


A Word From  
Svetlana Dvoretsky

Meet Lucas Debargue 

Welcome,

We are so happy to have you with us again after such 
a long absence. And we are delighted to welcome 
back Lucas Debargue, who left us all tingling with 
his Koerner Hall solo recital debut in January 2020.

From the moment we first watched him at 
the 2015 Tchaikovsky Competition, Lucas has held 
us in his thrall! Show One Productions has been 
pleased to present him since the early days of his 
career as an international soloist, and as his renown 
has continued to grow. His uniquely envisioned 
programs, which reflect the depth and breadth of 
his interests, make him stand out amongst musicians, 
and his solo recitals and collaborations with a range 
of musical forces inspire critics and audiences alike. 
As The New York Times says, he “relishes upsetting 
expectations.”

Prepare to have your imaginations expanded 
by the originality of Lucas Debargue!

T he incredible gift, artistic vision, and 
creative freedom of Lucas Debargue 
was revealed by his performances at 

the International Tchaikovsky Competition 
in 2015 and other distinguished international 
competitions. Debargue is frequently 
invited for solo recitals and with leading 
orchestras in the most prestigious venues of 
the world including Berliner Philharmonie, 
Concertgebouw Amsterdam, Konzerthaus 

Vienna, Théâtre des Champs-Élysées and 
Philharmonie de Paris, London’s Wigmore Hall 
and Royal Festival Hall, Alte Oper Frankfurt, 
Cologne Philharmonie, Suntory Hall Tokyo, 
the concert halls of Beijing, Shanghai, Taipei, 
Seoul, Carnegie Hall in New York, and much 
more. He also appeared several times at the 
summer concerts of La Roque d’Anthéron 
and Verbier. Debargue regularly collaborates 
with leading conductors, including Vladimir 
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Jurowski, Andrey Boreyko, Tugan Sokhiev, 
Vladimir Spivakov and Bertrand de Billy. His 
chamber music partners include Gidon Kremer, 
Janine Jansen, and Martin Fröst.

Born in 1990, Debargue forged a highly 
unconventional path to success. Having discovered 
classical music at the age of 10, the future musician 
began to feed his passion and curiosity with diverse 
artistic and intellectual experiences, which included 
advanced studies of literature and philosophy. An 
encounter with the celebrated piano teacher Rena 
Shereshevskaya proved a turning point: her vision 
and guidance inspired Debargue to make a life-long 
professional commitment to music. A performer of 
fierce integrity and dazzling communicative power, 
Debargue draws inspiration for his playing from 
literature, painting, cinema, jazz, and develops 
very personal interpretation of a carefully selected 
repertoire. Though the core piano repertoire is 
central to his career, he is keen to present works by 
lesser-known composers like Karol Szymanowski, 
Nikolai Medtner, or Miłosz Magin. Debargue devotes 
a large portion of his time to composition and has 

already created over 20 works for piano solo and 
chamber ensembles. These include Concertino 
Orpheo di camera for piano, drums, and string 
orchestra, premiered by Kremerata Baltica, and a 
Piano Trio created under the auspices of the Louis 
Vuitton Foundation in Paris. As a permanent guest 
artist of Kremerata Baltica, Debargue has been 
commissioned to write a chamber opera.

Sony Classical has released five of his albums 
with music of Scarlatti, Bach, Beethoven, Schubert, 
Chopin, Liszt, Ravel, Medtner, and Szymanowski. His 
monumental four-volume tribute to Scarlatti, which 
came out at the end of 2019, has been praised by 
The New York Times and selected by NPR among 

“the ten classical albums to usher in the next decade.” 
August 2021 saw the release of an album devoted 
to the Polish composer Miłosz Magin in a fascinating 
recording with Kremerata Baltica and Gidon Kremer. 
Lucas’s breakthrough at the Tchaikovsky Competition 
is the subject of the documentary To Music. Directed 
by Martin Mirabel and produced by Bel Air Media, 
it was shown at the International Film Festival in 
Biarritz in 2018.

