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A Note on the Text


All music is interpretation. Each musical text offers its readers guidance and direction on how to bring that music into existence. But behind every command or notation lies the imagination, and it is this that brings the music out of its silence, out of mere possibility, into performance in the here and now. Few musicians have thought about this process, as music moves from idea to reality, as intensely and precisely as András Schiff. Pianist, conductor, scientist and commentator, he is the product of numerous qualities and experiences. And in the end, music is about the performance, expressed as a statement that can be understood in the present day – and beyond.


Schiff did not become a virtuoso in order to further his own ends. Even in his youth he had a deep awareness of the responsibilities for one’s own actions. Indeed, he views music as a combination of not only work and research but also spirituality and conscience, and all this is expressed through the masters, from Bach to Haydn, Mozart to ­Beethoven, Schubert and Schumann to Brahms.


Schiff’s ability to combine intellectual tension with the sensual qualities of playing is singular. In other words, when we hear Schiff perform, we cannot help but recognize that a truly attentive musical mind must not only read the music, but consider it, guide it, even argue with it in order to produce truly great sound. For nothing would be gained if the many insights, research, knowledge and reflections involved did not lead to sound.


This book is all-encompassing, in the same sense as a tour d’horizon, addressing the essential points of biography, while exploring the secrets and adventures of music with a view to its design. Schiff proves to be a generous partner in conversation, discussing a multitude of topics with verve and passion, as well as his well-known – and often self-deprecating – sense of humour. Above all else, one thing is clear: the vocation of a musician does not come about by itself or because of some latent ability or talent. It requires patience and a great deal of hard work. No example is more illustrative of this than the fact that Schiff did not dive into the cosmos of Beethoven’s sonatas as a talented young man, but instead, did so only relatively recently, having invested a lifetime of preparatory work.


This book is comprised of two parts. The second part contains a rich series of essays, analyses and portraits. Schiff writes about his favourite works and composers in a precise and inspired way and many of them will be familiar to you. This doesn’t make an essayist’s job any easier! On the contrary, the whole world seems to know what Bach, Schubert, Mozart or Mendelssohn should sound like. Sometimes it seems as if we’ve heard it all – until we listen to Schiff, who brings something newer, more exciting, more profound, and clearer to the table. These writings stand as testaments to Schiff’s talent for the written word.


The first part shows conversations that András and I had at regular intervals over the course of two years. These conversations always seemed to me to be like music, just waiting to be launched from silence.


Martin Meyer
Zurich, January 2020




Part 1


MAKING MUSIC OUT OF SILENCE


Conversations with Martin Meyer




Music and interpretation


Let’s begin with a fundamental question: what for you is the meaning of music, what is its essence?


To begin with there is silence, and music comes out of silence. Then comes the miracle of highly varied, progressive forms growing out of sounds and structures. After that, the silence returns. And so, silence is actually a prerequisite for music. But going on from that, music of course means much more to me personally, because it’s my life. It can never be reduced to mere material standpoints, even though repeated attempts to do that have been, and still are being made. Music essentially has to do with the spirit and the spiritual.


And, of course, with the soul, with emotions.


You could say that music essentially comes from the soul. That, by the way, differentiates people from animals. Some birds make wonderful music – just think, for example, how Olivier Messiaen reacted to that in composing. But the difference can perhaps be understood through a comparison. When swallows build a nest it’s something we certainly admire, but at the same time we wouldn’t call it high art or architecture. What differentiates Florence Cathedral from a swallow’s nest? The deliberate intent to create a work of spirit and soul. And so there’s also a fundamental difference between the song of the nightingale and Bach’s The Art of Fugue.


To what extent does music affect you in a religious sense?


Quite a lot. When I occupy myself intensively with the works of Bach or the string quartets of Beethoven, I hear and feel things which can’t be explained in purely rational terms. And so I hope that the music doesn’t simply become extinct, but that each note somehow remains stored in the cosmos, perhaps transformed, but in any case doesn’t become lost.


What happens when you perform the music yourself? What considerations come into play?


I try to listen very attentively. Essentially, it’s a question of following the sounds I produce with a third ear. The better developed this third ear is, the better the musician is, too. I had already developed this ‘gift’ as a student and was encouraged by my teachers to listen inwardly. That’s why it’s dangerous and even disastrous to sing out aloud while playing the piano. People think they can hear well at the same time, but that’s a mistake. It’s the piano that has to sing, not the pianist.


Music differs from other arts in being organised in time and having fixed points between its appearance and disappearance. On top of that, it’s the least representational of all the arts in its high level of abstraction. For practising musicians, that’s another immense challenge.


In addition, there’s the fact that – as a rule, unlike literature – music is multilayered. Disregarding Gregorian chant and other related monodies, and concentrating in particular on the piano, music is almost always polyphonic. You have to play several voices – as though several theatrical actors were enouncing their texts simultaneously. That virtually never happens on the stage. That’s why music demands the highest concentration – particularly with Bach, in a four-part fugue, for instance, where all the voices are equal.


We’ve talked about disappearance. Again, in comparison with other arts, but also taken in isolation, the classical music we know and are considering has had a very short existence, barely six centuries up to now, so we don’t know how it’s going to develop further.


