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I dedicate this book to the blessed memory of my father.
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Preface


June 2014, Paris.


During my life I have had to give many different interviews, and in these interviews I have often been asked – and continue to be asked – the same questions. This book is an attempt to answer all these questions, and at the same time tell of many other things that readers may find interesting: after all, I am in my fifth decade, and have had a great deal of luck; my life has turned out to be extremely full and interesting, so that I have much to recall and relate.


I have just read through the final version of the book and realised that the book is not only and, indeed, not so much about me as about many other people! About the many outstanding and simply good, famous and unknown people whom fate has allowed me to encounter on my life’s path. Mixing with them has made my life better, brighter and richer. I am happy and grateful to destiny that all these people have become part of my life and hope that my memoirs will repay the debt. Unfortunately, to mention all the remarkable people whom I have known and still know, it would be necessary to relate my whole life in detail, which, alas, is not possible within the limits of this narrative. I very much hope, therefore, that I shall not offend those friends and acquaintances whose names are not mentioned on the pages of this book.


Evgeny Kissin


‘One day, walking on a path from the road to the sea, I saw a boy racing towards me on a bicycle; he was either an adolescent or a teenager . . . Neither word is adequate. For some reason, from the first moment it became clear that rushing towards me was some fantastic Being, living beyond the bounds of any words, definitions or categories, ages and so on. This was a Being of amazing beauty, as if from the canvas of a great Renaissance painter, or from prehistory, when people still resembled gods. Under an immense shock of black curls shone inspired eyes like lanterns in the frame of the fine features of his gentle but already manly face. His strong body, full of unbelievable energy, seemed to be striving to fly – the pedals of a rather miserable little bike seemed ready to sail into the sky . . .


The Being raced past me twice, there and back, and disappeared. I was overwhelmed.’


Vladimir Levi, writer and psychologist. From his reminiscences of Evgeny Kissin.




Part I


CHILDHOOD





My Origin


Scientists continue to discuss the question of nature or nurture on the formation of personality, and it is not for me to judge, but I was definitely lucky in both. Once, a few years ago, one of my listeners expressed her perplexity on the Internet: why, she said, do you, an outstanding musician, publicly express your opinions on political questions such as the elections in Russia and the Arab-Israeli conflict? It is not, she said, ‘a matter for tsars’; ‘you, Mozart, are unworthy of yourself’, quoting Pushkin. Now I shall take the opportunity to explain, in case anybody else is perplexed about this. As for Russia, it is not a matter of indifference to me what is happening in the country in which I was born and became what I am, and where many old friends live. It is a question of upbringing. As for Israel, I was born a Jew and only later became a musician, and all my so-called natural talents come from numerous generations of my ancestors, from my people, and therefore when my people suffer hurt, I consider myself obliged to defend them. It is in my genes.


To tsars I have no, not even the most remote, relationship: my granny and grandad on the paternal side were from Gomel, and on the maternal side from Jewish shtetls in Ukraine and Belarus. My mother worked for many years as a teacher in a district music school, and my father was an engineer. On the whole, ‘tsars’ have nothing to do with us.


Father


My father was a very kind, sensitive and responsible man who easily made friends, all of whom loved him. All his life he performed daily exercises, and in his youth even boxed. For two years he had served in the army on the Mongolian frontier, where the climate, as is well known, is continental: in summer +40 degrees, in winter -40 degrees. During his military service Father also performed the duties of an artist, drawing and sketching. He had a talent for this, and many years later he made a poster for my first solo recital at our school. Later, over several years before I reached the age of sixteen, he performed a ritual: before each of my performances Father drew, to wish me good luck, a picture of a cat sitting at a piano (after all we are Kissins!),1 on the music stand of which were written the names of the composers whose music I was going to play. Father, all his life right up to his death, kept a diary of my concerts, writing very carefully what, when, where and with whom I played.


In his youth Father was an amateur accordionist, and on a high shelf in our Moscow flat his old accordion is still preserved. For three years he attended evening classes at a music school. All his life Father loved music very much, and on the first anniversary of meeting my mother he gave her the music of Chopin’s mazurkas. Father had an excellent ear: after once hearing on the radio or at a concert the voice of an unknown singer, he could infallibly recognise it later.


One morning, a few hours before a heart attack from which he died two days later, the seventy-seven-year-old performed his daily morning exercises. In my childhood Father also showed me how to take exercise, we fenced with plastic swords, we played ball. And Father taught me to play chess. I became very keen on chess, and my parents began to buy me books about it.