A Word from the Soloist

Dear friends in Toronto,

I’m so happy to be back in Koerner Hall to play a 
completely new recital program. This is a program 
I built just a few weeks ago with pieces that were 
written within a span of 80 years. I will open with 
Mozart’s  Sonata in A Minor and close with the first 
movement of Alkan’s Solo Piano Concerto. My idea 
here is to give an impression of how piano music 
changed and how it was improved by technical 
discoveries in the crafting of the instrument, the 
demands of the audience, and the demands of the 
composers. The pieces written for piano were more 
extended and required more and more technical 
means from the performers.

If you listen to a Mozart sonata, there is already a 
longing for symphonic dimensions, and the whole 
program has, for me, a symphonic scent, from the 
Mozart sonata to the Alkan concerto. In between, 
I will play some Chopin pieces that are not played 
very often, which is why I like to play them. It’s 
always intimidating to play repertoire that is played 
frequently—there are many spectacular versions and 
sometimes I don’t feel so free to experiment. Here I 
am playing the Ballad No.2, Prelude in C Minor, and 
the Polonaise-Fantaisie. And with these three pieces, 
I really feel free, and they create a wonderful bridge 
between Mozart and Alkan. 

I discovered Alkan’s music when I was a 
teenager, and he wrote many pieces for the piano. 
Most of these pieces are incredibly difficult, but this 
first movement of the Piano Concerto is absolutely 
wonderful in how it’s crafted, how it feels. It’s so big 
in form with a length of about 35 minutes, with a 
big cadenza in the end, with a lot of invention in the 
writing. For me, it’s not a visionary piece because 
the style reminds the listener more of the classical 
period more so than it looks into the future with 
chromaticism. It’s more conservative in the language, 
but there is something in the underground of the 
piece, something hidden under the notes, that is 
actually already creating the musical trends that the 
composers of the end of the 19th century and the 
beginning of the 20th century will look for. There is a  
kind of almost chaotic trance in the music, reaching 
an impossible culmination. In this concerto, I find it, 
and I love being involved in its emotional crescendo. 
I hope that you will enjoy this program as much 
as I do.

—— Lucas Debargue
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An Evening in Paris — All three of the composers in this program were deeply inspired 
by the French capital, and in turn helped to shape the artistic life of this uniquely 
historical city. Paris provided the inspiration and ingredients for the full spectrum of their 
creative output: from a bustling mid-afternoon café to the murmur of passersby on a 
terrace in the evening. In each of these compositions, we are exposed to the fragrance 
of Parisian evenings that inspired their studious and impassioned moods. Entering these 
dramatic scenes created for solo piano, we are transported to a time and place that is 
both foreign and familiar.

Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart (1756–1791)

Aside from being an intensely creative 
period for Mozart, the years from 
1773–78 was likewise a transitory 

period for the composer and his family. His 
creative missions drove him and his parents 
from Getreidegasse to Hannibal-Platz, then 
Vienna, then Salzburg, all within the year 1773. 
Salzburg seemed to relieve their itch for travel, 
and they stayed put for most of 1774. It was 
in this stillness that he churned out some of 
his early masterworks – like Symphony No.29 
and the Bassoon Concerto – and by December 
Mozart was again called off to Munich. 

1775 came and Mozart left, this time back to 
Salzburg where he made another attempt at focusing 
on his job in the court of Prince Colloredo. He 
succeeded in this endeavour for another two years 
before the composer was once again bored by his 
hometown and requested a leave of absence from 
Colloredo. Colloredo refused, and instead sacked 
the composer and his father, Leopold. Leopold took 
fright at the prince’s tone and asked to be reinstated; 
Mozart took it instead as an opportunity to escape 
to Munich, bouncing from there to Augsburg. It 
was here that Mozart turned his attention slightly 
away from musical matters and found inspiration 
instead in the hugely imaginative letters composed 
to one Maria Anna Thekla, featuring such colourfully 
suggestive lines as: 

“I’m kissing your hands, your face, your knees, even 
your — in a nutshell, anything you let me kiss!”

