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INTRODUCTION

The conversations with Garrick Ohlsson published in this book were held in February and April 2018.

Most of our meetings took place at the pianist’s home in San Francisco – a beautiful place, filled with the music of the nut-brown Bösendorfer in the living room and with the decorated frame of one of the mirrors capturing a sketched portrait of Paderewski alongside a likeness of Chopin. Everything – not least the generous hospitality of the host – produced a special atmosphere, just as a well-chosen venue and lighting create the ideal conditions for a piano recital.

During that February week Garrick Ohlsson played Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto at Davies Symphony Hall with the San Francisco Symphony conducted by Herbert Blomstedt, so his evening performances complemented for me the two afternoons we spent in conversation. Our last discussion, picking up where we left off, was held in Wrocław in April, the day after a recital comprising Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 28, Op. 101; two Etudes by Scriabin (Op. 65, no. 1 and Op. 8 No. 10); his Prelude (Op. 59 No. 2); his Poème (Op. 32 No. 1); his Sonata No. 5 (Op. 53) and Franz Schubert’s Sonata in A major (D. 959). We devoted much time to the treatment of this last piece, discussing various details of Ohlsson’s interpretation.

Garrick Ohlsson is an unparalleled conversationalist, just as he is an unparalleled pianist – mindful of the choices he makes, erudite, possessed of a unique, artistic disposition, naturally charismatic, elegant and open. 

The topics I planned to cover in our conversations – and had it been possible, there could certainly have been many more – and the complex issues raised I shared with him in advance, so that in his replies he sometimes refers to a question that had not been raised at that point, but was featured in one of my letters. It’s also true that many of the things we discuss arose spontaneously. 

Garrick Ohlsson, while talking, illustrates his musical ideas – he sings parts of pieces, plays on the table as if it were a piano. This kind of response I have tried to include in the book by printing musical examples. They are just as much a part of his responses as the words he chooses.

I am grateful to Garrick Ohlsson for his time and his considered responses to my questions. I hope too that I have gone some way towards successfully presenting a faithful portrait of this exceptional pianist. 

 

KAMILA STĘPIEŃ-KUTERA
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Garrick Ohlsson would like to express his appreciation to Kamila Stępień-Kutera, whose deep knowledge and perceptiveness shaped the interviews that make up this book, as well as his thanks to Robert Guter for his help with editing the English language edition.
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I would like to dedicate my work to the memory of Professor Michał Bristiger, to whom I am forever grateful, and to my husband, Jarek, and my son, Konstanty, without whose support and love none of this would have been possible.
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A PIANIST’S
EDUCATION


.

 


The personality of a pianist is influenced by the people around him, and it changes over time. What made you the pianist you are today? How did it start?

I am an only child. Neither my parents nor anybody in my family were musicians.

My mother was born in New York of Sicilian immigrants who came to America by ship in the, when America was the land of dreams for poor Europeans. They achieved very modest success here. Among my Sicilian and Swedish ancestors there were no musicians that I know of, although I was told that my Sicilian grandmother’s grandfather – so, four generations back – was a good country violinist who played at weddings and parties. But I don’t even know his name, so that’s more like a legend from ancient times. I don’t know where we got it, but we had some kind of old upright piano. By the time I was three, I was trying to pick out melodies. My mother even wrote in her diary: ‘Garrick seems to be interested in the piano.’ And she added: ‘Who knows? Maybe someday he will be another Rachmaninov.’ Later, my father was transferred from New York to South Carolina. My parents sold the piano – we didn’t have any instrument and I didn’t think about it at all. I was just a completely average, normal boy, four years old, to five, to six. We came back north when I was six, and I began to go to school. I still wasn’t thinking about music. But when I was eight my parents got a small upright piano because they both – my father in Sweden, where he came from – had piano lessons when they were that age, so they felt it was part of growing up.

