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COMPACT DISC 1 Electrola recordings 1929–1930 (76.25)

1. CHOPIN Waltz A flat major Op 42 Recorded on 17 September 1929 (3.10)
matrix BLR 5617-2 (EG 1577)

2. LISZT Paganini Étude No 5 in E major S141/5 (Busoni edition) Recorded on 17 September 1929 (3.08)
matrix BLR 5618-1 (EG 1577)

3. LISZT Gnomenreigen No 2 of Zwei Konzertetüden, S145 Recorded on 17 September 1929 (2.44)
matrix BLR 5622-2 (EG 1787)

4. WAGNER/LISZT Der fliegende Holländer – Recorded on 17 September 1929 (5.09)
Spinning Chorus S440 matrices BLR 5619-1 & 5620-1 (EG 1578)

5. SCHUBERT/LISZT Die Forelle second version, S564 Recorded on 17 September 1929 (3.05)
matrix BLR 5621-1 (EG 1579)

6. SCHUBERT/LISZT Auf dem Wasser zu singen S558/2 Recorded on 17 September 1929 (3.25)
matrix BLR 5623-2 (EG 1579)

7. SCHUBERT/LISZT Liebesbotschaft S560/10 Recorded on 13 January 1930 (2.51)
matrix BLR 5936-2 (EG 1787)

English Columbia recordings 1935–1938

8. BACH/PETRI Minuet after BWV841–843 Recorded on 12 December 1935 (3.49)
matrix CAX 7700-1 (LX 508)

9. GLUCK/SGAMBATI Mélodie from Orphée et Eurydice Recorded on 3 January 1936 (3.10)
matrix CAX-7727-1 (LX 508)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 24 in F sharp major Op 78 Recorded on 10 June 1936
10. Adagio cantabile – Allegro ma non troppo matrices CAX 7799-1 & 7800-1 (6.25)

11. Allegro vivace (LX 576) (2.50)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 27 in E minor Op 90 Recorded on 9 June 1936
12. Mit Lebhaftigkeit und durchaus mit Empfindung und Ausdruck matrices CAX 7795-1, 7796-1, (5.37)

13. Nicht zu geschwind und sehr singbar vorzutragen 7797-1 & 7798-1 (LX 544/5) (7.03)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 32 in C minor Op 111 Recorded on 11 December 1935 &
14. Maestoso – Allegro con brio ed appassionato 3 January 1936; matrices CAX 7691-1, (8.24)

15. Arietta (Adagio molto semplice e cantabile) 7692-4, 7693-1, 7694-1, 7695-1 & 7696-1 (LX 491/3) (15.32)
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COMPACT DISC 2 English Columbia recordings 1935–1938 continued (79.06)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 14 in C sharp minor ‘Moonlight’ Op 27/2
1. Adagio sostenuto Recorded on 15 February 1937 (4.37)

2. Allegretto matrices CAX 7936-1, 7937-1 & 7938-1 (2.02)

3. Presto agitato (LX 602/3) (5.19)

4. SCHUBERT/TAUSIG Andantino and Variations in B minor Recorded on 2 January 1936 (7.33)
from D823 matrices CAX 7724-1 & 7725-1 (LX 714)

5. SCHUBERT/LISZT Der Lindenbaum S561/7 Recorded on 1 June 1938 (4.27)
matrix CAX 8233-2 (LX 753)

6. SCHUBERT/LISZT Gretchen am Spinnrade S558/8 Recorded on 27 September 1938 (3.55)
matrix CAX 8232-3 (LX 739)

7. SCHUBERT/LISZT Soirée de Vienne No 6 in A S427/6 Recorded on 20 December 1935 (6.13)
matrices CAX 7720-1 & 7721-2 (LX 469)

8. VERDI/LISZT Rigoletto paraphrase S434 Recorded on 18 February 1937 (6.09)
matrices CA 16231-1 & 16232-1 (LB 39)

9. GOUNOD/LISZT Valse de l’opéra Faust S407 Recorded on 11 June 1936 (8.48)
(with Busoni cadenza) matrices CAX 7697-5 & 7722-5 (LX 520)

10. LISZT Un sospiro No 3 of Trois Études de concert, S144 Recorded on 16 February 1937 (4.30)
matrix CAX 7944-1 (LX 603)

11. LISZT Ricordanza No 9 of Douze Études Recorded on 16 February 1937 (8.22)
d’exécution transcendante, S139 matrices CAX 7946-1 & 7947-1 (LX 846)

12. LISZT Mazeppa No 4 of Douze Études Recorded on 12 December 1935 & (6.05)
d’exécution transcendante, S139 3 January 1936; matrices CAX 7698-1 & 7699-2 (LX 483)

13. LISZT Fantasia on Beethoven’s ‘Ruins of Athens’ S122 Recorded on 22 September 1938 (11.05)

LONDON PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA / LESLIE HEWARD matrices CAX 8316-1, 8317-1 & 
8318-1 (LX 752/3)
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COMPACT DISC 3 English Columbia recordings 1935–1938 continued (77.02)

LISZT Piano Concerto No 2 in A major S125 Recorded on 22 September 1938
1. Adagio sostenuto assai – Allegro agitato assai matrices CAX 8311-2, 8312-2, 8313-1, 8314-2 & 8315-2 (7.29)

