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Wunderkinder, or child prodigies, arose as a cultural phenomenon in the eighteenth century and are still a 
major aspect of musical fascination today. The five composers featured in this program had supportive 
musical families and access to musical education which propelled their compositional and performing 
careers from an early age. Each of the selections in this program demonstrates clarity of structure and 
form, virtuosic demands on the performer, and outstanding imagination. 

 
Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847) took piano lessons from the age of seven and by the next year, could 
read highly complex music and transpose by sight. He gave his first public concert in 1818 and in the 
following year, he and his sister Fanny entered the Berlin Singakademie. Mendelssohn was composing 
dramatic works from the time he was eleven years old. The most successful of these was his 1843 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, op. 61, incidental music for Shakespeare’s play. A commission from the 
Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, opus 61 incorporates material from Mendelssohn’s op. 21, the 
orchestral overture that he composed at age seventeen.  
 
The Overture to the four-hand piano reduction of op. 61 is technically demanding, requiring a lightness of 
touch and extreme precision. It opens with ascending chords, as if a curtain is rising on the forest scene 
that ensues. Quick passages and rich royal melodies suggest the scampering movements of fairies and 
the regal arrival of Oberon and Titania, the fairy king and queen. Like Shakespeare’s play, the scene 
shifts between woodland and human characters as the plot intensifies in confusion and ecstasy. The 
lively fairy motif recurs throughout in contrast to broad chordal melodies. The quiet development features 
intense chords revealing the mischievous activities of Puck and the increasing drama between Titania 
and Oberon. At the end of the overture, mysterious rising chords indicate reality returning to the lives of 
the characters. 
 
By the time Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) was four years old, he was playing simple 
keyboard minuets. His earliest compositions are dated to 1761 when he was only five years old. Mozart’s 
compositional sophistication benefited greatly from the fact that he travelled extensively as a child with his 
sister and father, touring across continental Europe and into England. Mozart learned from compositional 
masters in each destination, learning and mastering many national styles along the way.  



 
The Quintet for clarinet and strings (K. 581) was composed late in Mozart’s life, in 1789. Gestures and 
lyrical melodies are weaved beautifully through the quintet by direct repetition and imitation as well as 
period antecedents and consequents. The Allegro introduces the main lyrical theme: a rich melody that 
stands in contrast to quick arpeggios and light, refreshing accompaniment. In the subdominant key, the 
Larghetto has its own theme that is supported by ostinato patterns and melodic fragments in the strings. 
The Menuetto that follows is in the original key of A, with dance-like melodies and a calming mood. The 
Allegretto con Variazioni is a variations series that plays on melodic and motivic themes. The third 
variation develops the theme in the relative minor, with the melody passed between the viola and first 
violin. The clarinet returns as the predominant melody in the fourth variation, which is back in A Major and 
at a lively tempo. The Adagio and Allegro finale recounts the main gestures heard throughout the work, a 
balance that is indicative of Mozart’s genius style in chamber music. 
 
Isaac Albéniz (1860–1909) was a Spanish composer and piano prodigy who received his first piano 
lessons from his sister Clementina from the age of three. He made his public debut in Barcelona when he 
was five. Albéniz was refused entry to the Paris Conservatoire in 1867 because of his young age, but he 
remained active as a virtuoso performer when his father accompanied him and his sister on recital tours 
throughout Spain. His career was primarily in performance, but Albéniz also conducted and taught piano 
lessons while expanding his oeuvre as a composer.  
 
Iberia, composed in 1905–08, is a collection of twelve impressions in four books. The selections we are 
hearing today are “El Abaicín” and “Málaga” from the third and fourth books. Both selections are 
extremely complex and technically demanding, utilising the piano’s entire dynamic and registral range. In 
“El Albaicín,” we are transported to the Albaicín community in Granada. Each section of this number is 
separated by a fermata pause, and generally builds from soft to loud with a range that encompasses a 
quintuple pianissimo to triple forte. The sections provide different pictures of imagined surroundings, 
some including chromatic melodies and exotic rhythms associated with North African Arabic music. 
Málaga is a province and city in Spain that lies on the Mediterranean Sea. Albéniz characterises the city 
with warm and lively melodies that intertwine as if flowing along a sea breeze. The polyphonic sound of 
“Málaga” is complex yet light and refreshing. 
 
By the age of seven, Samuel Barber (1910–1981) was composing both vocal and instrumental works. At 
fourteen, he was admitted to the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia where he studied piano, voice, and 
composition. Following his graduation from the Institute in 1934, Barber travelled to Europe where he 
studied singing and conducting and took in the culture. The 1930s were very successful for Barber’s 
emergence as a composer; after winning some major awards with his compositions, he began to receive 
commissions from high-profile performers and ensembles, including the Metropolitan Opera House.  
 
The Sonata for cello and piano, op. 6 was composed in 1932, while Barber was still studying at the 
Curtis Institute. It was first performed by Barber himself on piano and his friend Orlando Cole on cello. 
Barber was only twenty-two years old when he composed this work, and his virtuosity as a performer and 
composer is evident in his use of form and dynamic orchestration. The Allegro ma non troppo opens with 
rich chords in the piano that build energetically alongside the cello, until passionately breaking away into 
separate solo lines. The roles of the instruments are reversed throughout the work, each providing 
accompaniment and support to the other in more soloistic passages. The Adagio has a beautiful tranquil 
opening, soaring presto, and a return to tranquility. The final Allegro appassionato is dramatic and 
virtuosic for both cello and piano, with lyrical melodies, again quite song-like, and triumphant runs and 
arpeggios.  
 



 
Camille Saint-Saëns (1835–1921) started to take piano lessons from his aunt when he was three years 
old. He became a piano virtuoso by the age of ten, the same year that he made his public debut playing 
concertos of Beethoven and Mozart from memory and with his own cadenzas. In 1848, he was admitted 
to the Paris Conservatoire where he studied organ, composition, and orchestration. Saint-Saëns avidly 
promoted the music of Bach, Mozart, and Handel, and was highly regarded in French musical circles as a 
proponent of the French style.  
 
The Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso, op. 28 for violin and piano was composed in 1901 and is 
noted for its idiomatic Spanish rhythms. The Introduction begins with a violin melody inflected with fast 
rising passages and syncopated descents, accompanied by rhythmic chords in the piano. The rolled 
chords in the piano give an impression of guitar chords and a forward progression that settles into 
continuous rhythmic and harmonic support through the Rondo. In the lively Rondo, the violin continues to 
play a syncopated and chromatic Spanish melody. Each phrase repeats once before moving to the next, 
and then the entire cycle is repeated. When the first melodic phrase returns, its accompaniment is grand 
and dramatic, and more suspenseful than it was in the beginning. The same melodic material is repeated 
through the rest of the Rondo, but Saint-Saëns infuses the violin phrases with virtuosity as the tempo 
increases and mood intensifies in the scale passages.  
 