But these flirtations soon lost their lustre and 
the young composer was off again, this time to 
Mannheim. He arrived there on October 30, 1777 
and was immediately beholden to his new love, 
Aloysia Weber (cousin to composer Carl Maria von 
Weber). This time, the love affair was real, even 
lasting all of five months. Perhaps it would have 

lasted longer if not for the ceaseless campaign waged 
by Leopold, urging his son to hurry off to Paris where 
real commercial success was awaiting him. In the 
end, it was his mother’s failing health that drove him 
towards Paris in the spring of 1778. 

Ever the socialite, Mozart took the hint from 
Leopold’s letters regarding the opportunities 
awaiting him in Paris and poured himself into 
as many social functions as his schedule could 
accommodate. The entrance to Paris for a composer 
was through opera, but as a young German who had 
little experience of romantic intrigue aside from his 
haughtily composed love letters, Mozart was initially 
held in low regard. He was practically relegated to 
the role of background musician in the art classes 
of a particularly indignant Duchess of Chabot, and 

Piano Sonata No. 8 in A minor, K. 310, Op.4 No.3 (1778)
1) ALLEGRO MAESTOSO  | 2) ANDANTE CANTABILE CON ESPRESSIONE | 3) PRESTO
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Frédéric Chopin 
(1810–1849)

C hopin’s journey to his Ballade No.2 was 
also a journey back to Paris. It began 
in November 1838, as the composer, 

accompanied by Amantine Dupin (a.k.a 
George Sand), crossed the Mediterranean 
towards Majorca. The two had just waded 
through the civil war that was unfolding in 
Spain and, exhausted, found respite in Palma’s 
House of Winds. As winter descended upon 
their dwelling, Chopin’s health began to falter 
and a local doctor confirmed the diagnosis 
of tuberculosis. Word got out regarding this 
diagnosis and the townspeople demanded 
that the couple quarantine elsewhere, and 
so they found a new home in a monastery 
in Valldemossa. It was in this cramped 
monastery, which could hardly fit his piano, 
that he finished composing the Ballade in 
January 1839. Overcoming his worsening 
health, the delayed arrival of his piano, and 
the mountainous setting of the monastery, 
he appended a new ending to the Ballade. 
Rejuvenated by his brief return to his keyboard, 
and frustrated by the austerities of winter in 
the monastery, Chopin returned to Majorca 
with Sand in tow. From there, they made a dart 
to Barcelona, and then to Marseille, Genoa, 
back to Marseille, and arrived in Nohant on 
June 1.  

Sand described Nohant as their “Garden of 
Eden”, and it was indeed a meadow of rest and 
recovery after a frightful winter. Here they spent 
a productive summer – during which Chopin 
composed his famous Sonata in B-flat minor – 
with Sand writing through the night and Chopin 
beginning his compositions as Sand collapsed to 
bed in the early morning. At the first sight of autumn, 
the two departed for Paris, arriving on October 11. 

As they settled seamlessly back into the bustling 
streets of Paris, Sand began her ill-fated play, Cosima, 

while Chopin cashed in on the publishing rights 
to the monastery pieces—with the Ballade No.2 
bringing in 1,000 francs. Despite the blows dealt to 
his health by the preceding voyage, Chopin spent the 
next year keeping up a frenetic pace of compositions, 
and teaching such inevitable talents as Friederike 
Müller and Georges Mathias. Not until December 
15, 1840 – when the wheels of Paris were halted by 
the funeral of Bonaparte – did Chopin pause for rest. 
Having written two books to make up for Cosima, 
Sand could now afford another trip to their Garden 
of Eden in the summer of 1841. Here, in this garden, 
a gentle torrent of compositions flowed steadily 
through the house. Among them was the Prelude 
in C sharp minor. Following a lucrative spring in Paris 

– including 6,000 francs for just one recital in April – 
Chopin returned to the sombre mood of the opening 
stretch of the Ballade No.2. Instead of the abrupt 
eruption that upends the orderly procession of the 
Ballade, the Prelude unfolds with an unblemished 
serenity. Alongside the Prelude, he also composed 

Ballade n° 2 op. 38 (1839)
Prélude op. 45 (1841)
Polonaise-Fantaisie op. 61 (1846)

when he finally got his commission from the Paris 
Opéra— it was to write incidental ballet music. 