2. Allegro moderato (LX 737/9) (4.41)

3. Allegro deciso – Marziale un poco meno allegro (4.08)

4. Un poco meno mosso – Allegro animato (4.10)

LONDON PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA / LESLIE HEWARD

TCHAIKOVSKY Piano Concerto No 1 in B flat minor Op 23 Recorded on 10 November 1937
5. Allegro non troppo e molto maestoso – Allegro con spirito matrices CAX 8110-2, 8111-2A, 8112-2, (18.54)
6. Andantino semplice – Prestissimo – Tempo I 8113-2, 8114-2, 8115-1, 8116-2 & 8117-2 (6.37)

7. Allegro con fuoco (LX 681/4) (6.59)

LONDON PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA / WALTER GOEHR

BRAHMS Variations and Fugue on a theme by Handel Op 24 Recorded on 3 June 1938
8. Aria – Variations 1 to 25 matrices CAX 8236-1, 8237-1, 8238-1, 8239-1, 8240-1 & 8241-1 (19.13)

9. Fugue (LX 734/6) (4.50)
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COMPACT DISC 4 English Columbia recordings 1935–1938 continued (78.29)

BRAHMS Variations on a theme by Paganini Op 35 Recorded on 4 March 1937
1. Book 1: Theme – Variations 1 to 14 matrices CAX 7959-1, 7960-1, 7961-1 & 7962-1 (9.22)

2. Book 2: Theme – Variations 1 to 14 (LX 628/9) (9.05)

3. BUSONI Fantasia after J S Bach BV253 Recorded on 16 February 1937 (8.51)
matrices CAX 7939-1 & 7940-1 (LX 640)

4. BUSONI Serenade Variations-Studie nach Mozart from Klavierübung Recorded on 27 September 1938 (1.40)
matrix CAX 8235-3 [part] (LX 806)

5. BUSONI Giga, bolero e variazione No 3 of An die Jugend, BV254 Recorded on 27 September 1938 (3.39)
matrix CAX 8326-? (unpublished on 78 rpm)

6. BUSONI Sonatina [No 3] ad usum infantis BV268 Recorded on 1 June and 27 September 1938 (6.44)
matrices CAX 8234-2 & 8235-3 [part] (LX 806)

7. BUSONI Sonatina [No 6] super Carmen BV284 Recorded on 20 December 1935 and 2 January 1936 (6.35)
matrices CAX 7723-1 & 7726-1 (LX 462)

BUSONI Indianisches Tagebuch 1 BV267 Recorded on 16 February 1937
8. Allegretto affettuoso, un poco agitato matrices CAX 7941-1 & 7942-1 (1.55)

9. Vivace (LX 617) (1.13)

10. Andante (3.13)

11. Maestoso ma andando (2.25)

12. BUSONI Albumblatt No 3 ‘In der Art Recorded on 27 September 1938 (4.40)
eines Choralvorspiels’ BV289/3 matrix CAX 8324-2 (LX 792)

13. BUSONI Elegie No 2 ‘All’ Italia!’ BV249/2 Recorded on 27 September 1938 (4.53)
matrix CAX 8325-1 (LX 792)

American Columbia recordings 1939–1951

14. LISZT/BUSONI Rhapsodie Espagnole Recorded on 27 December 1939 (14.11)

MINNEAPOLIS SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA / DIMITRI MITROPOULOS matrices XCO 25826/9 (11202/3D)
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COMPACT DISC 5 American Columbia recordings 1939–1951 continued (76.44)

1. BACH/BUSONI Chaconne from Partita No 2 in D minor Recorded on 15 June 1945 (12.06)
for unaccompanied violin, BWV1004 matrices CO 34994/7 (17582/3D)

BACH/BUSONI Chorale Preludes Recorded on 26 June 1942
2. Ich ruf’ zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ BWV639 matrices XCO 32986/7 (2.30)

3. In dir ist Freude BWV615 (71463D) (2.07)

4. Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme BWV645 (2.42)

5. Nun freut euch, lieben Christen g’mein BWV734a (1.57)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 6 in F major Op 10 No 2 Recorded on 15 June 1945
6. Allegro matrices XCO 34978/81 (8.37)

7. Allegretto (ML-2049) (3.12)

8. Presto (3.39)

BEETHOVEN Piano Sonata No 29 in B flat major ‘Hammerklavier’ Op 106
9. Allegro Recorded on 14 March 1951 (10.33)

10. Scherzo: Assai vivace – Presto matrices XCO 45401/10 (2.42)

11. Adagio sostenuto, appassionato e con molto sentimento (ML 4479) (15.08)

12. Largo – Allegro – Allegro risoluto (11.28)
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COMPACT DISC 6 American Columbia recordings 1939–1951 continued (78.04)

1. BEETHOVEN/LISZT Adelaïde (Op 46) S466 Recorded on 19 June 1945 (8.31)
matrices XCO 32984/5 (72163D)

2. SCHUBERT/LISZT Die Forelle second version, S564 Recorded on 16 March 1951 (3.19)

3. SCHUBERT/LISZT Auf dem Wasser zu singen S558/2 matrices XCO 45411/7 (ML 4436) (3.47)

4. SCHUBERT/LISZT Gretchen am Spinnrade S558/8 (4.01)

5. SCHUBERT/LISZT Der Lindenbaum S561/7 (4.20)

6. SCHUBERT/LISZT Der Erlkönig S558/4 (4.38)

7. SCHUBERT/LISZT Liebesbotschaft S560/10 (2.50)

8. SCHUBERT/LISZT Soirée de Vienne No 6 in A S427/6 (6.19)

9. SCHUBERT/TAUSIG Andantino and Variations in B minor Recorded on 17 March 1951 (7.48)

from D823 matrices XCO 45418/9 (ML 4436)

