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Organ Hall at Arizona State University, site of the 2019 festival of The American Liszt Society,
October 24 – 27. Liszt’s Missa Choralis will be performed in this magnificent venue.
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Dear Lisztians,
I keep returning to Dostoyevsky’s maxim “beauty will save the world,” attributed to Prince
Myshkin in The Idiot. It is a phrase that one can easily dismiss as a mere sentiment, without real
meaning; a casual expression that may cause heads to nod in passing agreement or shoulders to
shrug as if to ask “who knows?” But this phrase turned the heads of brilliant minds in the 20th
century. Thinkers such as Alexandr Solzhenitsyn, Karol Wojtyla, and Josef Ratzinger have all
written substantively on Prince Myshkin’s simple but enigmatic statement. For Solzhenitsyn, the
phrase was a prophecy about the “outworn trinity of truth, goodness, and beauty,” wherein an
age of materialistic youth, it falls to beauty to perform the work of all three. For Solzhenitsyn,
through beauty “…perhaps art, literature, can in actuality help the world of today.” Both Wojtyla
and Ratzinger wrote similarly of the need for artists to re-engage with beauty to pierce the heart of
modern humanity for the sake of human flourishing.
I think that Liszt intuitively understood the importance of beauty in human flourishing. His
vision was not limited to captivating soaring melodies or dramatic musical textures. Instead, those
melodies and textures often arose out of his consistent encounters with poetry, prose, drama, art,
sculpture, philosophy, and theology. And these inspirations were not simple analogies between
music and the arts that lay behind them. They were, instead, opaque evocations that allowed
listeners to enter into that inspiration with their imaginations formed by their own experiences and
encounters with the beautiful. Liszt understood that music required both the performer and the
listener. The performer channeled the art; the listener received the art. And therein lies a sort of
“sacrament of beauty”: the giving and receiving of creative art that inspires, ennobles, challenges,
prods, and motivates us to human action. This sacrament does not mean that Liszt sat down at his
writing desk in the Altenburg and cried out, “Gott im Himmel, Carolyne! I shall now attempt to
inspire and ennoble my listeners by being inspired and ennobled by artistic beauty!” No, he just
lived it all: the good, the bad, the joys, and the sorrows. The whole of human experience that we
encounter hour by hour.
It is up to us to look back upon such a life and work and to draw it out for this age. We do this
by modeling that life for those around us. As teachers, for our students. As scholars, for our
inquirers. As performers, for our listeners. And, as listeners ourselves, for those around us by
encouraging them to join us. One of the privileges that being a part of The American Liszt
Society affords us calls us as pilgrims to sojourn together on a shared path towards artistic beauty
that is often a countervailing force in this world of affluent and banal amusement. That path
converges even from rival directions, as our upcoming festival Liszt and His Rivals will encapsulate.
And so, I invite you to tread this path to the campus of Arizona State University to enjoy an event
of artistic beauty where friendship, fellowship, and a collective commitment to artistic splendor
might inspire and motivate all of us to live génie oblige, for the sake of the world that Dostoyevsky
spoke of so directly, but so profoundly.
Excelsior!
Jay Hershberger, President