That’s interesting, and perhaps worrying, too. Mind you, there have been certain cycles in the other arts, if we think, for instance, of Italian or Dutch painting. High points are followed by declines and barren periods. In music, I look at it like this: Western music reaches an absolute peak with Bach; then it experiences a second golden age in the Viennese classics up to the death of Schubert, in 1828. There are further productive periods with the romantics and late romantics, as well as the music of the early twentieth century. After that there’s a comparatively long period of static development. Or to put it more provocatively, if we wanted to compile a list of musical masterpieces composed since the Second World War, it would be terribly short.


With art and literature, things would certainly look rather different.


That’s true. Music is comparatively alone in that way. On the other hand, we shouldn’t forget that there were a large number of relatively untalented minor composers in the days of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. But to go back to structural principles, and to the reason I love this period so much, the Viennese classical style is a ‘language’ in sonata form – exposition, development, recapitulation. And in addition, tonic, dominant, subdominant, mediant and so on. To put it another way, you always know where you are. These days, with contemporary music, you often feel as though you’re in an airless space.


Is there a development in music in the sense of a history of progress? Of one thing emerging from another and taking it forward in an evolutionary way?


I don’t see it like that. You can’t seriously argue that Brahms is more progressive than Bach. Though, of course, there’s the consciousness of the period to which they belong, which makes composers dissociate themselves, on the whole respectfully, from their predecessors. Then figures who dare to do something new suddenly appear, and overturn everything. And there are giant figures such as Bach or Beethoven.


Bach certainly wasn’t an artist who wanted to be particularly original.


He wasn’t, but among many other things he was a genius at assimilating – for instance, Italian and French baroque music from Vivaldi, Corelli and Domenico Scarlatti to Lully, Rameau and Couperin. In some respects, Bach’s son Carl Philipp Emanuel was more original and revolutionary. All the same, he never achieved the stature of his father. On the other hand, he built the bridge that leads from Johann Sebastian Bach to Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven, and we have to value him highly for that.


Why haven’t you engaged with Carl Philipp Emanuel as a performer? That way, two rather original minds would have met head-on.


It’s hard to say. Perhaps I’ll still get round to it. But Carl Philipp Emanuel is really another world which demands intensive work and meticulous study. For me, his Essay on the True Art of Playing the Keyboard is the most important book on music of all time. I used to read it like a Bible, and still do.


So, in sum, one can hardly demand that the new must always become newer.


Even Mozart isn’t particularly original: Haydn and Beet­hoven are far more so. And yet, in other ways, Mozart is incomparable.


The themes, the melodies, the cantabile, the proportions …


Exactly. Mozart is a fantastic melodist, perhaps the greatest of all, alongside Schubert. On top of that he is a marvellous magician in the realm of tone colour. But when we look at the piano sonatas, for instance, they are often quite schematically designed and in no way revolutionary.


So, 500 years of Western music, a pinnacle? Then plateaus again?


There is music elsewhere. I’m very fascinated by Indian classical music, for instance, which is an art music built out of different scales, with quarter- and eighth-tones, and extremely complex rhythms. On the other hand, it’s significant that European classical music has aroused so much interest and response in the Far East (Japan, China, South Korea), and yet much less so in India. Why? Because India has its own very rich musical culture.


Can Indian classical music be compared to Western in the spiritual sense?


I’m no specialist. But I feel it as very pure and spiritual. In the West, the roots of this spirituality come from church music, Gregorian chant.


But why is there such enthusiasm for Western music in Japan and China?


That’s hard to answer, because China’s folklore is very interesting and Japan also has its own musical culture. But it functions mostly as court music – it accompanies ritual ceremonies. On the other hand, Beethoven’s Ninth, for instance, is played in Japan hundreds of times every December.


So, is there something universal about Western classical music that speaks directly to people?


Presumably. This is music that’s always made to be heard anew. If we take literature, there’s not such a strong impulse for repetition, even though as I grow older – and despite my continual interest in new literature – I return with increasing frequency to my ‘old friends’. With the passing of the years, and the richer experiences that accrue, one reads them differently. That goes for paintings, too: the same picture suddenly appears in a new light.


To what extent is it possible to ‘universalise’ musical knowledge and experience?


I think we simply don’t know enough about that, even from a scientific point of view. Take the emotional demands. I know precisely where in a Schubert sonata I get the proverbial goose-pimples. But then I notice that other people, including practising musicians, are affected and stirred by other moments.


Let’s take the transition into the recapitulation in the first movement of Schubert’s C minor Sonata, where there’s a swirling and murmuring which makes one’s hair stand on end.


Absolutely! That passage is terrifying in the true sense of the word. As a performer, I naturally want the audience to react to it sufficiently. But that’s often wishful thinking: success is by no means guaranteed.


It’s all a question of contrasts and textures, too. So goose-pimples are rather exceptional.


As a drama unfolding in time, the trajectory of music is complex, even in its emotional content. For example, when a friend comes to me and asks me to play him the 25th vari­ation from the ‘Goldberg’ Variations, I say to him: ‘If you like. But you’re misunderstanding something fundamental: without doubt, the 25th variation is absolutely wonderful. But should it be taken away from its context?’ The placing of this variation is crucial. In a concert, it needs a ‘run-in’ of nearly an hour. To put it another way, a culmination of this kind relies on its preparation – it has to be built-up and can’t be ‘summoned forth’ in a single second.