CHOPIN Preludes Op 28 Recorded on 24 June 1942; matrices XCO 29434/8, 30863, 31423/4 (71402/5D)
10. No 1 in C major (0.37) 22. No 13 in F sharp major (2.18)

11. No 2 in A minor (1.37) 23. No 14 in E flat minor (0.27)

12. No 3 in G major (0.54) 24. No 15 in D flat major (4.38)

13. No 4 in E minor (1.50) 25. No 16 in B flat minor (1.03)

14. No 5 in D major (0.31) 26. No 17 in A flat major (2.31)

15. No 6 in B minor (1.45) 27. No 18 in F minor (0.43)

16. No 7 in A major (0.44) 28. No 19 in E flat major (1.15)

17. No 8 in F sharp minor (1.50) 29. No 20 in C minor (1.16)

18. No 9 in E major (1.11) 30. No 21 in B flat major (1.31)

19. No 10 in C sharp minor (0.26) 31. No 22 in G minor (0.41)

20. No 11 in B major (0.31) 32. No 23 in F major (0.44)

21. No 12 in G sharp minor (1.05) 33. No 24 in D minor (2.21)
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COMPACT DISC 7 American Columbia recordings 1939–1951 continued (75.13)

1. CHOPIN Polonaise in A flat major Op 53 Recorded on 19 June 1945; matrices XCO 34992/3 (17377D) (6.24)

FRANCK Prélude, choral et fugue
2. Prélude Recorded on 9 May 1940 (4.01)

3. Choral matrices WXCO 26812/5 (70350/1D) (4.32)

4. Fugue (7.12)

5. BRAHMS Rhapsody in B minor Op 79 No 1 Recorded on 9 May 1940 (7.55)

6. BRAHMS Rhapsody in G minor Op 79 No 2 matrices WXCO 26816/8 & 26850 (4.14)

7. BRAHMS Rhapsody in E flat major Op 119 No 4 (70681/2D, also 70683/4D auto-coupled) (4.38)

BRAHMS Four Ballades Op 10
8. No 1 in D minor Recorded on 15 and/or 19 June 1945 (3.21)

9. No 2 in D major matrices XCO 34982/5 (unissued) (4.48)

10. No 3 in B minor (3.41)

11. No 4 in B major (4.51)

BRAHMS Six Pieces Op 118
12. Intermezzo in A minor Recorded on 15 and/or 19 June 1945 (1.43)

13. Intermezzo in A major matrices XCO 34986/91 (unissued) (4.09)

14. Ballade in G minor (3.42)

15. Intermezzo in F minor (2.38)

16. Romanze in F major (3.30)

17. Intermezzo in E flat minor (3.52)
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BLESSED with a colossal technique and
a superabundance of musicianship and
intelligence, Egon Petri was one of the

supremely gifted pianists of the first half of this
century. So why, during his years in the concert
hall, did he fail to attract the type of public
admiration enjoyed by so many of his less-gifted
contemporaries? And why, several decades after
his death, is it difficult to find anything resem -
bling an accurate assessment of his genius in
current reference books or even a repre sent ative
cross-section of his sizeable discography? More
puzzling still, why is Petri not universally held in
awe by connoisseurs of the piano and piano
recordings, many of whom, it has to be acknow -
ledged, have been known to cast a dismissive
sneer at the mention of his name?

While there is no easy answer to this enigma,
it can in part be explained by the pianist’s per -
sonality. Petri was a man of modest demeanour
who abhorred the publicity merry-go-round.
Furthermore, he was an unusually tall man who
dwarfed the concert grand, his large hands seem -
ingly covering vast stretches of the keyboard
with little or no effort. In short, he could achieve
the most spectacular of results without even a
hint of flamboyancy. Farewell the gallery audi -
ence! Petri’s interpretations were invariably
searching and all-embracingly com prehensive
yet they were never born of attention-seeking
bravura performances. Farewell, then, a sizeable
portion of the stalls! Equally significant, Petri
made demands of his audiences: his recitals
were (in)famous both on account of their dura -
tion and their intellectual demands. Farewell a
further section of the stalls! Only those left
seemed capable of recognizing and appreciating
the Petri paradox: playing that was as fastidious

as it was full of flair and panache, playing that
was as sober as it was full of excitement and
drama.

Egon Petri was born of professional Dutch
musicians. His mother, Kathi, was a singer of
rare intelligence while his father, Henri, was an
established violinist. A pupil of Joachim, Henri
had abandoned a solo career to become one of
Europe’s most familiar concertmasters. At the
time of Egon’s birth, on 23 March 1881, he was
leading the orchestra of the Hanover Royal
Opera. In 1883 his appointment as leader of the
Gewandhaus Orchestra under Arthur Nikisch
dictated a move to Leipzig, while the family found
themselves in Dresden some five years later
when Petri senior assumed the post of concert -
master of the Opera House under the baton
of Ernst von Schuch. Not surprisingly, the young
Egon received the basic rudiments of music in
general and the violin in particular under his
father’s guidance, though he soon graduated
to some of the most important tutors in Leipzig
and Dresden, not least Hermann Kretzschmar
(composition), Richard Buchmayer (piano) and
Felix Draeseke (theory). By the time the boy had
entered his teens he was recognized as a highly
proficient pianist, organist and horn player,
though with appearances in his father’s string
quartet and the orchestra of the Dresden Opera
it was the violin which dominated his musical
activities.