My mother took me to the Westchester Conservatory of Music in White Plains, in those days a small, local school. The director was a Russian immigrant. He was tall, with long, silver hair, and he smoked with a cigarette holder, like a character in a Hollywood film. In 1956 he must have been about sixty-five years old. He was trying to be grand and superior to the locals, I suppose. With his deep voice and Russian accent, he seemed scary to me. If the school accepted a child, the parents had to sign an agreement to buy six months of lessons – a guaranteed business deal, very American. Because my mother wasn’t sure if I would be interested enough, she asked: ‘But if he doesn’t like it after a few times, can I take the rest of the lessons?’ The answer was, ‘Of course, no problem.’ 

My mother did play piano, and she must be where my musical talent comes from. She did not play very well, but her tone was not bad and she could pick out melodies. She had a real, natural feel for music, and she responded to music deeply without having been educated very much. If she heard a singer on the radio or on a recording who had a beautiful voice, she would immediately respond to the beauty of the voice and the music. My father liked music, but it wasn’t the same kind of immediate understanding of what is and is not beautiful, or even what he liked or didn’t like – that strong feeling that musical people have very naturally.



TOM
LISHMAN

And so I started lessons with my first teacher, an Englishman from Leeds, Tom Lishman – Tom, not Thomas. I took to piano playing like a fish to water. I just started swimming immediately; I loved it. I was lucky with him because he had two significant qualities: he was good with children – in other words, psychologically, he liked to teach children – but he was also a cultured man. Moreover, he had studied with two important people. First, Frida van Dieren, who was a prominent student of Busoni, an Englishwoman, the wife of the Dutch composer Bernard van Dieren. And second, Tom had also attended master classes with Cortot, who gave plenty of them, I think even in England, but certainly in France, where Tom probably went. Cortot was a little bit like Liszt: when he taught master classes, there were hundreds of people there. Some of them played under his guidance, but above all he was very inspiring and very generous in sharing his experience.

Tom therefore had a deep appreciation of music at a high level. During his stay in London he had the opportunity to attend all sorts of concerts, and he heard the world’s greatest pianists. His combined knowledge and intuition enabled him to recognise a talented student and to develop the talent he heard. I didn’t know all of this – I was just lucky. I loved him. He was very, very good at what he did. I started in September 1956, when the school year began. The lessons proceeded according to a method called John Thompson Piano Studies, divided into years: year one, year two, a progressive, standard way of teaching. By Christmas I had completed the first four years, but I still wasn’t conscious that my progress was faster than average – although I felt it was rather easy for me. But I also had an idea of some difficulties because I was constantly being challenged.

After a few months my teacher signed me up for the Christmastime children’s recital at the conservatory. This conservatory had, I think, about forty students studying there. It was a very small school. But in order to be on the programme, the director had to hear you. It was the first time for me. I didn’t even know what an audition was. I entered the hall, and the director sat at the back. ‘What are you prepared to play?’ he asked. I played Clementi’s First Sonatina:



[image: Example 1]
Example 1. Muzio Clementi, Sonatina in C major, Op. 38 No. 1, bars 1–2, right hand part



After I finished, he didn’t say anything. Tom, my teacher, called me later and said, ‘You’ve been accepted to play at the recital.’ I was excited, though I didn’t know what a recital was. In those days programmes for such concerts were mimeographed. I think the same method was used in Poland – it was cheap, and you could print a lot of copies. So there was a flimsy mimeographed programme, and I was placed at the end, after fifteen or sixteen children. Some were as young as six, many were older, but I was the one who was placed at the end. I had no idea why I had to wait so long for my turn. I sat there and I heard how terribly most of the children played. I suddenly realised, for the first time, that I was different. Those children had wrong notes, bad rhythm, memory, nerves. They would stop in the middle and run crying to their mothers. And I thought, ‘What’s wrong? It’s hard, but it’s not that hard.’ Finally, I played, and the whole audience applauded a great deal. They liked it. I didn’t play one wrong note, and even the director congratulated me. He said, ‘Young man, you didn’t play any wrong notes. Very good, good rhythm, good.’ 