www.americanlisztsociety.net
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Report from Washington by Patrick Rucker
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So far, 2019 has been a rich year for Liszt in Washington, DC. April 27, the Library
of Congress, the repository of one of the finest Liszt collections in the world, hosted
the US premiere of Liszt’s unfinished opera, Sardanapalo. David Trippett, the British
musicologist and pianist responsible for the reconstruction of the first act of the
opera, was joined by members of Washington National Opera’s Domingo-Cafritz
Program and the Washington Master Chorale.
For those readers who may not have followed Trippett’s notices in these pages, a
word of explanation may be helpful. For well over a century, scholars had been aware
of some 111 pages of Liszt’s sketches for Sardanapalo preserved at the Goethe and
Schiller Archive in Weimar, but considered them too fragmentary to be of practical
value. When Trippett examined these sketches, he realized that the vocal parts were
complete for the entire first act. The piano accompaniment, written in a kind of
musical shorthand, also contained clear indications for orchestration. The world
premiere of Sardanapalo’s reconstructed first act was given in Weimar last August under
the direction of Kirill Karabits and has been recorded (Audite 97.764.)
During the first half of the program at Library of Congress, Trippett delivered a
lecture, touching on the musical and linguistic complexities of preparing the score for
performance. After intermission, the first act of the opera was presented in concert,
ably directed by Trippett from the piano. Joshua Blue’s expressive tenor was a perfect
match for the complexity of Sardanapalo’s character. Bass-baritone Timothy Bruno
brought a blend of authority and agility to the role of Beleso, the high priest and royal
adviser. In the role of the Greek slave Mirra, soprano Alexandria Shiner was poised
and confident, though her uniformly stentorian delivery robbed the character of much
of its vulnerability. Twelve women from the Washington Master Chorale, superbly
prepared by Thomas Colohan, sang the extended luminous opening chorus with
commitment and grace.
Even in its unfinished state, Sardanapalo is impressive in its deft characterizations
and emotive power. Liszt was already an experienced song and choral composer by
1849, and his handling of the voices is highly effective. Had the additional two acts of
the opera been completed, surely the principal roles would have been revised to bring
them in line with the dictates of four hours’ singing. Perhaps most remarkable is the
fact that, though influences of Rossini and Meyerbeer are discernible and even the
occasional hint of Tannhäuser can be detected, Sardanapalo speaks very much in Liszt’s
own voice. Had he completed it, one can only speculate on the effect it might have
had on the field of opera; as it is, this performance revealed a previously unsuspected
facet of one of the 19th century’s great creative figures.
Meanwhile, at the Kennedy Center, the Milan-born conductor Gianandrea Noseda
presided over his first full season as music director of the National Symphony
Orchestra. Around the time of the 2011 bicentennial, Noseda recorded the bulk of
Liszt’s orchestral music with the BBC Philharmonic on five CDs for the Chandos
label. The depth and sympathy of his relationship to this still neglected music became
evident this year in two sets of subscription concerts.
On February 7, Noseda led the NSO in a brilliant performance of A Faust
Symphony, the first time it had been heard in Washington since 1942. Presented in
the 1854 version without the final chorus, the concert also featured the local debut
of pianist Nicholas Angelich in the Schumann Concerto. Then, on May 16, Noseda
turned his attention to A Symphony to Dante’s Divine Comedy, with Erika Grimaldi as
soprano soloist and the women of the University of Maryland Concert Choir in the
“Magnificat.” It was the work’s first performance ever in Washington. Dante was the
first half of an imaginative double bill that concluded with Rossini’s Stabat Mater. The
entire ensemble was taken to New York where, on May 19, the program was repeated
at Carnegie Hall.
Patrick Rucker, a member of The American Liszt Society, is a musician and writer living in Washington, DC. His writing credits include
dailies, music journalism, scholarly journals, and television. At the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, he was cocurator of the exhibition Piano 300, celebrating the tercentennial of the piano’s invention. In 2001 he was honored with the Music for Life
