also chromatically inflected) for a much more romantic Un 
poco più tranquillo contrasting theme, related but not identical to the second subject of the first movement. The ‘bourrée’ 

recurs but now leads to a very soft reminiscence of the Adagio theme in C major. Further development of the subjects 

of the finale lead at length to another cross-movement recollection – a quiet, rather mysterious canonic transformation 

of the opening theme of the first movement, also in C major. Its eventual achievement here of tonal stability is reason 

enough for the decisive farewell of the pithy coda. 

 Gál’s two works for unaccompanied cello, the Sonata and the Suite, were among the last music he wrote, in 1982, 

at the age of 92. (There remained only two works for recorder, composed the following year.) The ultimate progenitor 

for these works must surely and naturally be the six Solo Cello Suites of J.S. Bach, but Gál would have been well aware 

of the unaccompanied suites and sonatas by Max Reger and Paul Hindemith, which had appeared around the time he 

was refining his own musical language. In the case of the Sonata, it would have been natural to have taken note of the 

Sonata for Solo Cello of Zoltán Kodály, probably the supreme modern masterpiece in the genre. In any event, these two 

cellistic swan-songs contrive to say something new in Gál’s chosen medium.

 The Sonata for Violoncello Solo, Op. 109a, is as the title suggests the more thematically integrated of the 

two works, and is dedicated to the cellist Rudolf Metzmacher. (Father of the conductor Ingo Metzmacher, Rudolf 

Metzmacher had studied with the famous cellist-composer Julius Klengel, another link to the Brahms era.) Centred 

overall on D, it has three large movements, and throughout Gál makes use of the full range of the instrument and such 
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techniques as double-, triple- and quadruple-stopping, occasional passages of polyphonic playing as well as pizzicato 

and harmonic effects. The first movement 1 contrasts two characters and speeds: a passionate and eloquent Andante in  

D minor, which appears at first as an introduction, gives way to a basically good-humoured Allegro commodo in  

D major, distinguished by a large number of constituent themes and motifs, some of them with a rather pawky, rustic 

character. The Andante music returns and is developed, and the Allegro music follows and is developed in its turn to a 

decisive close.

 The second movement 2 is a slowish, large-scale Quasi minuetto in G, with a bucolic trio in C in which Gál creates 

the impression of a bagpipe drone through repeated falls to the two lowest strings. The minuet is then treated to a full 

Da capo repeat. The finale, marked Vivace 3, is an exciting piece that starts by suggesting B minor but soon settles 

into a gypsy-style tune where the cello imitates both melody and accompaniment (possibly a legacy from the finale of 

the Kodály Sonata). Themes appear in augmentation and diminution, with a contrasting cantabile tune related to the 

Minuet’s main theme, before the movement closes in a resolute D major.

 Gál dedicated the companion piece of the Sonata, his Suite for Violoncello Solo, Op. 109b, to his grandson Simon. 

Here the music is centred on C, which suits the bottom string of the instrument. This work has four movements, though 

the first of these 4 is actually two, as it is cast as an ‘Introduzione and Fughetta’. In the Introduction, Grave in C minor, 

that repeated open C underpins voluble rhapsodising. At the end the melodic line climbs into the highest register and 

gives a glimpse of C major before the Fughetta, a determined Allegro molto moderato in (mostly) two independent parts 

and perhaps the most ‘Bach-like’ music in any of the three works on this disc. Beginning quietly, it works up to a majestic 

climax before slowing for the emphatic final bars.

 The second movement 5 is a strutting, parodic Alla Marcia in G minor with a flowing dolce melody in G major 

as trio. The march gets a full da capo before an expressive coda based on the trio theme. The slow movement 6 is an 

intimate Cavatina in E flat in roughly ternary form, the exquisitely refined main melody returning in a decorated form 

before its tranquil ending. Gál calls the finale 7 a Rondino – it is also, as are the finales of the Bach cello suites, a highly 

sophisticated invention in gigue time. The C major main theme is contrasted against a more lyrical A major Dolce con 
moto and a C minor Con moto. For all the controlled energy of this movement it has a meditative, elegiac feel – a dance, 

perhaps, danced only for oneself – which becomes more pronounced with the return of the Dolce theme and the ever-

graver progress to the final quiet C major pizzicato chord.

© Malcolm MacDonald, 2012

 

Malcolm MacDonald is the author of he Symphonies of Havergal Brian (three vols., Kahn & Averill, London, 1974, 1978 
and 1983) and the editor of the irst two volumes of Havergal Brian on Music (Toccata Press, London, 1985 and 2009); 
further volumes are in preparation. His other writings include books on Brahms, Foulds, Schoenberg, Ronald Stevenson 

and Edgard Varèse.
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Described by The Strad as ‘sensitive and elegant’ and praised by The Times for her ‘seamless legato characteristic of the best Russian 

cellists’, Alfia Nakipbekova is one of the most highly regarded cellists to emerge from the former Soviet Union, and is a prominent 

cultural figure in her native Kazakhstan.

