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	Invariably the first concert of a new season with Concerts in the West brings high expectations of something special. After the winter lull there is a feeling that we will soon welcome spring, reacquaint ourselves with familiar faces, and refresh our cultural senses with rewarding music and performances. Those who sat down to hear Daniel Lebhardt knew from his opening notes of Franz Liszt’s Unstern! Sinistre, disastro, that even with such desolate, foreboding, and dark music something special might be about to take place. This was a bold and challenging start to an evening of piano music by Liszt, Chopin, and Shostakovich played by the Hungarian-born pianist, Daniel Lebhardt. This assured musician is an adventurous programmer with a huge respect for the composer who gave Hungary a musical identity during the 19th century, exploring its traditional music and finding an harmonic language that was new but apt. By the time Daniel Lebhardt had taken us through Liszt’s Mephisto Polka and three Csárdás, the audience was ‘whooping’ with astonishment. However, here was a musician who devoted his skill to the craft of the composer and not just to the agility of his fingers. 

Having studied at the Franz Liszt Academy in Budapest, the London Royal Academy of Music and a graduate of the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, Daniel Lebhardt now resides in London from where he travels the UK and to many concert destinations around the world. 

Dmitri Shostakovich, like Chopin and Liszt, was an accomplished pianist. His Piano Sonata No 2 written in 1943 is not short on technical challenges but avoids indulgent and histrionic writing. The Largo and sections of the third movement are particularly prone to the melancholic. As with much of his compositions at this period there is a great deal mood swings within a short space of time. It was a traumatic time of war and sometimes despair,  weariness, and frustration are close neighbours. While Daniel Lebhardt was focussed on the mood swings in this sonata, he still gave time and thought to the development of each phrase and passage; nothing felt hurried.

Liszt’s Funerailles that began the second half of the programme is an extraordinary work inspired by the events of the Hungarian Revolution in 1848. Full of the sounds of war and its tragic human consequences, the work is a powerful challenge to both performer and audience. Daniel Lebhardt worked with the piano to hand to coax the full military force of horse, soldiery, and marching band so prominent in the last section. Despite the piano’s acoustic limitations, Daniel Lebhardt conveyed Liszt’s descriptive intentions admirably.

Daniel Lebhardt’s recital concluded with Chopin’s Sonata No. 3 written in 1844, five years before his tragically young life came to an end. The work has all the hallmark piano figurations of his shorter pieces, but here Chopin succeeds in creating a longer compositional structure that is perfectly convincing both architecturally and aesthetically. From the weighted opening movement to the brief and breezy scherzo, then on through the aria-like melodies of the Largo to the Rondo-structure of the finale with its demands for flawless articulation and pianist stamina, Daniel Lebhardt was more than equal to the challenges. 
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