Award by the National Association of Music Merchants for his services to American music. Rucker studied piano performance at Texas
Christian University, The Juilliard School, and the Franz Liszt Academy of Music under Lili Kraus, Ferenc Rados, Kurt Appelbaum,
and Nina Svetlanova. He made his Carnegie Recital Hall debut in 1980.
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2019 ALS Festival in Phoenix October 24 - 27
The American Liszt Society will hold its annual festival on the beautiful Arizona State University campus October 24 - 27, 2019. The
theme of this year’s festival is “War of the Romantics: Liszt and his Rivals.”
According to Baruch Meir, Director of the 2019 festival, “This year’s unique theme opened the door for a variety of performances
and lectures focused on works by Liszt and his contemporaries, both allies and rivals. The wide range of music, featuring works
by Brahms, Chopin, the Schumanns, and of course Liszt, makes it a one-of-a-kind festival. The program offers a dynamic array of
recitals, lectures, and master classes by distinguished artists and scholars. The event will be both exciting and unforgettable.” Meir
adds, “October is also the perfect time of year to visit and enjoy Arizona, the Grand Canyon State. I hope many of you will join us!”
While Meir is still determining the hour-by-hour schedule, the overall shape of the festival is evident by the following components
(all listings subject to change).
Guest Artists Recitals
•Sung Chang won 1st prize at the 7th Bösendorfer USASU International Piano Competition and was a prize winner at the
Louisiana, San Antonio, and Schumann International Piano Competitions. He will perform works by Liszt, Chopin, and
Schumann at the Opening Gala Concert.
•Oxana Yablonskaya, a Juilliard Piano Faculty Emerita, has won top prizes at the Marguerite Long, Rio de Janeiro, and Beethoven
Vienna Competitions. Yablonskaya is also a winner of the Grand Prix du Disque from the Liszt Society in Budapest for
her recording of music by Schubert-Liszt and Liszt. She will perform a recital of works by Brahms, Schumann, Liszt, and
Schubert-Liszt and will also present a piano master class during the festival.
Lectures and Lecture Recitals
•Ben Arnold: Liszt and Brahms: Approaches to the Lied during the “War of the Romantics”
•Justin Kolb: Liszt and the Barefoot Carmelite
•Robert Eschbach: Joseph Joachim, the Schumanns, and the “War of the Romantics”
•Dani Shraibman: Individualism and Polarities Between Liszt and Thalberg as Reflected through their Piano Sonatas
Recitals
•ASU Chamber Singers, conducted by David Schildkret, in a concert of choral music by Brahms and Liszt, including Liszt’s
Missa Choralis, at ASU’s beautiful Organ Hall
•Recitals dedicated to genres: ballades, rhapsodies, fantasies, and mazurkas
•Recitals dedicated to composers: Alkan, Brahms, Chopin, Liszt, and Schumann
•A recital celebrating Clara Schumann’s 200th birthday
•A recital featuring songs by Brahms, Liszt, and Schumann
•Young Artist Recital featuring promising pianists, ages 6 - 18, who won prizes at the Los Angeles Liszt International Competition
or the Angelo and Micheline Addona Arizona Young Artist Piano Competition
Festival Performers
•Organist Paul Oftedahl
•Pianists An Hoang, Andrew Campbell, Alexandre Dossin, Aushuang Li, Baruch Meir, Caio Pagano, Cathal Breslin, Chunghwa
Hur, Cong Ding, Derek Parsons, Dmitry Rachmanov, Elisabeth Pridonoff, Eugene Pridonoff, Eugene Alcalay, Eva Polgar,
Filbert King Yue Li, Gabriel Dobner, Gila Goldstein, Igal Kesselman, Jay Hershberger, John Solari, José Raúl López, Jun Cai,
Kemal Gekic, Ksenia Nosikova, Liza Stepanova, Lucie Kim, Michelle Nam, Miles Fawson, Nathan Arch, Paul Barnes, Robert
Hamilton, Russell Ryan, Steven Spooner, Tingshuo Tang, Yen Wei Chen, Yun Ha Hwang, and Ziyu Chen
•Singers Carol FitzPatrick, Elizabeth Packard Arnold, Eric Flyte, Kevin McMillan, and Stephanie Weiss
•Violist Nancy Buck
Repertoire to be performed
•Alkan: “Etude in B minor”
•Brahms: Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel; Variations on a Theme by Haydn; various intermezzi, rhapsodies, and songs
•Chopin: Polonaise-Fantasie; Sonata in B minor; various ballades, waltzes, and mazurkas
•Liszt: “Aux Cyprès de la Villa d�Este”; “Funérailles”; “Les jeux d�eaux à la Villa d’Este”; Les Préludes; “Niobe” Fantasy; Spanish
Rhapsody; Sonata in B minor; various ballades, etudes, and Hungarian Rhapsodies
•Clara Schumann: Impromptu in E Major; Variations on a Theme by Robert Schumann; Romanze in A minor
•Robert Schumann: Carnaval; Paganini Etudes; Kreisleriana; various songs