When I was born, Father was already thirty-seven. All his life he had dreamed of having a son, and he waited impatiently for my mother to come home from the maternity hospital. On the doors of the eight-metre room in which I subsequently spent my childhood was a bold poster: ‘A prince’s mansion. Quiet! Quiet! Quiet!’


Mother


I cannot fail to write this section, but it is unbelievably difficult for me to do it. . . It is difficult to speak, especially publicly, about what is most dear and intensely private. What, after all, can be dearer to a person than his own mother, and more private than his relationship with the woman who has in painful birth-pangs given him life?


My mother not only gave life to my sister and me. And not only dedicated all her life to Allochka and me. All Mother’s life, her every thought and action has been concentrated on us, on making everything good for us in every way. And she simply cannot do anything else.


Say what you will, but nothing can break the spiritual umbilical cord linking a mother with her children. Therefore, however much Mother and I try to convince each other, we ourselves fully understand that when we have to fly far away from each other, one of us cannot lie down in bed and sleep before the other has rung to say that they have landed safely. And how many times has it gone like this between us:


‘How did you sleep?’


‘You know, badly last night . . . And you?’


‘I could not either.’


This sometimes even frightened my mother, but I think: how very good it is that there are such things in life!


For several decades my mother taught successfully in a music school and was even head of the piano department. Now I hear from various people what a remarkable teacher she was. And all the same, regardless of this, I am convinced that her true calling was precisely to be a mother. If you could see the reactions to her from children of various peoples and races when she looks at them: children, even the tiniest who cannot yet speak, feel it without fail! And when someone else’s child is crying in its mother’s arms, and my mother makes contact with it from a distance and begins to do something (I cannot even describe what exactly) to calm it – the child becomes calm! And whenever mother and I see little children, say in the park, on public transport or in an airport, my mother will unfailingly every time comment (naturally, her commentaries were only heard by me) on whether the parents before us were behaving towards their child in a way that she considered correct or not. And when I tell my mother about some of my acquaintances whose mothers behaved or behave badly towards them, she is simply incapable of understanding how such a thing is possible.


And yet another characteristic feature of my mother: taking care of all the members of our family. She pays no attention to herself, she is simply unable to do so. But when we try to persuade her to look after herself, she only becomes annoyed.


For many years of my childhood, Mother, although she never taught me music in the direct sense of the word, sat with me at the piano every day for hours while I practised, watching to make sure that I did everything as it should be done. Musical pedagogues know well how important this is, and without many years of help I should not have become what I became. And later, for many years, Mother would come to my piano lessons, and my teacher Anna Pavlovna Kantor would regularly ask her opinion and always listen carefully to it, even if they differed somewhat. When we moved to the West, Mother, together with Anna Pavlovna, began to conduct my affairs, to co-ordinate my timetable and negotiate with my impresarios on all matters. At first I could not care less about all these practical issues; I just wanted to play the piano, and remain untouched by organisational questions; years passed before I learned to deal with all this myself. And Mother always did everything possible to protect me from all practical and other cares and worries, so that I could peacefully work and devote myself to art. Truly she has dedicated her whole life to concern for me. To the present day Mother is nervous during my concerts, sometimes even more than I. And when she sees that I am very anxious, she embraces me, squeezing me tightly, and says: ‘Give it away, give to me your anxiety!’ Oh, if only she had more often allowed us to look after her . . . and I hope she lives for many more years . . .


Grandma and Grandpa


I do not remember Grandpa Boris, my father’s father: he died when I had not yet reached the age of three. I do recall Grandma Manya, Father’s mother, but I did not see much of her. In childhood, however, I spent a lot of time with my mother’s parents, Grandpa Arkady (Aron) and Grandma Rakhil, mainly in summer at the dacha. Grandpa Arkady worked his whole life at a car plant that during World War II produced tanks, so that, unlike Grandpa Boris who was on active service for the whole war, he did not have to fight: his factory and all its workers were evacuated to the village of Vyry on the Volga. Grandpa and Grandma, with my then four-year-old mother, were settled amongst the local people, and once the landlady asked Grandma:


‘You know they say that in your Moscow there live Jews?’


‘Yes,’ replied Grandma.


‘And what are they like?’


‘Well, we here are Jews,’ said Grandma, and heard in response:


‘But you are humans! So who are those Jews then?’