Music lovers should be made to experience such things first hand, and that’s become much more difficult since fewer and fewer children, at least in Europe, are learning to play an instrument.


Education and experience are important, of course. On the other hand, there are so-called simple people without any previous experience who are suddenly deeply moved by music and those magical moments we’re talking about. Sometimes too much thought can be a hindrance. Admittedly, it’s not a disadvantage for people who treasure the C minor Sonata to know that Schubert also composed Winterreise. Equally, it’s useful to have read Goethe’s Erlkönig, and to know Schubert’s setting of the ballad, when one listens to the sonata’s fourth movement.


That’s equally true for musicians, and their task of interpreting it.


Certainly, and an acquaintance with the musical text is important. If we compare a page of Bach with one of Chopin, even a layman can immediately see that Bach hardly provides any instructions, whereas Chopin prescribes extremely detailed performance directions. Bach told his pupils how his music should go. They passed his indications on, and so, to a certain extent, they became common knowledge among both connoisseurs and amateurs of the time. Chopin was himself an outstanding pianist, but he lived in different times. He wrote for publication, and so he wanted to provide more detailed information to purchasers and performers of the editions of his works.


In the romantic period, subjectivity plays a much larger role: moods, ideas and associations proliferate in the piece, and need to be taken into account as interpretive indications. The composers of the romantic generation give far more precise instructions and directions than their predecessors. Nevertheless, performers do not all play the same way: there is still sufficient flexibility. To put it another way, the details of the notation are not such as to lead to any greater uniformity of interpretation.


Fortunately! Otherwise it would be terribly boring. You have to take into consideration in any case that the indications, however precise they may be, have no more than limited meaningfulness. Take Bartók. He was a fabulous interpreter of his own music. His scores give quite precise indications of tempo, and not only in the form of metronome markings. Yet, when we listen to his recordings, we notice wonderful liberties which don’t reflect what he wrote. In this respect, Bartók is a great model for me: freedom and exactitude, but in addition rubato and parlando – just as one speaks.


But you don’t set out to imitate Bartók – deliberately to play him in the way that he did.


No. Some people may do that. But in any interpretation worth taking seriously, the personality of the performer plays a part. At the same time, of course, I know how Bartók played his works; and I even know that when – as in the case of his Sonata – we have no recordings. Besides being familiar with the language of music, I’m familiar with the Hungarian language: the stresses, the accents, the strong and weak syllables and so on. All of that provides a way in for the performance. I’ve noticed that pianists who don’t speak a word of German make huge mistakes in accentuation and phrasing, etc. with Bach or Beethoven. They don’t realise that the composer may write music that’s universal, but at the same time he thinks in German. Debussy thinks in French, Verdi in Italian. With operas, that’s immediately apparent; in instrumental music, much less so. Mozart thinks half in German, half in Italian. Janáček was obsessed with the Czech language. Occasionally, I hear English singers in Bartók’s Bluebeard’s Castle. A critic attests to their impeccable Hungarian. But the same critic doesn’t know a word of Hungarian … It’s not so simple. The great Cecilia Bartoli is so scrupulous that she doesn’t sing any German Lieder, because she doesn’t feel sufficiently comfortable with the language. Others do everything, willy-nilly, without the slightest self-criticism.




Repertoire


Let’s get on to repertoire. You came around to performing Beethoven’s piano sonatas relatively late.


That was a very conscious decision. I really wanted to have accumulated experiences. Beethoven was the hardest nut to crack. Especially the middle period, with the ‘Waldstein’ and ‘Appassionata’ sonatas. I needed a lot of time to find the right tone of voice for the ‘Appassionata’. For years I was influenced by Richter’s recordings. These days I have a more distant relationship to them, and there are many things about them that don’t appeal to me at all any more. But in those days! That ‘presto impossibile’ in the coda of the finale of the ‘Appassionata’ is unbelievable.


From a purely technical point of view the sonata isn’t tremendously difficult.


Yes, it is. And how! You can play the cascade of semi­quavers near the start of the first movement accurately a hundred times in your living room, and yet in the concert they suddenly go awry. Why? Because you’re nervous. But nerves are psychological. Some youngsters already play everything, even the most musically difficult things, without having the slightest idea about their contents. To me, that attitude smacks of impudence and a lack of reverence. Young people aren’t scared of anything anymore – they have no respect.


Where does that attitude come from?


From teachers, parents, managers. I recently had a 14-year-old who wanted to play me Liszt’s ‘Dante Sonata’. I refused to listen to it, because he didn’t know anything about the Divine Comedy. On the other hand, there are pieces that are very suitable for youngsters and youthful technical wizards. I’ve experienced that for myself.


What about modern classics? And contemporary music? You’ve never played Schoenberg’s Piano Concerto.


To be honest, that’s a piece that doesn’t particularly appeal to me. My relationship with Schoenberg is altogether somewhat problematical. Certainly, I respect him. But Alban Berg means much more to me. I played all of Schoenberg’s piano works up to Op.33. I experimented, in order to find out how I felt about them. After that, I bade farewell to Schoenberg. As far as contemporary music is concerned, much of it is simply incompatible with the way I play the piano, and with what tonal refinement means to me. When a composer requires the instrument to be treated with brute force I have to pass. Only a few performers can master both classical and contemporary styles. The oboist Heinz Holliger, for instance, is a great example. I’m conscious of the fact that it’s easy to garner the enthusiasm of critics with new music.