4

The American Liszt Society - www.americanlisztsociety.net

More Festival
Details

Member News

Additional details about the 2019 festival:

Alexandre Dossin performed as soloist
in the Gershwin Rhapsody in Blue in the
annual Faculty Showcase in Beall Hall at
the University of Oregon. More recently,
Dossin performed an all-Poulenc sonata
recital on Saturday, May 18, also in Beall
Hall. Dossin was joined in sonatas for
violin (with Fritz Gearhart), violoncello
(with Steven Pologe), and two pianos (with
David Riley, piano II).

Registration Fees
ALS members
$125
Non-ALS members $150
Students
$ 50
The Closing Banquet will take place from
3:30 - 5:30 p.m. on Sunday, October 27.
The additional fee for the banquet is $50
per person.
The Festival website - https://music.
asu.edu/events/liszt-festival - will go live
on June 15, 2019. The website will be
regularly updated and will include the
most complete and accurate information
about the festival, so please check back
frequently to get the latest news!
The airport nearest the festival location
is Phoenix Sky Harbor International
Airport.
The Graduate Tempe Hotel will serve as
the official hotel of the festival. A limited
number of rooms are under reservation
at this facility for festival participants at
a special group rate. Participants will
be able to choose the number of nights
(up to four). The rate for these rooms is
$121 per night plus tax (14.07%), with an
option for either two queen beds or one
king bed per room.
225 E Apache Boulevard
Tempe, AZ 85281.
The hotel is a five-minute walk to
the ASU School of Music (the festival
location). It is six miles from Sky Harbor
airport - a 10-minute drive. The hotel
has a shuttle service to and from the
airport. You will need to make your
own arrangements for scheduling shuttle
service.
For hotel reservations, you can use the
link on the festival website after June 15,
2019, to make a direct reservation with
the special group rate.
You can also contact Vance
Prestwood, Sales Coordinator, by phone
at 480-967-9431 ext. 5016, or by e-mail at
vprestwood@graduatetempe.com.
We look forward to seeing you in
Phoenix in just a few months!!

Madeleine Hsu Forte teamed up with
cellist Mariusz Skula for a concert by
the Bel-Etre Ensemble on May 5. The
concert, entitled a “An Afternoon with
Beethoven and Rachmaninov,” took
place in the Cultural Arts Center in New
Haven, CT. Beethoven’s Sonata in D Major
for Cello and Piano, Op. 102, No. 2, opened
the program, and Rachmaninov’s Sonata in
G minor for Cello and Piano comprised the
second half of the concert.
Ian Hobson is the subject of an
extensive article on the GetClassical.
org website (https://www.getclassical.org/
ian-hobson-multi-tasking-between-academia-andartistry), and a review of his most recent
concert in New York City’s Zankel Hall
(March 11, 2019) is posted on the New
York Concert Review Inc.’s website.
John S. Hord is one of the 250
composers commissioned for the
“Beethoven 250 Project,” an international
commissioning project founded by
Susanne Kessel of Bonn, Germany.
John’s work for solo piano is titled
Reminisces of Beethoven (“The Lone Wolf ”).
From the performance notes: “This
work includes [a] reworking of themes
from six compositions of Beethoven:
“Credo” from Missa Solemnis, Op. 123;
String Quartet in A Minor, Op. 132; and
four sonatas - Op. 2, No. 1; Op. 14, No. 1;
Op. 109; and Op. 110. Other areas of the
composition are [John’s] interpretations
of different aspects of Beethoven’s
personality.” Kessel premiered Reminisces
of Beethoven with six other works of
the project in Bonn on May 2, 2019, at
Collegium Leoninum. Ms. Kessel has
also recorded the work, which is available
at susannekessel.bandcamp.com. All 250
compositions will be available in CD sets
released approximately June 1. Editions
Musica Ferrum, London, England, is the
publisher for sheet music versions of the
works, and John’s work is in Volume 7, to
be released in June.
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John has a new collection of six solo
piano works for the intermediate level
pianist, published by John Schaum of Hal
Leonard. The collection is titled Sierra
Nevada Suite. It is an homage to dance
and music forms of the Baroque (but not
limited to the harmonies of that period)
coupled with John’s deep love of the
beauty of the Sierra Nevada in California.
It was presented during the Hal
Leonard Showcase at the recent MTNA
Conference in Spokane, Washington. The
suite is available at your local music store,
on the Hal Leonard website (https://www.
halleonard.com/), and many dealers listed at
Amazon.com.
Antonio Iturrioz, ALS member of
the San Francisco chapter, is the author
and producer of and performer in the
documentary film, The Buddha of the
Piano: Leopold Godowsky. A screening
of the film comprised Session 11 at the
ALS Festival at Furman University last
October; Elyse Mach introduced the film,
which is available on DVD for purchase
at the website of The New International
Godowsky Society (www.theartofthelefthand.
com).
The renowned Liszt biographer
Alan Walker was in the audience and
wrote the following to Iturrioz: “Thank
you for your remarkable documentary
programme on Leopold Godowsky. It
brings him to life in unprecedented
detail. Not since Franz Liszt has anyone
been remotely able to match Godowsky’s
phenomenal contributions to the
development of piano technique.” You
may find additional reviews on The New
International Godowsky Society website.
Iturrioz has just released his latest
album on the Steinway & Sons label.
Gottschalk and Cuba (available at Amazon.
com, ASIN: B07GJ14T17) is a journey
of 100 years of music by Cuban pianistcomposers inspired by Gottschalk. The
recording includes four world premieres,
including Gottschalk’s Symphony
Romantique: A Night in the Tropics (the first
American symphony) in its entirety as
transcribed for solo piano by Iturrioz.
André Watts has said, “Antonio Iturrioz’s
projection of the inner life in these works
of Gottschalk et al. is uncanny. “Of
course, his technical mastery is beyond
complete, but it is his realization of the
‘heart and soul’ of this music, which is
most impressive.”
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More Member News