Grandma worked as a bookkeeper. I know no details, for in my childhood it never occurred to me to question her about it – and she died when I was sixteen. To this day I regret that I never had the chance to speak to her as one grown-up to another – and I am very glad that with Grandpa, who outlived Grandma by eleven months and lived with us for several months before his death, I had that experience. And how very important that was . . . As with Mother and Father, nobody can replace Grandma and Grandpa. For that reason I cannot help envying those people who lost their grandparents less early, and had time to communicate with them in adulthood.


At the time Grandma died, Grandpa was in hospital. He was in a very serious condition after an operation and the doctors did not expect him to survive, but prescribed for him a double course of some antibiotic medicine that affected the aural nerve, so poor Grandpa became completely deaf. After a while we took Grandpa home, and it was at that time that I communicated with him extensively. But he could hear nothing and I therefore wrote to him and he replied in speech. At that time Grandpa managed to tell me about many things before he was again taken to hospital, from which that time he did not return.


For example, he told me that he had a first cousin once removed, Abram Ananyevich Kissin, who in the 1920s and 1930s had been head of the Organisation for Corn Exports, but who was arrested at the end of the 1930s and exiled to Astrakhan. We discussed this in autumn 1988; at that time it was no longer dangerous for people to speak about such things. Grandpa’s story remained with me for several years after that, and I recalled it under particular circumstances which had the most unexpected and remarkable consequences for all our family – more about this later.


Here I should say that Kissin is the name of my mother; Father’s name was Otman, and several years before I was born, when Allochka was preparing to enter the Central Music School, her teacher, Anna Danilovna Artobolevskaya, invited Father for an interview in which she said that with such a Jewish surname Allochka, for all her excellent musical ability, would not be allowed to enter the school, and so Father had to take Mother’s name, which sounds more Russian, and I have borne it since birth.


How my grandpa adored me . . . In early childhood I read in some book that flies were highly infectious, spreading many terrible diseases. I remember that at the end of that paragraph there was the following statement: ‘Together with salted fish and cheese, the sulphuric fly penetrates human intestines and chews them until the person dies.’ This made such an impression on me that I began to fall into a panic at the sight of flies, and at the dacha when I was eating Grandpa would stand beside me with a towel and drive them away. Also at the dacha Grandpa taught me to ride a bicycle and at first ran behind me down the street, fearing that I might fall. And my grandma also adored me, of course. She would call me ‘the dearest person in the world and in his grandma’s life’.


They were good-hearted, honest, modest, decent, wise people. Nowadays I recall how when I was small Grandpa would always repeat the word ‘discipline’, and I understand how right he was, how this very discipline is important, indeed essential, in life, and particularly in the life of an artist. And my mother often recalls various sayings of my grandma, simple and wise. For instance, how one should not cross the road in front of a moving vehicle: ‘Don’t make the driver nervous – he is also a person.’ Or the advice that Grandma would give my mother: ‘It is better for you to have one very good dress than several bad ones: what is expensive is pleasant, what is cheap decays.’ When, aged six, my sister Allochka returned from hospital after having her appendix out and began to sing popular songs she had heard in hospital containing swear words, naturally not understanding anything, Mother was horrified, but Grandma said: ‘Pay no attention to it and she will soon forget it all,’ as indeed happened. And when I was small and my mother tried to instil something in me and I did not listen, wise Grandma said: ‘It is not sinking in. When he grows up he will understand.’


I think my musical genes come not only from my parents, but also from Grandma and Grandpa. My grandma loved singing, and sang Jewish and Russian songs with exceptional purity and musicality; she always sang while doing housework, and when Allochka and I were small she sang us cradle songs. Grandpa had a small mandolin on which he played absolutely everything by ear, and one day, visiting his sister, he took in his hands (for the first time in his life) her son’s violin, and, after moving the bow slightly over the strings, began to play. Grandma and Grandpa were not religious, but they observed certain Jewish traditions: not so long ago my mother told me that they fasted at Yom Kippur and on some Jewish holidays went to the synagogue, and bought matzoth at Passover. And when Allochka asked Grandma whether she believed in G-d, Grandma replied thus: ‘In ancient times there were wise people.’


My Sister Allochka


When Mummy informed ten-year-old Allochka that soon she would have a little brother or sister, she said in reply, ‘What were you thinking about earlier? Now it won’t be interesting for him with me or for me with him.’ Things, however, turned out quite differently. Allochka waited eagerly for the appearance of a new member of the family and went with my father and grandmother to the maternity hospital to collect Mummy and me. Seeing me, she exclaimed, ‘Whoever is born on a Sunday is simply a beauty’ – and from that very early period of my life all members of my family continued to call me ‘beauty’ (and I really was born on that day of the week). Later on, Allochka always helped my mother and father to look after me: to feed, wash and dress me, and play with me. When I was about one year old Allochka wrote an essay about me, and her teacher of Russian said to Mummy that far from all mothers could write so touchingly and with such understanding and love about their child.