During their encampment at three of the
most musical centres in Germany the Petri family
inevitably befriended many of the greatest
musicians then working in Europe, not least
Brahms, Joachim, Clara Schumann and Busoni.
Another colleague was the volcanic Teresa
Carreño who undoubtedly was responsible for
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laying the foundation of Petri’s leonine keyboard
technique, though the greatest single influence
upon the boy was the presence of Ferruccio
Busoni. The Italian entered Egon’s world as a
result of his close friendship with Henri Petri, the
champion of both of Busoni’s string quartets
(the second of which is dedicated to him – other
tributes, incidentally, include the Bagatelles for
violin and piano, Op 28, written for the seven-
year-old Egon). Despite the difference in their
ages, Busoni and Egon Petri thrived on the
honesty and trust of a mentor/friend relation -
ship. As a consequence, Busoni readily felt free
to dispense advice, never more so than when he
recommended that Egon should concentrate on
the piano rather than violin – Paderewski came
up with a similar verdict at about the same time –
and in warning him of the dangers of becoming
too much the scholar and for having too little
ambition as a performer.

Certainly it was Busoni’s endorsement and
belief in him that gave the twenty-year-old Egon
Petri the confidence to begin a musical career at
the keyboard. One of his first ventures outside
Germany was his British debut in 1904, an
appearance which ultimately led to his first
major post: in 1905 he succeeded Wilhelm
Backhaus as professor of piano at the Royal
Manchester College of Music. Aside from his
teaching duties Petri gave countless recitals,
predominantly devoted to Bach and Beethoven,
but these were solely within the confines of the
Manchester area and as a result he began to feel
trapped. At this point in his career he regarded
his teaching post more as a regular source of
income than as a vocation; his goal was undoubt -
edly the international concert platform. In 1911
Petri took the decision to quit Manchester. Quite

exceptionally, he aired his disillusionment
publicly via a letter to The Daily News. Its
touching honesty says as much about Petri as it
does about the prevailing musical attitudes of the
time:

I feel I am born to play the pianoforte,
not to teach it, and I have come to the
conclusion that I never shall make my way
as a pianist as long as I am in Manchester.

Why this should be so I do not know; but
the fact is there, nobody will engage you as
long as you hold a provincial post. The circle
of towns where I played has become smaller
and smaller during those five years, till now
I merely play in Manchester and suburbs –
becoming a sort of local slum-pianist. In
England they do not want me, because I am
in England; on the Continent they do not
want me either – also because I am in
England …

I have no appointment in view, and, for
all I know, I may be selling matches grinding
an organ in the streets of Berlin next winter.
But even so, I shall risk it. Berlin is the town
where a pianist has a chance – it is also the
town where I have friends, and my best
friend, Busoni.

And then I may get on. They may even
engage me in Liverpool or London, which
they have not done a single time in the last
five years, as, for concert-agents, the
distance between Liverpool and Berlin is
smaller than the distance between Liverpool
and Manchester.

Petri’s departure – undertaken with no ill-feeling
against either the College or the city itself –
coincided with Richter’s farewell concert with
the Hallé Orchestra. Typically, Petri’s con tri -
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bution was Franck’s Symphonic variations
and Liszt’s Totentanz. (He was, of course, to
return in happier times, one of the most
celebrated occasions being in 1934 when he
played the Busoni concerto.)

Returning to Europe, he first took a teaching
post at the Basle Conservatoire before becoming
a professor at the Hochschule in Berlin, the city
where he acquired the reputation which had so
far eluded him – and where he found his name
mentioned in the same breath as Artur Schnabel
and Edwin Fischer. Although the 1920s found him
successfully combining teaching and perform -
ing – he is reputed to have been the first artist to
have visited Soviet Russia where he enjoyed such
acclaim that he gave 31 concerts within the space
of 40 days – his heyday as a public performer was
undoubtedly in the 1930s, a fact reflected in his
activities in the recording studio.

The Second World War shattered the
scrupulously maintained order of Petri’s busy
life. He had long been resident in the Polish town
of Zakopane. All of a sudden he was forced to
flee in the teeth of the invading German armies.
In common with so many other displaced
musicians, Petri looked to America for salvation.
His sorry plight is apparent from a letter written
in Utrecht on 17 October 1939 informing EMI of
his whereabouts:

We left Zakopane on Aug 25th – just in
time – and I have been sitting around here
waiting for a boat to take us to America …

I have probably lost all my belongings
in Poland (there is absolutely no news –
terrible. Poor, poor Poland!) & certainly all
my concerts in England so far. Today I
should have played in Zurich, but as I did
not know when we should be able to sail I
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had to cancel it … Fortunately I had enough
funds to tide me over these 2 months here
and if I get safely to America I shall be
allright – at least financially.

We shall sail this Saturday. Let us hope
there won’t be any torpedoes or mines!

Petri was no stranger to America – he had made
his debut there in 1932 – and he quickly secured
a teaching post at the Malkan Conservatory
in Boston though he soon moved to Cornell
University in Ithaca, New York. His life was now
more or less equally divided between teaching,
which he relished more and more, and the
concert platform. It was a heart attack in the
Spring of 1946 which determined him to abandon
public performances. His decision to concentrate
on teaching was confirmed when he accepted the

post of ‘Pianist in Residence’ at Mills College,
Oakland, California. He was, he confessed,
relieved to lessen the burden of travelling. He
enjoyed such a remarkably successful recu pera -
tion, however, that he did reappear in public
though this was, more often than not, centred
upon his place of teaching and in recital.