Chapter News

Justin Kolb’s “From the Bench: Concerts
with Commentary,” a three-month winter
recital series now in its third year, was again
a sellout. Presented in their mountain top
home by Justin and Barbara Kolb, each
recital follows a theme. This year’s themes
were:

Chicago/Midwest Chapter
President: Alexander Djordjevic.
(http://facebook.com/LisztChicago)

Liszt and the Barefoot Carmelite
Chopin: Confounding, Beloved,
Legendary
Music of the African Diaspora
Following each of the performances, the
capacity audience of about 55 persons
enjoyed a two-hour reception replete with
delicious finger foods, fine wine, and the
surrounding Catskill Mountain panoramas.
Another of Justin's musical endeavors
actually began last year with a “dare”:
JK: “I’m a concert pianist not a
‘lounge lizard’.”
She: “Yer a chicken and stuckup.”
JK: “Oh yeah?”
She: “Yeah, and I dare you!”
That was it. Justin accepted his first
engagement at the Union Grove Distillery
on Route 28, Arkville, in the Catskills. Fee?
Tip jar. Why not? End of story: The
house was packed as was the tip jar! Justin
called it a blast, and decided to do it again
on Saturday, June 1, 2019: A Honky Tonk
Piano Recital with booze and a “funky”
piano. Composers included Chopin and
Cucinotta, Joel and Joplin, Copland and
Gershwin: rags, tangos, waltzes, folk,
boogie, and more!
Mei Li, Board Member of the Kansas
Chapter of the American Liszt Society, is
internationally esteemed for her abilities as
a pianist-researcher. The award-winning
musician has traveled the world performing
at some of the most important performing
arts centers including Carnegie Hall,
Hong Kong Culture Center, XingHai
Concert Hall, and Royal Albert Hall in
London. Among the awards Ms. Li has
won are second prize at the Grand Prize
Virtuoso International Music Competition
in London, the Distinguished Musician
Award from the IBLA International Music
Competition in Ragusa, Italy, and second
prize at the Golden Classical Music Award
International Competition in New York.
In addition to her abilities as an
internationally acclaimed performer, she
has made significant contributions in her
field through her published research aided
by world-renowned musicologist Alan
Walker on the late works of Liszt.
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Currently, Ms. Li serves as CEO of the
Chicago International Music Competition,
a world-class international music
competition and institute, as well as cofounder of the International Institute of
Piano Artistry. She has provided leagues
of musicians with opportunities to perform
and learn under some of the world’s finest
musicians.
Ms. Li received her doctorate in piano
performance and piano literature from
the University of Kansas. More recently,
her performing focus has centered on the
elusive and rarely performed late works
of Franz Liszt. The late piano pieces of
Liszt are revelatory and prophetic, and
a performer must intimately know the
anguish and struggle in which these works
were born. Mei has been on tour with a
fascinating lecture recital of Liszt works.
Her lectures shed light on the composer’s
final years and examine the revolutionary
ideas behind his creations. Audiences
and teacher groups have been fascinated
to learn more about these pieces and
have responded with enthusiasm to her
interpretations. She will participate in a
recording of Liszt’s late piano works on the
Life of Music record label in 2019.
Roberta Rust, piano department head
at Lynn University, writes that Lynn
University is joining with the South Florida
chapter of The American Liszt Society for
a special concert honoring Franz Liszt and
his contemporaries. “Liszt and His Circle”