Has your repertoire fundamentally changed in the last 40 years?


It has developed and filled out. Bach as the father figure and the Viennese classics remain the main pillars. Mendelssohn, Chopin, Schumann and Brahms have always been essential, too. Later I added Janáček, who wrote wonderful music. Bartók has always been present. Bohemian music – Dvořák, Smetana – came into my repertoire somewhat later, encouraged by Rafael Kubelík. And so I got to know Dvořák’s Piano Concerto, and also solo pieces by Smetana and Janáček. When I really love and cherish a composer, I always want to perform his complete works. But that’s mostly beyond the realms of possibility.


To go back to the ideas of difficulties, maturity, nerves, aren’t the ‘Goldberg’ Variations much harder than the ‘Appassionata’?


You can’t compare the two. A great Beethoven sonata is laid out unambiguously and has a definite character. On top of that, Beethoven’s notation is extremely precise. And yet we so often hear poor performances of these works. Why is that?


Because pianists aren’t sufficiently intelligent.


Sometimes, like certain conductors of period-instrument performances, they stick doggedly to metronome markings. But it’s not as simple as that. Rubato and the large-scale structure, the transitions – all those have to be taken into account with a work such as the ‘Appassionata’ so that the music can impart its spirit accordingly.


Musical transitions: but that goes for everything – for Chopin, for instance.


Certainly. From that point of view Chopin’s B flat minor Sonata is an extremely difficult work, and the same is true of the Ballades.


Let’s take another composer, such as Busoni. What is your attitude towards him?


A very interesting figure! I could mention the Toccata, which I’ve studied even if I haven’t performed it; or the Sonatinas and the Elegies. Wonderful. On the other hand, I can’t summon up much enthusiasm for the gargantuan Piano Concerto. It’s imbalanced, with the Tarantella followed by the choral ‘Cantico’: was that necessary? There are specialists who may know their way around it better, but it’s their territory. However, I do play the Second Violin Sonata and the ‘Fantasia contrappuntistica’ for two pianos with passionate enthusiasm.


Have you ever composed yourself?


I’ve tried. But I’ve never completed anything other than cadenzas. Obviously, nothing occurs to me. But I believe I have a precise and definite idea of what constitutes great music.




The work – and the composer


The paths towards the work are many, but preparation is necessary. On the other hand, the composer would not or should not want to be the only authority when it comes to performing a piece. If Bartók, for instance, had not laid down the law as to how a piece of his should sound, then you could say that there would be more justification to play it differently from the way in which the composer himself did.


Those are very interesting but difficult points to answer. Certainly, Bartók would have been the first to say that there are several ways of approaching things. As a counter example, we could take my former teacher, György Kurtág, whom I consider to be the greatest living composer. Kurtág is much less flexible than Bartók. He goes further than Bartók in his notation, inasmuch as he invents additional markings – for example, intermediate durations within individual crot­chets or quavers. But what can never be accurately notated is speech-melody: declamation, rhetoric, how we speak. We all speak differently – lengthen a syllable, accentuate here or there, raise or lower our voice, and so on. Bartók attempted to be as precise as possible, though at times it becomes utopian. He once said to the violinist Sándor Végh, ‘I notate for people who are not as musical as you. You don’t need these immensely detailed directions. You feel intuitively what I have written.’


Briefly, back to Kurtág – would it be possible for him to correct your playing when you perform one of his pieces?


Of course. When I play something to him he has a comment to make about every single note. He’s basically unhappy about each note, but he can sing all of them wonderfully or reproduce them on the piano. It’s almost like a psycho­logical state of mind. Kurtág is an extremely intense person, and it’s difficult or even impossible to empathise with that intensity. It would inevitably lead to stress. If anyone wants to play to Kurtág, he is always prepared to work for hours, and sometimes days, with the performer. Sometimes I say to myself, ‘God preserve the 92-year-old Kurtág until he’s 120. What would happen to this work if it was still here, and he wasn’t?’


It will be played, and it will be played in different ways, because, as we’ve said, it is ‘more’ than the composer intended to express with it.


To me, it’s incredibly important to study manuscripts and facsimiles. That way, I understand much more of the composer’s creative process and mental state. The printed music is already a completely cleansed and sanitised version. Recordings in which a composer conducts or plays his music are also interesting to me, especially when they’re made by such outstanding pianists as Bartók or Rachmaninov. They set benchmarks. Or, in another field, when Thomas Mann reads one of his stories himself it’s very instructive – even when compared to a recording by an actor. Actors often tend towards pathos when reading. Is that really necessary?


Kurtág was above all your teacher in your dealings with other composers. How did that work?


In dealing with Bach, Beethoven or Schubert, he was again concerned with detail, yet on the whole much more free. He explored and sought solutions and sounds. The same goes for my friend Heinz Holliger with his own pieces. Unlike Kurtág, Heinz is quite relaxed about dealing with different interpretations. For all the absurd difficulty of his pieces, there’s no imperative from him that dictates: ‘It must go thus.’ That certainly stems from the fact that Heinz is also a practical musician.