A brief period of radiance came by way of 
the premiere of his “Paris Symphony” at the home 
of one Count Sickingen on June 11. But before 
he could gather momentum in this direction, the 
devastation that would put an end to the boisterous 
transience of the last four years came via the death 
of his mother on July 3. That summer, the young 
composer was triangulated by the grief of his 

mother’s passing, the financial pressures from his 
father’s letters, and the promise of an artistic life in 
a city that was opening at his feet like a succulent 
watermelon. It was in this period of stagnation and 
urgency that he sat down to compose his Piano 
Sonata No. 8 in A minor. The work is simultaneously 
emblematic of the constraints imposed by the sonata 
form, and the imaginative melodic flourishes of a 
young composer slowly slipping under the operatic 
scent of a Parisian evening.
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We return again to an evening in 
Paris, perhaps the same evening in 
which Chopin uttered his last words. 

For just next door to Chopin, lived another 
pre-eminent pianist in Paris: Charles-Valentin 
Alkan. Though Alkan outlived Chopin by forty 
years and was in the same echelon of talent 
as a composer and pianist, his body of work 
requires perpetual excavation to maintain its 
relevance. The obscurity that threatens to 
swallow Alkan’s compositions began while the 
composer was still alive. Alkan was prolific, 
and his music – mostly for piano – is influenced 
both by the pioneers of the pianoforte and by 
his contemporaries, such as Chopin and Saint-
Saëns. So why did this exceptional talent die 
in relative isolation and obscurity? In short: 
antisemitism, coupled with his own taciturn 
personality, and a few unfortunate events.    

Accounts of Alkan’s life are shrouded in 
mythical accounts, such that even the myths are 
entering a third generation of revisions. Foremost 
among these myths is the manner in which he died: 
reaching for a copy of the Talmud on the top shelf 
of his bookcase, which toppled over and crushed 

the feeble composer. That is not true—he died of 
old age, perhaps from failure of some crucial organ. 
It appears that in the struggle of his final moments, 
some furniture must have fallen over, blocking his 
path towards the door to call for help. As is usually 
the case, reality is more interesting than myth, and 
in the reality of his death, we glimpse the profound 
loneliness of a life that had several opportunities 
for universal notoriety. No doubt the foremost 
hindrance to his success was the anti-Jewish 
sentiment that was spreading across mid-19th 
century France. Take for example how viciously the 
Paris Conservatoire overlooked him as a potential 
head of its piano department. Alkan had the stamina 
and scholarly acuities required for the position—
he was already a professor at the Conservatoire 
alongside a relatively busy career teaching some of 

another ballade, two nocturnes, and the Fantaisie, 
Op. 49. Unable to resist the gravitational pull of Paris, 
and itching to deliver his bucketful of new works to 
eager publishers, the pair returned to the city in the 
first days of November. 

A few years of intrigues, recitals, and 
engagements passed and, like clockwork, Sand 
and Chopin returned again to Nohant in May of 
1846. Their trip to the Garden in 1845 was riddled 
with unflattering hiccups and dramatic flare-ups 
in the Chopin-Sand household, but they returned 
to Nohant in 1846 with the same work ethic that 
yielded Ballade No.2 a few summers ago. Sand led 
the way there with the manuscript for her Lucrezia 
Floriani under her armpit, and Chopin followed 
shortly after with his own unfinished pages. Out of 
this relatively sober laboratory came another flash-
flood of their seasonal output. Far away from the 
noise of Paris in which it was conceived, Chopin 
made another attempt at this Cello Sonata in G. Still 
frustrated by the technical demands of the work, he 
turned his attention to other more fragrant ideas—

including one of his most complex pieces for the 
piano: the monumental Polonaise-Fantaisie. 

Within the confines of this studious atmosphere, 
reminiscent of the monastery in Valldemossa, Chopin 
worked and reworked the Polonaise-Fantaisie more 
times than any other of his solo piano pieces. All the 
while, Sand was also busy with her Lucrezia, which 
turned out to be a slightly-veiled depiction of her 
perpetually strained relationship with Chopin. This 
would indeed be their last summer together in the 
Garden. Chopin returned to Paris in November and 
the final death blows to his relationship with Sand 
were delivered over the winter and summer. That 
next summer, Sand returned to Nohant, alone. On 
some evening in Paris, dated July 24, 1847, Chopin 
wrote the last of his increasingly perturbed letters 
to Sand. Writing from Nohant, Sand closed her 
response with “Farewell, my Friend. May you soon 
recover from all your ills.” Two years thereafter, 
Chopin succumbed to the tuberculosis that he had 
been fighting since Majorca and uttered his last 
words in Paris—“Non plus”. 