 Alfia was born in Karaganda, Central Kazakhstan, and began to study cello with the exiled Roman Mazanov. She continued her 

musical education at the Moscow Central School and the Tchaikovsky Conservatoire with Mstislav Rostropovich. She also received 

master-classes from Daniil Shafran and in 1980 was awarded the ‘Special Prize for Outstanding Mastery of the Cello’ at the Casals 

Competition in Budapest. In 1981 she defected to the UK, where she established herself as a leading soloist and chamber musician. At 

this time she was also one of the last master-class students to work with Jacqueline du Pre. As a member of The Bekova Trio, with her 

sisters Elvira and Eleonora, Alfia toured Europe, the Far East and the USA, winning worldwide acclaim. 

 Alfia’s extensive discography includes the major repertoire for piano trio, cello sonatas and cello/violin duos, including critically 

acclaimed recordings of Brahms, Martinů and Shostakovich on Chandos (BBC Music chose her Martinů album as a CD of the year, 

and Gramophone made her disc of Rebecca Clarke and Charles Ives a ‘Critic’s Choice’ in 2000).

 Alfia began a series of ‘Bach Marathon’ solo recitals in 1998, playing all six Suites in one evening, and since then has performed 

them in various venues and festivals in, among other places, Aldeburgh, Brussels, Cork, London, Melbourne, the Orkneys, Oxford 

and Italy. She recorded the Suites in the twelfth-century St Boniface Kirk on the island of Papa Westray in the Orkneys – where part of 

this Gál CD was recorded – in 2007–8. The recording was released on WCM in August 2009 and nominated by the Russian classical 

radio station Orphey as best CD of the year. 

 Alfia has a strong interest in contemporary music, giving numerous performances of new works. The most notable pieces 

she has premiered to date are the Concerto for cello and chamber orchestra by Timur Tleukhan (in the Moscow Conservatoire 

Rachmaninov Hall with Musica Viva in 1996) and three works by Sergei Zhukov: Gethsemane Night for electric cello, choir, piano 

and percussion (2003), the Concerto Mystery (1994) and Concerto Grosso (1997) – both for piano trio and orchestra, written for The 

Bekova Trio, who gave the first performances at the Moscow Autumn Festivals in 1997 and 2003, and in 1998 recorded both works 

for Chandos. Alfia and her sisters also made the first recording of Steven Gerber’s Triple Overture, again for Chandos, in 1999.

Jakob Fichert has performed solo and chamber-music recitals in some of the most prestigious halls in Europe, including the Wigmore 

Hall in London and the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. He has recorded for Toccata Classics and for Naxos. 

 Jakob studied at the Musikhochschule Karlsruhe with Wolfgang Manz, graduating with distinction before undertaking a 

postgraduate course at the Royal College of Music, studying with Yonty Solomon. He obtained a Master’s Degree in Chamber Music 

and stayed on as a Junior Fellow at the College until 2003. 

 Jakob has collaborated with numerous soloists and instrumentalists, among them Oliver Coates, Diana Galvydyte, Janet Hilton, 

Helen-Jane Howells, Sherban Lupu, Vicky Yannoula, Tamsin Waley-Cohen and the Manus Ensemble. He has been involved in  lecture 

recitals on the piano and chamber music by Max Reger in Germany and the UK. His programmes of contemporary music often 

combine established twentieth-century composers with newly commissioned works for solo piano and chamber ensembles. 

 Jakob has won numerous prizes at international competitions both as a soloist and chamber musician. These include the Valentino 

Bucchi International Piano Competition for twentieth-century music in Rome, the Liza Fuchsova Memorial Prize at the Royal-Over-

Seas-League for ‘best chamber music pianist’, and the International Taneyev Chamber Music Competition in Kaluga and Moscow.

 A keen pedagogue, Jakob has given numerous master-classes in high-profile independent and specialist music schools. He also 

works as an examiner for the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music and was appointed senior lecturer for principle-study 

piano at Leeds College of Music in spring 2011. His website can be found at www.jakobichert.com.
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The Vienna-born Hans Gál (1890–1987) settled in Edinburgh after fleeing 

from the Nazis in 1938 and became a much-loved figure in his adoptive town. 

But he never lost his Viennese fondness for melody, as these three works  

demonstrate – the Sonata with piano, written in 1953, and the two works for 

solo cello, completed in 1982, when he was 92, almost the last music he wrote.
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Sonata for Violoncello Solo, Op. 109a    
 (1982)* 20:23

 I.  Andante. Allegro commodo 8:28

 II.  Quasi minuetto lento 6:23

 III.  Vivace 5:32

Suite for Violoncello Solo, Op. 109b    
 (1982)* 21:22

 I.  Introduzione and Fughetta        5:47

 II.  Alla Marcia 5:41

 III.  Cavatina  4:09

 IV. Rondino 5:45
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Sonata for Violoncello 
 and Pianoforte, Op. 89 (1953) 21:54

 I. Moderato ma agitato 9:59

 II. Poco vivace 2:51

 III.  Adagio. Allegro energico 9:04
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