There’s no harm in being pragmatic, not least because interpretation is accompanied by so many imponderables, so many chance elements, which aren’t directly related to musical understanding.


Let’s suppose I have to, or want to, perform a work by a specific date. Then there’s a firm deadline, and you have to get by as well as you can. With Kurtág’s demands you will never meet your goal. Kurtág has been composing his opera Endgame, based on Samuel Beckett’s play, for many years. Maybe he’ll never finish it. The opera might just as well be called ‘Waiting for Kurtág’.*


What procedure do you adopt yourself?


I don’t give myself any deadlines. But, at the same time, I know that one day an interpretation has to be at hand and ready for performance. There’s no way around that. It’s a question of compromising between what’s ideal, and practical experience. I would never say: ‘I have to learn Brahms’s B flat Concerto in two weeks.’ That would be appalling, even if some pianists do go down that path.


Going back to composers and the development of musical history. From Bach’s objectification of the spirit to Beethoven’s subjectivity of expressive manner and personality – or, to put it another way, from a religiously and theologically firm ordering and location in God, to a space inhabited by human experiences – what does that signify to you?


What probably moves me most with Bach is his simple, artless devoutness – a complete selflessness far removed from all egocentricity. Bach is a person rooted in belief, writing for God and for his parish. At the same time, that was his duty. Bach was fully aware of who he was and what he was capable of. But he didn’t compose with his sights on posterity or eternal fame. He did what was required of him: to get a new cantata ready every other Sunday. His selflessness reminds me of the Florentine Renaissance or the Middle Ages with its great cathedrals. Who knows who their architects were? Or their stonemasons and sculptors? Haydn and Mozart, and then more fully Beethoven, already cultivated a different relationship both to themselves and to their vocation. With them, the process of subjectivity begins, which, of course, goes hand in hand with radical social changes.


But Bach’s legacy was already a presence in the Viennese classical period, and in many ways a benchmark.


That’s true. It shouldn’t be forgotten that church music also played a special role for the Viennese classical com­posers. They all wanted to write music for the church, and to become church musicians. Schubert tried hard – and was turned down. To Mozart, his C minor Mass and the Re­quiem meant a huge amount. Beethoven’s Missa solemnis, Haydn’s late Masses or the oratorios, The Creation and The Seasons – all these were of fundamental importance, and would have been unthinkable without the legacy of Bach and Handel. In this context, I sometimes reflect that the crisis in church music today probably arises out of the fact that the church no longer plays a central role in society.


How do you see the relationship between Bach’s church music and his instrumental pieces?


You can’t separate them. The sacred music encompasses a great many ‘worldly’ elements: dance movements such as minuets and bourrées, etc. Conversely, the instrumental music – the Well-Tempered Clavier, the unaccompanied sonatas and partitas for violin, the cello suites, the ‘Goldberg’ Variations – all contain movements which could have come out of the Passions or the cantatas. For example, the B minor fugue from the first book of the Well-Tempered Clavier is related to the Kyrie from the B minor Mass; the ‘Echo’ movement which concludes the French Overture quotes the choral movement ‘Sein Blut komme über uns und unsre Kinder’ from the St. Matthew Passion. If you play one of Bach’s keyboard concertos, you know that one or other of its movements comes from a cantata – for instance, in the case of the F minor Concerto, from ‘Ich steh’ mit einem Fuß im Grab’ (No.156). The piece in question has to be played and shaped against this background.


Isn’t it rather unusual that the young András Schiff already began to concentrate on Bach above all, and deliberately bypassed the ‘Sturm und Drang’ period of Chopin, Schumann or Liszt?


I’ve always felt Bach as liberating. His so-called rigour often proves to be an illusion. The fact that Bach prescribes so little – hardly any tempi, no dynamic markings, no phrasing, no articulation – is very interesting to young people: it allows you to express yourself through him. My teacher George Malcolm encouraged this kind of freedom. To put it in a nutshell, you can play a Bach fugue in ten different tempi and the result is usually impressive. If you take Chopin, he allows much less freedom. People are mistaken if they think that just because Chopin is a romantic composer, they can handle him in any way they like. That’s a real mistake: the slightest exaggeration can degenerate into tastelessness. With Bach, I felt more in my element, and still do.


How should we imagine the way you prepare, when you practise?


I begin every day with Bach – usually for about an hour. I used to torture myself with Czerny, which of course wasn’t exactly stimulating for the mind. On the other hand, it teaches you the fingering for a B flat major scale, chromatic thirds, and so on. The daily grind of learning. Later, I discovered that I could get my ‘training’ under way better with Bach – a refreshment for the body, soul and spirit. One’s flexibility and fluidity benefit enormously, for instance in the ‘Goldberg’ Variations, where the hands cross over each other. To me, it’s pure physical pleasure, so long as one doesn’t suffer from arthritis.


George Malcolm could have made you swear allegiance to the harpsichord.


It was in fact that great harpsichordist who told me it was absolutely unimportant which instrument Bach was played on. Of course, stylistic awareness is a prerequisite for a good interpretation, and it’s precisely in the case of baroque music that improvisation and freedom play an important role.


At what point do improvisatory freedom and ornamentation end?


