Review of Hummel Piano Sonatas  Compact Disc Classics - December 2003
     The American pianist John Khouri, who specializes in performing on historic instruments, is really putting himself in a prominent position on the international scene as a discoverer (I wouldn’t know how to define it better) of repertoire that is not well known in spite of its historic significance; but above all as a discoverer of repertoire that has not been heard in its original sonority, working with the most celebrated sonatas by Beethoven and by Weber and by important but unfortunately lesser known authors of the Biedermeier period. And along with this repertoire, it is announced that we may expect sonatas by Cramer and even the Chopin Etudes With this disc, dedicated to the major sonatas by Johann Nepomuk Hummel, a great pianist and composer of the era, contemporaneous with Beethoven, Schubert, Weber, Clementi etc, Khouri demonstrates yet again and I presume he will again confirm himself with Cramer and the Chopin Etudes, to be an authentic virtuoso of the fortepiano.  And God knows what it means to play these instruments with virtuosity!  
The piano music of Hummel, unknown to the pianists of yesterday and today, is among the most difficult, brilliant and virtuosic ever written for the instrument; and thus it is understandable that so few interpreters are interested in it. Dino Ciani played the Sonata in Eb Op 13 and showed interest in the other sonatas but he unfortunately didn't have time for them although he did record the four sonatas of Weber. John Khouri plays the Hummel sonatas on his German grand from c. 1815 on the Music & Arts label, the same American company which gave us the first two sonatas of Weber- a splendid, brilliant performance.  
     Written in the same years as the works by Weber, these sonatas by Hummel require exceptional talent of the performer: the originality of conception, the imagination of pianistic design, full of passages of unprecedented writing (octaves, double notes, dizzying flourishes in the adagio, speed fast enough to make one shiver) develop a theatricality on a par with the sonatas of Weber and which deserve just as much public appreciation as contemporary works by Beethoven Few composers from the Biedermeier era possessed such a theatrical sense and the ability to communicate with the public as Hummel and the public is now able to appreciate him, at least when faced with performances of this impact -  one thinks about the unexpected success of Stephen Hough's recording of Hummel's two major piano concertos (and I presume that the most recent disc by the English pianist dedicated  to these two sonatas will have the same success). I warmly invite the listener to acquaint himself with that authentic masterpiece, the Sonata in f# minor (romantic tonality) Op 81 and for our young pianists to play it - if they are capable, naturally! Liszt performed it, but he was Liszt!  And Schumann also affirmed his pianistic progress (before his famous accident that forced him to stop playing the piano) with the finale of this sonata.  The disc is completed by a short piece from the same period 'La Contemplazione' one the Bagatelles Op 107.  What more is there to say? After Weber, Khouri has delighted us with duets by Dussek and although I had reservations with his Beethoven sonata recording, (but only with Op 26 if I remember), here he fully convinces us. We await Chopin!
     Technical comment: the fortepiano seems very appropriate for this music and is able to handle well the forceful piano writing; but to me it seems to be recorded with a little too much reverberation.------------------------------------------Riccardo Risaliti                 