As a teacher Petri was committed, hard-
working and often unorthodox. He was, for
example, not one to promote exercises and
scales, preferring instead to encourage his pupils
to analyse their own particular difficulties and
problems. To discover that he was always urging
his pupils to listen closely to individual har -
monies, that he was continually stressing the
importance of structure, comes as no surprise
when one hears his recordings. Students were
also quick to discover Petri’s encyclopaedic
knowledge of the piano literature: his colossal
performing repertoire, which embraced all the
accepted masterpieces of his time, including all
the Beethoven sonatas, as well as Busoni, Alkan
and Medtner was, it seems, simply the tip of the
iceberg. (It should also not be forgotten that Petri
took part in the first Berlin performance of
Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire.) His impressive
roster of students included Eugene Istomin,
Grant Johannesen, Charles Lynch, John Ogdon,
Ruth Slenczynska, Karol Szreter and Earl Wild.

Egon Petri died at Berkeley, California, on
27 May 1962.

Bryan Crimp © 1994
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The Recordings

THE CURRENT COLLECTION features
Egon Petri’s entire commercial solo and
concerto recorded output for German

Electrola and both the UK and US Columbia
labels, and covers the later 78rpm era through to
the early LP. Although never fully at ease with the
recording process, this disciple of Carreño and
Busoni recognized the need for his artistry to be
preserved in the emerging technology. Having
privately recorded a few cylinders for Joseph
Block in Vevey in 1923, Petri eventually agreed to
making commercial records, starting in 1929 –
somewhat late for an artist already active on the
stage for a quarter century (his London debut
had been in 1904). He would continue to make
discs for some three decades. The current
collection features Petri moving from the peak of
his pianistic prowess into the twilight of his
career, all the while keeping his formidable
technique and musical intelligence intact.

Electrola Recordings (1929–1930)
Petri’s first 78rpm discs were made for German
Electrola – seven titles on eight sides featuring
some of his most stupendous playing. The first
item recorded at his first session in Berlin on 17
September 1929 – and the sole Chopin work – is
the Waltz in A flat major, Op 42. This features
Petri in swashbuckling mode, displaying clear
finger work and tremendous momentum, while
the remaining Liszt pieces reveal his remarkable
fusion of transcendent virtuosity and sensitive
musicality. Throughout, one marvels at his even
articulation, sparkling tone, subtle pedalling and
gloriously shaped phrasing. The Paganini/Liszt/
Busoni ‘La chasse’ Étude is delightfully spry with

dazzling runs, the Gnomenreigen fleet and
effervescent, and the Wagner/Liszt ‘Spinning
Chorus’ crisply articulated while still being
lyrically phrased.

Three Schubert/Liszt songs – Die Forelle,
Auf dem Wasser zu singen and Liebes -
botschaft – round out these Electrola discs.
While the first is perhaps a touch rushed it is
beautifully voiced; the second demonstrates
Petri’s capacity for melodic lines that are shaped
with tensile strength, passionate yet without
exaggerated inflections. The last of these three
transcribed Lieder is the sole work recorded on
13 January 1930 and finds Petri phrasing with
more pliancy and playing with greater spacious -
ness. These Schubert transcriptions put on disc
in Berlin and later in the UK would be re-
recorded for American Columbia in 1951; these
versions are released together in this com pila -
tion for the first time, affording a fascinating
opportunity to compare performances recorded
up to two decades apart.

English Columbia Recordings (1935–1938)
Petri would resume his commercial recording
ventures five years later for the UK branch of
Columbia at their London studios, under the
watchful eye and ear of legendary producer
Walter Legge, who was then in the early years of
his long career. The pianist made recordings
whenever he was in London, from late 1935 up
until 1938, with repertoire ranging through
shorter solo works and transcriptions, sonatas
by Beethoven, Brahms’ Handel and Paganini
Variations, a selection of Busoni works, and
three works for piano and orchestra.
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Petri’s first session on 11 December 1935
demonstrates his artistic principles by starting
with Beethoven’s final sonata, the C minor
Op 111. This was an audacious choice: while
representative of Petri’s musical tastes it was not
particularly ‘commercial’, added to the fact that
Columbia’s sister company HMV had not yet
finished its Beethoven Society project of
recording the complete Beethoven Sonatas with
Artur Schnabel, the subscription format of which
had been Legge’s brainchild. The recording was
completed on 3 January 1936, and then on 9
and 10 June that year Petri recorded two more
Beethoven Sonatas, again of limited commercial
appeal, No 24 in F sharp major, Op 78, and No 27
in E minor, Op 90, before finally recording a more
‘popular’ entry in the form of the ‘Moonlight’
Sonata, Op 27 No 2, on 15 February 1937.

The four Beethoven Sonatas receive inter -
pretations that are at once architecturally clear
and forthright, powerful without being weighty in
the echt Germanic manner. Op 78 reveals Petri’s
transparent layering and glowing sonority, with
seamless transitions and accenting that does not
break the line, while in Op 90 the pianist’s skilled
dynamic control allows him to create contrasts
without producing a harsh tone. Petri gives
a decidedly large-scale reading of Op 111, with
clear polyphonic textures (how those masterfully
projected bass notes create tension as Beethoven
creates new harmonic worlds) and delicately
employed rubato that ratchets up harmonic and
dynamic tension. If he occasionally sacrifices the
last degree of precision in favour of emotional
expressiveness, Petri nevertheless succeeds in
creating both an intense and reverent atmos -
phere. The so-called ‘Moonlight’ Sonata is not as
‘straight’ as it initially seems – its slightly brisker

tempo is offset by Petri’s noticeable but
controlled rubato, which adds to the harmonic
and structural tension in the lyrically phrased
first movement. The second movement has the
requisite rhythmic lilt and controlled accents,
while the third’s momentum does not com pro -
mise clear articulation and beauty of tone.