Charles-
Valentin 
Alkan
Concerto for Solo Piano Op. 39 n°8 (1857)
1) ALLEGRO ASSAI | 2) ADAGIO | 3) ALLEGRETTO ALLA 
BARBARESCA
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the city’s next generation of talents. Yet, as if to spite 
the composer’s fervent desire for the position, the 
Conservatoire chose Jean-François Marmontel—
one of Alkan’s own pupils.

Had Alkan possessed the same extroverted 
marketability of personalities like Saint-Saëns and 
Satie, he might have been able to overcome the 
occasional hurdles to his success as a composer. 
Though publicly introverted, he was privately 
affable and enjoyed a particularly sharp sense of 
humour. He deeply admired Chopin and shared 
with him jokes alongside his thoughts on music 
and performance. His most notable opportunity 
for a public scandal – which remains the essential 
ingredient for commercial success – came on 
February 8, 1839. The birth of his illegitimate son 
Élie-Miriam Delaborde, by one of Alkan’s pupils, the 
wealthy Lina Eraïm Miriam. Alkan refused to ride 
the wave of hushed whispers and the attention that 
came with speculation about his son, especially in 
a city that practically ran on the engine of scandal. 
Instead, Alkan shied away from public life for six 
years, an absence that his career would hardly 
recover from. Privately, he was warm and receptive 
of his son, though he would never marry nor sire 
another child. Delaborde, for his part, went on to be 
one of the most celebrated pianists of his generation, 
and a devotee of his father’s music (especially the 
compositions for pedal piano).

Since the 1960s there have been several 
movements to revive appreciation for Alkan’s 
enormous talent. These movements have been 
successful, despite the initial methods employed. 
One such method was to emphasise how 
exceptionally difficult Alkan’s piano music was to 
perform for even a fairly seasoned soloist. This had 
the intended effect of piquing the interest of would-
be audiences, and the unintended consequence of 
scaring the majority of pianists away. The pianists 

that managed to take a closer look at Alkan’s scores 
often found works that indeed posed a tremendous 
challenge – albeit a fairly surmountable one – but 
rewarded the soloist with music that was as 
exquisite as it was French. His musical personality 
was variously expressive, impassioned, slightly 
academic, economic to the touch, lyrical to the 
ears, and occasionally humorous. Alkan’s sense of 
humour was not relegated to his private life: with 
compositions such as Funeral March on the Death 
of a Parrot, we can see how a character like Satie 
might have found in Alkan a predecessor. With 
each new generation of pianists from the European 
continent, in search of gems in the scores of Chopin’s 
contemporaries, Alkan’s repertoire emerges as both 
familiar and underappreciated. Here, this evening 
in Toronto, one of these discoveries will be wafted 
out of Lucas Debargue’s keyboard.

In 1857, Alkan published his Op. 39 (out of 75 
in total), entitled Twelve Studies In All The Minor Keys. 
This monumental creation presents a kaleidoscopic 
summary of Alkan’s musicality. In it we find such 
titanic endeavours as his Symphony for Solo Piano, 
and excursions in overtures, scherzos, and various 
tempo-derived experiments. Perhaps the most 
demanding of these twelves works is the Concerto 
for Solo Piano. In it, the singular voice of the soloist 
and the chorus of the orchestra are simultaneously 
executed by the performer. It is a work of unusually 

“rich, thickly set textures and harmonies,” (Jack 
Gibbons) and emblematic of Alkan’s uniquely 
realised compositional dialect. Though he died 
alone on March 29, 1888 – his body discovered 24 
hours after his collapse – an increasing number of 
audiences – and yes, pianists – is gathering in the 
company of this unheralded talent.

—— Program notes written by Michael Zarathus-Cook
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