I didn’t know anything. But that’s when I got the idea that I could play for people. I wasn’t nervous. I was excited. I didn’t know if they liked me, and then I got praised. So that’s a fantastic motivation. And yet it could have been different – even with very talented people it doesn’t always go well during the first time in public, because people bring many different psychological aspects of their life to everything they do. In short, it was my debut. That was the first time I thought, ‘I’m better than most of these kids.’ Nevertheless, I still didn’t know what it actually meant, but I was incredibly enthusiastic and I kept on studying a lot, making very good progress. Every year I played in the children’s recitals, and when I was nine I began to accompany a couple of violinists who studied with a friend of my teacher’s, a South African, one of those very small, older ladies who look a little bit like a beer barrel on two sticks. She had a very high voice, and she would always say: ‘Garrick, stop playing so loud, You can’t hear the violin!’ Well, I was nine years old and very happy to play loud. She wasn’t angry with me – she explained the issues of power and listening, and balance. It was an important lesson: so right from the start I was collaborating with other people. I was continually making a lot of progress, and by the time I was about eleven, we went to Europe one summer to visit my father’s family in Sweden. My mother, who was always very imaginative, said: ‘We’ve come all this way. We have to do something else.’ So we went to Rome for a few days and London for a few days. I had been to Europe when I was two, but I remember nothing of that trip. By the way: one small anecdote about me – I was ‘made in Sweden’. We know exactly where and when.


 So you are partly European.

Yes, I suppose I am some kind of European. Anyway, by conception. Since we were stopping in London and Tom Lishman was going to be there, too, he arranged for me to play for his teacher. I think he wanted her blessing, just to sort of say, ‘I think you’ve got a really, really good one there.’ I prepared a programme – Beethoven’s Op. 22 Sonata, Liszt’s Eleventh Hungarian Rhapsody, Chopin’s Nocturne in C-sharp minor, Op. 27 No. 2, and Moszkowski’s Etude in G, not one of the famous ones. Something just to show off brilliance. So, see? Polish composers already. But of course I didn’t know where anybody was from. You don’t know those things when you’re a kid. Frida van Dieren, a very distinguished old lady, heard me and gave Tom the assurance he needed. By the time I was thirteen, I’d been studying with Tom for five years. He was also very inspirational about music in general. It wasn’t only the piano. From him I learned that music is about something much bigger than the piano, much bigger than yourself. It’s about communication. It’s not only piano music but a whole world of music. He introduced me to great choral and chamber music – he played a lot of collaborative music, too. I remember when I was ten, he played, with his South African friend, Bartók’s First Violin Sonata. I had never heard atonal music before. The concert took place in the small conservatory hall. They began, and the violin came in on – as it seemed to me – the completely wrong note. I burst into laughter and my mother had to take me out. I couldn’t believe that something that sounded so wrong – and that I wasn’t permitted to do – was being played by grownup people. ‘Why can’t I do it?’ I revolted.



SASCHA
GORODNITZKI.
JUILLIARD
SCHOOL
OF MUSIC

By the time I was thirteen, Tom realised that in order for me to progress, I would need greater challenges than the conservatory in White Plains was giving me. I would need to be with more talented young artists. Somehow, he reached the famous Sascha Gorodnitzki and managed to set up an audition. One Sunday afternoon I went with my parents and Tom to Gorodnitzki’s beautiful apartment on Central Park West, on the fourth floor. It was a huge apartment; the living room alone, overlooking Central Park, with had two Steinway concert grand pianos, with enough space to present concerts for a hundred people. Gorodnitzki was an impressive, good-looking man. I was quite nervous and excited. I had already heard recordings of him playing – and we have to remember that not everybody made recordings in those days. Gorodnitzki wasn’t a superstar, but he was famous enough to command respect, somebody to be reckoned with. I also knew that through his teacher Joseph Lhévinne he was heir to Anton Rubinstein’s style of piano playing. In terms of pedigree, that was additionally impressive.


You were surrounded by exceptional and varied traditions, because through your first teacher you inherited something from Cortot and Busoni.