On the current compilation, prior to Petri’s
Beethoven we hear his marvellously fluid
approach to less ‘serious’ music in the form of a
Bach/Petri Minuet (recorded the day after his
first session devoted to Op 111) and the Gluck/
Sgambati Mélodie (recorded the day he com -
pleted Op 111). Both are beautifully pedaled and
lyrical, played with exquisite tonal colours,
graceful ornamentation, remarkable dynamic
control and flowing legato.

Petri recorded a significant number of
transcriptions for UK Columbia, among them
many of Schubert, in addition to setting down
original works by Liszt. His attentive voicing,
clear phrasing, discreet rubato and polished tone
serve these works ideally. In his traversal of the
Schubert/Tausig Andantino and Variations in
B minor, Petri’s unobtrusive technical facility
enables him to play with remarkable subtlety
while also navigating the towering octave-filled
passages. The two transcribed Lieder not
recorded earlier for Electrola – Der Linden -
baum and Gretchen am Spinnrade – both
feature elegant lines and skilful highlighting of
harmonic shifts, the former work particularly
notable for the incredible trills in its final section,
the latter for the hazy pedal effect and
dramatically forged melodic phrases.

The Soirée de Vienne No 6 loses none of the
charm present in the original Schubert dances as
Petri relishes the rich harmonic accompaniment
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while navigating Liszt’s elaborate figurations
with a gorgeous sonority and ease. Similar is his
reading of the Rigoletto paraphrase, where
glistening runs never obscure the melodic line
(what beautifully coordinated articulation in the
left-hand accompaniment to the elegantly
phrased main theme in the right). The
Gounod/Liszt Faust waltz also features stunning
technical feats without sacrificing the lyrical
nature of the source material or quality of tone.

Three original Liszt titles demonstrate
Petri’s standing as a major interpreter of this
composer’s works. The pianist was clearly in fine
form at his 16 February 1937 session, when he
set down superlative accounts of both Un
sospiro and Ricordanza, his marvellous
pedalling enveloping the melodic lines in a
luminous glow while keeping a strong rhythmic
momentum. While it may not be surprising to
hear the occasional wrong note in recordings
made in the 78rpm-disc period, even for a pianist
with as comprehensive a technique as Petri, his
reading of Mazeppa features an uncharacteristic
number of dropped notes and splashy moments
(Petri himself was apparently not satisfied with
the performance, yet he somehow consented to
its release). There is no shortage of drama or
excite ment however, as Petri refuses to adjust his
breakneck speed, clocking in at just over six
minutes when the two 12-inch 78rpm sides of the
record would have afforded him closer to nine
minutes, had he so chosen.

Petri would only make four studio recordings
with orchestra, three of them with the London
Philharmonic during his contract with UK
Columbia. On 22 September 1938 he recorded
two works by Liszt: the now rarely heard
Fantasia on Beethoven’s ‘Ruins of Athens’ and
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the better known (if not at that time frequently
recorded) Piano Concerto No 2. Both capture the
fusion of lush phrasing, dramatic emphasis and
technical fluency abundantly present in the
preceding solo recordings – Petri’s polished tone,
legato lines and attentive left-hand support never
cease to impress. However, his 10 November 1937
reading of Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No 1 is
rather less fluent than other recordings from this
period, and the drier acoustic framework found
here does not capture well Petri’s sonority or the
subtlety of his phrasing. One wonders whether
Walter Goehr’s conducting of the LPO was less to
his liking than Leslie Heward’s in the two Liszt
works the following year: Goehr and Petri are
certainly not in sync in the closing measures of
the first movement. Nevertheless, there are
moments of beauty, particularly in the second
movement and the fleet, rhythmically vibrant
third movement.

Petri’s readings of Brahms’ two most popular
sets of variations – the Variations and Fugue
on a theme by Handel and the Variations on a
theme by Paganini – are among his most admired
performances on disc. In his youth Petri had met
Brahms (the pianist’s father knew the composer
and other musical luminaries of the time) and
Petri considered the composer’s music ‘modern’.
While these are perhaps sonically the least
successful of his European recordings, Petri’s
soundworld is nevertheless beautifully
proportioned, highlighting Brahms’ unique
harmonic language from the inside without being
unnecessarily muscular or weighty. The Handel
set may be rhythmically tauter than the readings
by some of Petri’s contemporaries, yet it excels
with his poised weighting of chords (how rich
Brahms’ textures sound!). Petri’s titanic reading

of the Paganini Variations features more overtly
astounding technical feats – his fleet pacing
while sustaining beauty and fullness of tone is
exceptional – while also impressing with trans -
parent textures, crisp articulation and a sense of
architectural cohesiveness. Here too Petri’s
pulse is somewhat less flexible than in his
readings of works by Liszt, yet his phrasing and
nuancing are not compromised.

Petri was a prime exponent of Busoni’s
music, having worked closely with the great
pianist and composer as a pupil, colleague and
friend for over two decades. The Italian master’s
works were even less commercially viable at that
time than they are today, so it seems likely that
Petri would have had to record works requested
by Walter Legge in order to be indulged with this
repertoire. How ironic that when Legge received
significant funding a decade or so later from
the Maharajah of Mysore, who had a profound
interest in modern composers (Busoni among
them), he would struggle to satisfy some of his
wealthy donor’s requests for recordings of
obscure repertoire. Petri was in America by that
time and it appears that Legge asked no less
than Dinu Lipatti to record Busoni’s Indianische
Fantasie (the ill-fated pianist had apparently
agreed but the 1949 session was cancelled due to
illness).