I find the limit is more or less reached with Beethoven. Even in early Beethoven sonatas, with the exception of the Op.49 pair, I don’t add any ornaments. On the other hand, with Haydn or Mozart I do, because we know from the sources that it’s an integral part of the style. Bach provides this freedom himself. If we look at the sarabandes from the English Suites, we find that Bach writes out some of the ornamentation in the doubles, or quasi-variations, giving us a template for their use as repeats. The repeats have to be shaded and phrased differently. Old-fashioned, dyed in the wool musicologists don’t understand that. Until recently, you were taught to give notes the exact duration they had on the page. Added trills, mordents and cadenzas were strictly forbidden. If those teachers had read the books by Carl Philipp Emmanuel Bach or Leopold Mozart, they would have noticed that musicology, fantasy and taste go hand in hand. Unfortunately, in some institutions music teaching is still like the agenda of a police state. Dreadful!


Is it especially difficult to play Bach from memory?


That’s what people usually say. I’ve never found it to be so, since I’m lucky enough to have a good memory which works ideally for Bach. To me, contemporary pieces are much harder. That probably has something to do with a lack of motivation. As someone over the age of 60, I’d rather still learn and play The Art of Fugue, probably from the music. I’m too old to play the whole thing from memory. One’s brain has a certain capacity, and I’ve probably reached mine, since I’d like to be able to keep the things that I already have in my head.


What’s wrong with playing from the music? Richter, for instance, regularly did that in his later years.


There’s nothing wrong with it, really, apart from the imponderables of looking up at the music, and the page-turning.


It’s important, too, for the contrapuntal structures to be made audible without straining. That’s a matter of articulation in particular, which has to carry the flow of the discourse.


On top of that there’s the music’s liveliness, which is expressed through its dance-like character. I like to allow music to speak, to sing, but also to dance.


There are many movements in the suites that are quite appropiate for that.


In the suites and also in the Well-Tempered Clavier. Many musicians forget to bear the dance elements in mind. In a piece in ¾ time, for instance, not all the steps or all the crotchets are alike. Detached, unphrased notes should be held for a little longer than half their notated value. That produces the music’s breathing and pulsation which are so important. The first beat isn’t always stressed. Which are the ‘strong’ and the ‘weak’ parts of the bar? There’s a lot of thought to be given to that. In Bach, Haydn or Mozart, the notated text doesn’t tell us how long the notes actually are. CPE Bach and Leopold Mozart describe quite precisely what needs to be done.


Are there any other Bach interpretations that you can accept?


Why not? I’m very open-minded. In my youth I was strongly influenced by Glenn Gould; later, increasingly less so. Then, Edwin Fischer became very important, and that’s still true: his stance, his inner focus are to my taste. Gould, the technology-freak, broke the pieces down in his recordings into dozens of takes, and then assembled the snippets into a whole. That’s something quite alien to me. I play the piece three times and that’s it – even if I don’t achieve absolute perfection. Gould, on the other hand, made music like a film director: studio work was of absolutely central importance to him.


Did you ever meet?


Once I was playing the ‘Goldberg’ Variations in Toronto and it was broadcast over the radio. Gould heard it. We got to know each other, and he made quite precise comments and was extremely friendly. In addition to pianists, musicians like Casals have influenced me a great deal.


How do you prepare for your concerts? There’s not only a lot of effort that goes into them, but on top of that there’s hard work virtually from day to day.


That’s true. Just read biographies of Rubinstein, Menuhin, Casals, Cortot: they all gave more than 200 concerts a year. Of course, travel was different then: you travelled by train or ship, didn’t have any jetlag and didn’t suffer hours of agony at airports. All the same, hats off! As far as I’m concerned, no concert on a day of travel: so much can go wrong. In addition, my ears and my spirit aren’t completely ‘with it’ in the new place. Physical alertness and precision are very important, which means no alcohol before a concert (afterwards, certainly), but a good lunch and a siesta – which is increasingly difficult these days because even the best hotels are not immune to noise. I go to the concert hall early, prepare myself inwardly. The first note is hugely significant.


What does that mean in concrete terms?


I live through the concert already, even before the first note is sounded. The music has to come out of silence, out of peacefulness. Physical presence comes into it, of course, if you want to play the ‘Goldberg’ Variations or the Well-Tempered Clavier well. When I was young, I didn’t understand much about all that, but I was already aware that I had the ability to focus myself and concentrate. By the way, you can train yourself to do that. Goethe described Beethoven as compact, resolute and collected. The same goes for practising, which doesn’t have to be for eight hours. As soon as I feel fatigue, I stop. I don’t force myself: I’d rather make myself an espresso or read a few pages of a good book.


Where does your fabulous memory come from?


Well, it’s not so fabulous. It’s probably more a stroke of luck. It’s not inbred, and it’s not much use for new music. Playing from memory has its advantages. You don’t have to look at the music, which can be tiring; you can close your eyes and concentrate better. How do I learn? To begin with I read, study and analyse a work exclusively from the score. Only once I’ve gone through this process do I go to the piano, and in the end I no longer need the score.


How is your inner hearing?


Rather good. I can already hear a piece when I read it. When playing a Schubert sonata, for instance, I don’t visualise the score with my inner eye, with page numbers at the top and bottom – I don’t have a photographic memory. Everything is auditory. I hear sounds, structures, harmonies, modulations – the whole itinerary. With Bach, I hear the individual voices in particular. His music isn’t simply linear, so I hear perhaps between three and six ‘texts’ together.