will take place Sunday, October 20 at 4:00
p.m. in Amarnick-Goldstein Concert Hall
at Lynn University in Boca Raton, FL. The
concert will also feature music of Clara
Schumann and Alkan. Performers include
guest pianists from Florida International
University, José Raúl López and Kemal
Gekić, and Roberta.
Richard Zimdars writes that he heard
a superb lecture by Alexander Stefaniak
on Clara Schumann’s attitude and
actions in her choices for her public
concert programming. “He compared
Clara’s original cadenza for Beethoven’s
Fourth Concerto to those of von Bülow,
Moscheles, and Brahms, and made the case
that the keyboard style, harmonic content,
and construction of each cadenza reflect
the artistic and aesthetic position of the
four people. He also talked about Liszt
and Clara.” Stefaniak’s book, Schumann’s
Virtuosity: Criticism, Composition, and
Performance in Nineteenth-Century Germany is
available on Amazon.com.
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On Saturday, June 1, the Chicago/Midwest
Chapter of The American Liszt Society
presented a free community concert in
its “Piano Encounters” series, this year
celebrating women composers. The
program and performers (all members of
ALS) included:
Thème variée - Cécile Chaminade
Jennifer Allor
Three Romances - C. Wieck Schumann
Alexander Djordjevic
Light from the Cliffs - Hilary Tann
Aaron Stampfl
Sonata No. 5 - Eckhardt-Gramatté
Karin Redekopp Edwards
Prelude - Kaija Saariaho
George Radosavljevic
Gustave Le Grey - Caroline Shaw
Daniel Paul Horn
Waltz-Caprices - Dora Pejačević
Alex Yuill, piano
“The Train” - Iris Cairos-Rego
Leo Radosavljevic, piano
Jive-Afrique - Carol Ann Weaver
Karin Redekopp, Mark Edwards
Concordia College Chapter
President: Jay Hershberger
hershjay@hughes.net
Students of Jay Hershberger presented a
chapter student recital on April 27 entitled
“Liszt-O-Mania,” which included the
entire set of Liszt’s twelve early etudes
as well as other youthful works by Liszt.
These early studies became the basis of
Liszt’s monumental Transcendental Études.
Hershberger said, “The set reflects the
influence of Carl Czerny on the young
Liszt, but even so, Liszt’s distinct voice
began to emerge in these early pianistic
gems. They are unjustly neglected and
would serve developing pianists well in
their technical and artistic growth.”
New York/ New Jersey Chapter
President: Gila Goldstein
pianistgila@gmail.com
The Chapter presented Hungarian pianist
Éva Polgár in recital at Montclair (NJ)
State University’s Cali School of Music on
February 1. Dr. Polgar, who is Co-director
of the Los Angeles International Liszt
Competition, performed works by Liszt,
Bartók, and Kodály.

Odds ‘n� Ends
From a “Friend” of
Franz Liszt
Dr. György Károly., M.D., has written of
his research into the names and lives of
the godparents of Franz Liszt. Károly
undertook his studies in the area of
Sopron in western Hungary not far from
Liszt’s birthplace in Doborján (formerly
Hungary), which is now called Raiding
in the Austrian Province of Burgenland.
The results of his research are available
in English on pages 27 - 33 of the
(Hungraian) Liszt Society Newsletter, available
at www.lisztsociety.hu. Be sure to click on the
British flag in the upper right-hand corner
for a translation into English, then click
on Publications, and then click on Nr. 33
(October 2018). If you have any questions
or comments, please contact Dr. Károly by
e-mail at karolyigyorgy@sopronkorhaz.hu.

Deadline for Next
Newsletter is
November 15, 2019!
Send all news by e-mail to e.rath@comcast.
net. Please be sure to put ALS Newsletter
in the subject line. Black/white and color
photos encouraged, acceptable in jpeg
format only.