Petri recorded eight Busoni works between
1935 and 1938, one of which was unissued until
the CD era, and these readings capture some of
his most inspired playing. The Fantasia after J S
Bach features rich, organ-like sonorities, with a
reverberant bass and magical pedalling, the
solemn harmonic progressions clear beneath
a soaring melodic line, while the short Serenade
is full of charm, its singing line, detached
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articulation and poised chordal voicing revealing
Mozart’s inspiration. The Giga, bolero e
variazione comes from a dub of a test pressing
from Petri’s own collection: despite two takes
having been listed in the recording ledgers, there
were three separate pressings, marked ‘No’,
‘Bad’, and ‘Better – but not good’. Alan Leach
taped the latter courtesy of the Petri family in the
mid 1950s and this is the version included here
(it is not known which ‘take’ this reading is). The
playing is more than serviceable – there’s one
slightly smudged passage – with wonderful
dynamic and tonal control, a steady rhythmic
pulse, and an operatic quality to the music-
making.

The Sonatina No 3 is played with great
clarity, with the melodic line distinct from
accompaniment, while the Sonatina No 6 ‘super
Carmen’ is played with tremendous lightness,
even the rapid-fire octaves not sounding showy,
but rather serving the music. The famous Bizet
themes are attentively presented, with some
dazzling runs and silky pedal effects.
Indianisches Tagebuch 1’s more abstract
writing is served by Petri’s tonal shadings and
skilful characterization of the shifting moods
while Albumblatt No 3’s solemn atmosphere is
shepherded by Petri’s resonant bass and refined
nuancing of dynamics and tone. The impres sion -
istic flavour and harmonic shifts of Elegie No 2
‘All’ Italia!’ are highlighted by Petri’s pedalling,
impassioned phrasing and dramatic surges, with
sparkling tone in upper registers.

American Columbia Recordings (1939–1951)
In 1939 Petri moved to the United States, where
he wasted no time in contacting representatives
for the US Columbia label referred to him by

Legge. The pianist would record for the label
from late 1939 until 1951 (a break between 1945
and 1951 was likely due to curtailed activities
after a heart attack in 1946). Not all of these
recordings reveal him at his most expressive: the
acoustic in some of these discs is noticeably
more wooden and constricted than their Euro -
pean counterparts, and Petri’s playing too seems

FERRUCCIO BUSONI
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at times somewhat lacking in warmth and
expansiveness. It has been postulated that the
pianist’s sudden departure from his native
Europe after the invasion of Poland (where he
had a home) for an unclear future in the US

might have had an emotional impact that is
discernible in his playing. But there is some
remarkable pianism to be found, particularly
in the post-War recordings, some of which are
reissued here for the first time. Of particular
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interest are two sets of previously unissued
Brahms recordings from 1945, a significant
addition to Petri’s discography.

On 27 December 1939 Petri was in the studio
with the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra and
the great conductor Dimitri Mitropoulos to make
his first recording on US soil (he had arrived just
a few months previously): the Busoni trans -
cription of the Liszt Rhapsodie Espagnole. This
performance unites two meticulous and fiery per -
formers in a reading that features impassioned,
rhythmically vibrant playing from both soloist
and orchestra. Even though the piano sounds
somewhat set back from the orchestra, Petri’s
glistening runs, subtle pedalling, and natural
rubato are well captured.

Petri’s love of Bach and Beethoven is
evidenced in his US recordings. He set down five
Busoni transcriptions of Bach – four Chorale
Preludes (all of which he would record again for
Westminster in 1956) and the titanic Chaconne –
though Petri’s rich sonority is compromised by
the flat-sounding acoustic of the set. In this 15
June 1945 account of the Chaconne, his large-
scale conception and attention to line show his
penchant for putting the music before technique.
The Chorale Preludes recorded on 26 June 1942
also suffer from dry sound, and the playing too is
somewhat matter-of-fact. Ich ruf’ zu dir, Herr
Jesu Christ is rather straightforward, both
rhythmically and tonally, though In dir ist
Freude has towering octaves and an organ-like
sonority. In Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme
Petri chooses rhythmic steadiness and light
phrasing, whereas Nun freut euch, lieben
Christen g’mein features remarkable finger -
work and plenty of enthusiasm, even if at times
the performance is less rhythmically precise.

A 15 June 1945 account of Beethoven’s
Sonata No 6 in F, Op 10 No 2, is a more vibrant-
sounding recording that captures Petri’s rich -
ness of tone combined with a rhythmic pulse and
sensitively shaped phrasing. What a full-bodied
sound, with idiomatic bursts of contrast, yet with
subtle inflexions in equal measure! In his 14
March 1951 reading of the titanic ‘Hammer -
klavier’, the enormous scope of Petri’s pianism
comes to light: the higher fidelity recording helps
us to appreciate his varied tonal palette, subtle
polyphonic voicing and his consistency and
attention to harmonic shifts, both in detail and in
the overall architecture of this massive com -
position.