How do you practise?


Very deliberately. I practise efficiently and economic­ally. That’s something I learned from my teacher Ferenc Rados: no time-wasting! Concentration and intelligence! Nothing mechanical, nothing motoric! In a conservatoire, you can often hear dreadful things. A difficult passage in Chopin played 250 times fortissimo prestissimo, with the result that it gets progressively worse. At first you should practise slowly. Only an idiot would begin practising Chopin’s Etudes Op.25 No.6 and Op.10 No.2, or the fugue from Beethoven’s ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata, up to speed. Dynamics should ini­tially be restrained. Musical details and phrasing have to be correctly formed together. Together with phrasing and articulation, attention must always be paid to the quality of sound. When you practise scales, fingering is important, but even then the sound has to be heeded. On the piano this is especially tricky, because you’re generally playing more than just a single note. The art of playing the piano consists of achieving the best possible distribution or balance of the voices. In a six- or eight-part chord no two notes are equal. That makes it very difficult, but hearing polyphonically is the First Commandment. The determining of these relationships begins with practising.


The in-depth analysis of the piece comes before this technical process.


Of course. Take the beginning of Beethoven’s Fourth Piano Concerto. The first chord has eight notes. It has to be balanced: which of the notes – G, B and D – has to predominate in the various registers, and in what way? If the chord is simply struck it sounds terrible. In principle, you have to build up the sounds from below, from the bass. For that reason, it’s also justifiable to play the left hand a fraction of a second ahead of the right, as great pianists used to do. These days that’s regarded as sacrilegious, but it’s perfectly reasonable for the whole thing to have a constructional aspect – like a pyramid stretching upwards.





* Meanwhile, against all odds, Kurtág did complete his opera, which was premiered at La Scala Milan on 15 November 2018.




On Haydn and Beethoven


How should Haydn be played?


Haydn is not so far off from Bach, but his long life allowed him to follow the development of the instrument closely and he showed a lively interest in its evolution. His early pieces are for harpsichord, but after that he gradually began writing for various kinds of fortepianos – first, for ­Viennese models, and later for English instruments, which had a much more powerful sound as well as a wider keyboard compass. Haydn got to know them in London, where he enjoyed his greatest successes. In the comparatively early Sonata in C minor, we find, for the first time, directions such as crescendo, diminuendo, forte, piano, so it’s clear that this work was already conceived not for the harpsichord, on which such dynamics would be unthinkable, but for the piano. So already with this sonata you have to articulate and phrase very precisely and clearly. Mind you, that goes for the symphonies and Masses, too, which I conduct with great pleasure. The many semiquaver passages for the first violins should not simply be run through: they have to be shaped. The same applies to the piano. Sometimes three notes have to be slurred, and the next three separated; sometimes it’s the other way around. Of course, attention has to be paid to the harmonic development, too.


Ornaments are allowed – indeed, desirable?


You could put it this way: take fermatas – Haydn doesn’t mean the performer to grind to a halt, a standstill, he expects him to play a short improvisation. That leads us to Haydn as the great master of rhetoric. His music speaks much more than it sings. Rather than produce broad melodies and big melodic arches, he tends to work with concentrated motifs and cells. That had a profound influence above all on Beet­hoven, who built up his music with similar architectural means.


What significance does Beethoven have for you?


It would be hard to overestimate it. These days, I place Beet­hoven above Mozart, because he stirs me more from an existential point of view. With his very greatest works I feel, in a similar way as I do with Bach, something metaphysical and cosmic. The late sonatas, the ‘Diabelli’ Variations, the string quartets and the Missa solemnis – these works open up incredible vistas. Of course, this assessment might seem subjective. A marginal comment: when I was young, I had absolutely no affinity for the ‘Waldstein’ sonata.


Why not?


Hard to say. I stupidly thought that nothing interesting could come out of the key of C major. Then I realised the opposite – also in connection with the First Piano Concerto. The fact that I had to grapple for so long with Beethoven is due to the many sided nature of his persona, the unprecedented multiplicity of richness. There’s the heroic Beethoven, but also the dramatic; then the comic, witty and humorous; and the lyrical, tender Beethoven, as, for instance, in the F sharp major Sonata. And everywhere, human warmth. No one is more human than Beethoven.


There’s something else, too. No other composer created a cycle, as Beethoven did with his 32 piano sonatas, which convey virtually his entire creative biography. For that reason, it’s vital to perform the sonatas in chronological order.


We spoke about that at length in the Beethoven book we did together.* ‘Vital’ is perhaps putting it too strongly. But chronological performance is probably the best solution. In any case, it’s a mistake for a pianist to play only with an eye on the box-office – that’s to say to play at least one ‘famous’ sonata in each programme. I could add a small, and not terribly pleasant, story. When, between 2004 and 2008, I played the complete cycle over the course of four nights at each location, the schedule included the Theater an der Wien – where, incidentally, the premiere of Beethoven’s Fidelio took place. The first two concerts went without a hitch. For the third, all of a sudden, there wasn’t enough rehearsal time available to me. The theatre intendant explained to me at length that the hall wasn’t free because tourists were being shown around backstage. We seemed to agree that the concert should be cancelled and that I should continue the cycle with the third concert at the scheduled date of the fourth. But when the intendant noticed that the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata had already been announced for the fourth concert, he didn’t want to allow me to play the previous programme which contained, among other things, the two Op.14 sonatas instead. Things went so far that the entire remainder of the cycle fell by the wayside. That’s Vienna for you.