Guest Essay by
Alan Walker
CASSANDRA SPEAKS
(This is a summary of remarks made by Dr.
Walker during the Awards Brunch of the
MTNA Convention in Albuquerque, March
2010, after receiving a Lifetime Achievement
Award.)
I would like to don the mantle of
Cassandra, the Greek goddess of prophecy,
and predict a looming crisis in the world
of piano playing, one that may, in the
end, lead to musical catastrophe. During
the past twenty years or so, piano playing
has become more and more like a branch
of the Olympic Games. Pianists are
playing faster and louder, breaking barriers
both physical and acoustical considered
unthinkable by our forefathers. We
have become obsessed with technical
achievement to such an extent that we
musicians have formed our own Olympics
in the form of international competitions,
during which new records are continually
being broken. I have heard prize-winners
whose sole object appears to be to drive
the piano through the floorboards, with
a volume of sound that almost splits the
eardrums, get to the finishing line ahead of
the stopwatch and set a new world speed
record in the process. And these young
gladiators of the keyboard have received
medals for doing so.
There is, in fact, an eerie parallel
between the Olympic Games and piano
competitions as they exist today which
bears examination. Athletes are trained to
beat previous records, to vanquish their
rivals, to put both mind and muscle under
stress; and when they have done this better
than their competitors, they walk off with
a gold medal, their mission accomplished.
And pianists? Pianists, too, must toil for
many arduous hours each day in pursuit
of physical mastery, but when they have
achieved it, what then?
It is at this point that the parallel
between the Olympics and piano
competitions breaks down. When the
Olympic champion receives a gold medal
the mission has ended. But when pianists
have mastered their instrument, their
mission has only just begun. And what
is that mission? Performers must have
something to say. They must be able to
express the human condition, in all its
variety, through their piano playing.
But how is such a thing possible for our
gladiators of the keyboard who have spent
six or eight hours each day for many years,
incarcerated in the self-made prison of
their studio? They can have no personality
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worth speaking of because in the long
pursuit of technical mastery they have lost
touch with life, have squandered the chance
to experience the joys and ecstasies, the
sadness and the sorrows that make up the
rich complexity of the human condition.
Their obsessive chase of the physical
has rendered impossible their capture of
the spiritual, and without that they have
nothing to say, nothing that we genuinely
want to hear. It is evident that we are today
surrounded by young pianists who can
do anything at the piano - save to impress
us with the depth of their personalities.
Welcome to the Age of Anonymity! When
I am asked what these young hopefuls
should do, my reply is very simple: get a
life.
This compulsive pursuit of physical
mastery has a still greater cost. The wider
repertoire of the young pianist has become
diminished. How many know the Schubert
songs, the Haydn string quartets, or even
the operas of Mozart? Back comes the
reply: “It is not our job to know these
pieces.” To which I can only respond:
“Then you never really knew what your
job was in the first place, because great
music hangs together, each piece throwing
light on all the others. You will never
play a single Beethoven sonata as well as
you might play it until you have become
acquainted with all the others.”
Nor is this all. Few are the students
today who are able to sight-read well,
transpose from one key to another, and
improvise on a given theme. They are too
busy putting a final polish on the six or
eight pieces in their competition repertoire.
Such skills as the ones I mention used not
to be rare. They were considered to be the
daily tools of the professional pianist.
Is there hope that these depressing
trends can be reversed? It was never
Cassandra’s mission to offer any hope
whatsoever. Those of you familiar with
Greek mythology will recall that because
she displeased the Gods, they arranged first
to have her prophesies mocked, and then
because she could not be silenced to have
her murdered. So if there is hope, it must
be with us. We hold the future of many
young students in our hands. We have the
power to introduce them to music other
than that of the piano, to go to concerts,
to read books, to visit art galleries. In brief
to get them away from the all-consuming
keyboard (at least for a time), and
encourage them to partake of a larger life.
They will become richer human beings, and
in consequence, better pianists too. We
have the power to prove Cassandra wrong.

7

Picture Page

Éva Polgár in recital on February 1 at Cali School of Music,
Montclair (NJ) State University.

Alexandre Dossin and colleagues after rehearsals for the Poulenc II concert at
the University of Oregon: (left to right) Dossin, Fritz Gearhart, Steven Pologe,
and David Riley.

Oxana Yablonskaya will present an Artist
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