Petri’s transcription recordings continue
with an additional Beethoven work in the form of
Liszt’s adaptation of Adelaïde, Op 46, recorded
on 19 June 1945 with magnificent chordal playing
and seamless phrasing. At his 16 March 1951
session Petri recorded seven Schubert/Liszt
titles, six of which he had previously committed
to disc in the 78rpm era, a day later also redoing
the Schubert/Tausig Andantino and Variations in
B minor, all of which appeared on the LP
‘Schubert in Transcription’. Petri’s playing is
inspired, the improved acoustic revealing his
subtle balancing and tone. Particularly note -
worthy is Petri’s only recording of Der Erlkönig,
with impassioned phrasing and remarkable
dexterity and force (listening to those octaves,
one would never guess that he was already 70 at
the time of this recording).

Petri’s less overt emotionality at the key -
board may not make him seem the most natural
choice for Chopin’s Op 28 Preludes, but while
his tone is not well served by US Columbia’s
recording technology, there is great beauty in
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this cycle, with subtle phrasing and some
unexpected use of rubato (although in some of
the Preludes he almost eschews such fluctu -
ations). This is a highly individual reading with
impressive fingerwork and some surprising
touches.

The final disc in this compilation features
a selection of Romantic works, of particular
interest being some 1945 Brahms recordings
issued here for the first time. A 19 June 1945
reading of Chopin’s Polonaise in A flat, Op 53, is
not quite as idiomatic and free as the Preludes,
with the rhythm being too rigid to successfully
capture a dance-like feeling (once again the dry
sound doesn’t do Petri’s tonal capacity justice),
though the middle section is more impressive.
The Franck Prélude, choral et fugue features
some remarkably sensual phrasing, expansive
bass sonority, refined dynamic control and a
wonderful sense of ebb and flow. The Choral in
particular has some breathtaking moments.

Petri’s readings of Brahms are – as with the
Brahms Variations – direct, rich and powerful
without becoming bogged down. The two
Rhapsodies of Op 79 are forthright yet sensitive,
rhythmically driven yet beautifully pedalled and
filled with dramatic tension and a massive bass
sonority, as is the Op 119 No 4 Rhapsody. On 15
and/or 19 June 1945, Petri recorded two sets of
works that have been unissued until now:
Brahms’ Four Ballades, Op 10 (which he later
recorded for an Allegro LP in the 1950s), and the
Six Pieces of Op 118. It is unclear why these
readings were not sanctioned for release, as the
playing is consistent with – if not better than –
other recordings from this period. Most likely
it was a purely commercial decision. Petri
succeeds in highlighting Brahms’ harmonies with

transparent voicing and a warm sonority that is
clearly not quite captured in the acoustic of the
recording. 

In the Four Ballades, particularly noteworthy
are the impeccably balanced chords in the first,
whereas the second is a little straight in the
outer sections while enjoying fluid phrasing in
the middle. The third is notable for clear tone
even in the loudest fortissimo and for the
simultaneity of dynamic and tonal nuances,
and if the opening of the fourth lacks some
supple ness, the lilting accompaniment and semi-
detached phrasing balances with Petri’s magical
highlighting of harmonic progressions.

The Op 118 set features more full-bodied
playing, the opening A minor Intermezzo
impressing with its rhythmic vitality. The A major
Intermezzo has a disarming directness at odds
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with current performance practice, but often
applied by Brahms’ contemporaries, while the
weighty sonority of the Ballade in G minor is
offset by judicious application of rubato and
meticulous voicing. The scant pedalling in the
Intermezzo in F minor helps Petri highlight the
harmonic framework of the piece, while the
Romanze in F features creative inner voicing
with both lyrical lines and chords. The final E flat
minor Intermezzo’s mysterious melodic line is
judiciously pedalled and voiced with a wide array
of colours, in contrast to the impassioned
phrasing in the middle section of the work, a
most satisfying close to this significant addition
to the Petri discography.

After leaving US Columbia, Petri would go on
to record three LPs for Allegro and five for
Westminster, including another reading of the 

‘Hammerklavier’ and three other Beethoven
Sonatas. It appears that this ended up limiting
what else he may have left us for posterity: in the
late 1950s, when he was already approaching 80
(yet with many pianistic powers left intact, as
evidenced by existing broadcast recordings),
Petri wrote to Walter Legge suggesting a
complete Beethoven Sonata cycle for EMI. Alas,
Petri’s having recently recorded Beethoven
Sonatas for Westminster led to Legge declining
the pianist’s request – a true loss, as Petri had in
fact played the entire cycle admirably well at the
age of 79 in San Francisco.

Whatever else we might wish for in Egon
Petri’s discography, the records we do have of
this unique musical personality stand as a
testament to his tremendous musicianship and
towering pianism.

Mark Ainley © 2015

A NOTE ON THE RECORDINGS

There were three sources for the recordings on this set: three two-CD sets transferred
by Bryan Crimp and published by APR between 1992 and 1994; more recent archival
transfers done for IPAM by Seth Winner; and new transfers made for this collection
by me. Crimp transferred all of the Electrolas and English Columbias, the American
Columbia Bach/Busoni Chorale Preludes and the Franck. Winner transferred the
remainder of the American Columbias except for the Bach/Busoni Chaconne, the
Chopin Preludes and the Brahms Rhapsodies, which were done by me. My role in

remastering the earlier transfers was to make any necessary pitch, equalization and
volume adjustments, and to perform additional declicking.

Mark Obert-Thorn (Producer and Remastering Engineer)
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Bryan Crimp, Seth Winner, Mark Obert-Thorn

Audio restoration & compilation: 
Mark Obert-Thorn

Special thanks to Donald Manildi
for discographic assistance

Executive Producer: 
Michael Spring
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