In other words, it makes no sense to differentiate between the well-known and the lesser-known sonatas in terms of quality.


And furthermore it would be a mistake to underestimate the public. On the contrary, the public is generally very discerning and cultured. The yardstick isn’t the lowest common denominator, but the aware listener.


Can Beethoven change your life?


For me, that definitely holds true. My range of sound on the piano has become richer, more full and more differentiated through Beethoven. After I had played Beethoven extensively, my Schubert playing also changed: it became more focused and more concentrated in terms of sound. Beethoven writes very full-bloodedly. Sometimes you’re playing two fistfuls. Unlike with Mozart or Schubert, you frequently find six- or eight-voiced chords. However, with sound clusters of that kind it’s very important to differentiate the sound. It’s a question of ‘voicing’.


Is Beethoven harder than other composers for women pianists?


Masculinity isn’t necessarily a prerequisite for great Beet­hoven playing. There have been some marvellous female Beethoven players: Myra Hess, for instance, or Annie ­Fischer. It’s true that Beethoven is very masculine, but that shouldn’t tempt one to force. Beyond any qualities of ‘masculinity’ or ‘femininity’ there’s the question of humour, which prompts me to add this: many pianists are wary of playing short notes. Already in their piano lessons they learn that short notes are forbidden. But there are places where short notes produce a very witty effect: when I begin Haydn’s late C major sonata by using just one finger, for instance, or when I play the displaced chords in Beethoven’s G major sonata from Op.31. To me, that’s plainly a part of the music’s character.


That also goes against the false ideal of ‘beautiful sound’.


Absolutely. Short notes aren’t beautiful, but so what? It always depends on their context and function. On top of that, Beethoven is the first composer to have prescribed extraordinary pedal markings in a quite revolutionary way. In the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata, or in the recitative-like passages of the ‘Tempest’, Op.31 No.2, and of Op.110, Beethoven writes enormously long pedal indications so that the sounds are blurred together. He clearly wants a quite special effect. But again, that’s something that’s frowned upon in orthodox teaching: ‘if you wouldn’t mind, please change the pedal with each new harmony’. Beethoven deliberately writes against rules like that, and his wish has to be respected. Questions of taste don’t come into it, it’s just conscientious interpretation.


Schubert has always been especially close to you.


I never had any fights or frights with him. Work, certainly, but no conflicts as with Beethoven. On the other hand, there are terrifying passages in Schubert, too, which seem designed to torment you. I’m thinking of the C minor Sonata, or the slow movement of the late A major.


Song-like moments in Schubert are very much to the fore.


I would go so far as to say that Lieder are almost omnipresent. That’s why it’s been such a fine and important experience for me to have worked with great singers of both sexes – with Peter Schreier, Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, Robert Holl and Cecilia Bartoli, for example. Among singers, Schreier was my most important partner.


You have also been one of the few pianists to have played Schubert’s sonatas in cycles.


That was in the late eighties and early nineties. The reason behind it was purely love and interest. There had hardly been any Schubert cycles before. I had already played the sonatas at the Schubertiads in Hohenems and Feldkirch and had gradually built up the complete repertoire there. What’s also fascinating about Schubert is that, unlike with Beethoven, there isn’t a long history of interpretation attached to every piece. With Beethoven we think of Schnabel, Backhaus, Gulda, Annie Fischer, Serkin or Brendel. For young pianists, that can be a real burden, because you can’t simply ignore those masters – and even less imitate them. Only Schubert’s B flat Sonata has a comparable interpretative tradition. So I could assimilate most of Schubert’s works above all by way of my own experiences and my feeling for the style. That was absolutely liberating. It was much the same with Haydn.


What does one have to look out for in particular when playing Schubert?


His forms are looser than Beethoven’s. The ‘problem’ is that many of the works can often disintegrate into separate sections if the performer doesn’t hold them together. The binding force is rhythm. If the underlying rhythm is right, you can be freer with the details. The melody with Schubert is a given, anyway, and is self-evident; the harmony, with its amazing modulations, is a miracle that is sui generis. The rhythm provides the vertical element, the structure. It’s a prejudice to think that rhythm isn’t so important for romantic music. The opposite is true: Chopin is the best proof of that. When the rhythm is right in Schubert, the ‘heavenly lengths’ which Schumann spoke of aren’t felt as longueurs.


Can you give an example of particular difficulties in terms of holding a work together?


It’s very hard to hold the first movement of the B flat Sonata together. That’s partly because of the many fermatas, which you have to situate carefully somewhere between flowing peacefulness and eerie silence; or, with regard to the rhythm, between duple and triplet motion. Then you don’t need much rubato – it’s written-in.


And the sound?


That’s also not easy, but very natural. Schubert composed much more transparently than Beethoven. On the other hand, Schubert’s sound world is very vulnerable, which brings it close to Mozart’s. Strangely enough, I think it’s much less easy to destroy Beethoven’s works, because their form holds them together in any case. Schubert’s works, on the contrary, can fall to pieces, or can lose their tension.
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