Allochka studied piano at the Central Music School and was very talented. When my future teacher, Anna Pavlovna Kantor, said to her teacher, Tatyana Evgenevna Kestner, with whom she was studying in the CMS, that they had brought her the younger brother of Alla Kissina, the latter said to her, ‘If he is even half as talented as his sister, take him without hesitation; she is one of the best pupils in the school.’ Allochka played me everything that I requested, and when I myself began to play the piano, we performed many duets together. We studied in different schools, and when I entered the Gnessin Ten-year School Allochka was already quite grown-up and we each had different interests and occupations.


For ten years, until we left Russia, Alla worked as an accompanist in the same children’s music school no. 38 (it is now named after Emil Gilels) as where our mother worked. In the West she had no permanent work, as we frequently moved from one country to another, but from time to time Alla resumed her work as an accompanist.


All her life, from early childhood, Allochka had a great thirst for knowledge, and in her childhood they called her ‘a bag full of questions’. When, during Allochka’s school years, Mummy attempted to help her with her homework by making suggestions, she would say, ‘I shall not write that: it was not my head that thought of it!’ Now she possesses an immense quantity of knowledge of the widest range of subjects, from aesthetic theory to astrology.


Allochka is a very kind and sensitive person; she always tries to help everyone so far as her ability and circumstances allow. When my mother and I are not at home, she most devotedly and solicitously looks after Anna Pavlovna, helping her in everything. All our acquaintances and friends are extremely fond of my sister.


Zhenechka, There Is a Piano There!


My parents used to say that at eleven months I first sang by ear: the theme of the A major Fugue from the second book of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier in the keys of the tonic and dominant,2 which Allochka was then studying. From that time I began to sing everything that I heard around me: on the radio, on records, the repertoires of Allochka and my mother’s pupils who came to us for lessons. When Allochka was sitting at the piano I often sat on her knees, sang, and demanded that she play what I was singing, but when she played from the music I remembered it and later always turned over the pages for her. When I began to walk, every morning on waking I would run to the piano and demand, ‘O’en it, o’en it, o’en the wid!’ And when I was two years and two months old I myself began to play on the piano everything I heard around me. At about this time the factory where my father worked allotted, to improve living conditions, a separate flat in which Grandma and Grandpa settled. Up to then the six of us lived in a thirty-six-metre three-room flat, and when I first went to Grandma’s new flat I walked and looked around, then asked:


‘And where’s the piano?’


They replied:


‘There is no piano here.’


‘How, no piano?’


I was sincerely amazed. In that year they brought me to the house of friends for the birthday of their daughter, who is now my wife. Our hosts opened the door and I, alarmed by the noise and the profusion of unfamiliar faces, took a step back and refused to go in. Then my mother whispered in my ear, ‘Zhenechka, but there is a piano!’, and I like a lunatic went in the direction indicated by my mother, sat at the piano – and didn’t leave it all evening. And that, in my mother’s words, is how my childhood was.


One of my earliest memories was of sitting at our old Bechstein (by that time my parents had bought a grand piano), and playing by ear, improvising, composing a song about how our neighbour at the dacha treated their dog called Gypsy badly, and my father recorded me on his old Adidas tape recorder with large brown bobbins. On the music stand hung an ivory-coloured microphone the size of the palm of a hand. Then Father wound the tape back and I heard how I had been trying to sing the popular Soviet song ‘A Strange Star Shines’ in a low voice and Father said to me, ‘You sang this the day before yesterday.’


I have often been asked whether I was deprived of my childhood in starting to play the piano so early. Absolutely not! I had a normal childhood, nobody ever forced me to play the piano, I spent a lot of time in the street with other children, and altogether did everything I wanted. And I very much liked being naughty in childhood. But the point is that, more than anything else in the world, from early childhood I wanted nothing more than to play the piano, picking up music by heart and improvising to my heart’s content.


The Beginning


My first public performance was when I was in the first class, and at a school concert in the hall of our Gnessin Ten-year School I played the C major Variations by Haydn, and afterwards asked what mark I had been given. At that time I did not know the difference between a concert and an exam.
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