Yes, exactly. Tom was not so influenced by Cortot. He said Cortot wasn’t such a good teacher – he would rather inspire you and then push you to do something but without giving precise directions on how to reach the goal, whereas Busoni was extremely methodical and very exact. When we talk about my teacher’s playing traditions, we should mention of course that Josef Hofmann was also a pupil of Anton Rubinstein. Rubinstein apparently was both inspirational and extremely precise. My subsequent teacher, Olga Barabini, who studied with Hofmann, told me that he was difficult as a pedagogue because he could be unbelievably inspiring, or else, sometimes, unexpectedly, he would sit quietly, like a scientist in a laboratory, and speak in dry and extremely precise sentences. You never knew which to expect. Many of the great masters, like Hofmann, could be arbitrary in that way. If the teacher was in a bad mood, the lesson could be limited to two sentences: ‘Play something’ and ‘Thank you, see you next week.’ I’ve heard a lot of stories, almost mythical, about Josef Hofmann studying with Anton Rubinstein. It was in Berlin, and apparently, they had a very intense and special relationship. The legend has it that when Hofmann was eighteen, Rubinstein just touched him and Hofmann’s sound was changed – he sounded completely grown up. At the next lesson, when he sat and played something, Rubinstein said: ‘You are ready now.’ 

But back to my story: on the afternoon I auditioned for Gorodnitzki, I played a thirty-five-minute recital for him. Then we sat down to discuss the possibilities. He declared he would like me to study with him. He taught at the big Juilliard School, the so-called university level. I wasn’t old enough to be enrolled there, but Juilliard had a preparatory division with a separate faculty, and that’s technically where I had to be till age eighteen. My mother and father had no experience in such things. My mother asked: ‘Will Garrick be good enough to get in?’ and Gorodnitzki said, ‘Mrs Ohlsson, if I want to take him, the rest is only a formality.’ Whereas my father, who was very practical, asked about the possibility of getting a scholarship. In those days, the system was very democratic. I hope that’s still the case. You would qualify for financial assistance only if you needed it. The scholarship could be complete, covering the whole cost of the school, but since my family was doing pretty well, I was given a small, partial scholarship. Besides, my father highly valued America for what he, a Swede, perceived as its democratic principles, so he welcomed this arrangement. From age thirteen, in September of 1961, I traveled down from White Plains to New York City every Saturday, where I would go to Sascha Gorodnitzki’s beautiful apartment, and each time, waiting to have a lesson, I would hear who was playing before me, and they were always much older and much better than me.

I also took part in Gorodnitzki’s ‘performance class’, as he called it. He didn’t give master classes much, but he would have special gatherings at his apartment where he would show off three or four of his students who were ready to play. These were students of every age from fifteen to twenty-seven, people who were studying for master’s, even doctoral degrees – I felt very small there. Their repertoire and performances constantly impressed me – and of course that’s exactly what Gorodnitzki wanted for me: to be motivated to develop against some of the best.

The first piece I played with Gorodnitzki was the Second Partita of Bach:
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Example 2. Johann Sebastian Bach, Partita in C minor, BWV 826, Sinfonia, bars 1–2



We didn’t know about Baroque practices then, and he came from several generations before. I remember I played the first bars. He was always a gentleman, never nasty, never raising his voice. He was very serious and firm. ‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘Let me show you something.’ And he sat down and continued: ‘You play very well. And what you do is fine in White Plains, New York, but it’s not fine for Carnegie Hall.’ And I didn’t feel he was criticising me – I never imagined playing at Carnegie Hall. In those days my parents and Tom were taking me to hear the world’s best pianists, opera, symphonic music, and chamber music. I was lucky to grow up near New York City, where everything is going on all the time. By the time I was eight I had already heard several lesser-known pianists playing in smaller or bigger halls, and I was quite impressed. But then I heard Arthur Rubinstein for the first time when I was nine. It was at Carnegie Hall, where he played three recitals a year; they were always sold out, which nobody does these days. It was a different time, a very different time and era in culture.


Musicians such as Rubinstein were superstars.

They were superstars, and their legend persists today. Carnegie Hall and other similar places didn’t routinely present their own concerts, but instead rented their halls to soloists and ensembles. Only the New York Philharmonic played there permanently, so four nights a week Carnegie Hall wasn’t available to anyone else. The rental was very expensive, so you had to be convinced of the potential profit from ticket sales if you decided to do it. Rubinstein, one of the biggest superstars in the world, was always selling out. The first time I heard him, the hall was so full that even stage seats were sold. I had never pictured such a thing: a beautiful hall, unbelievably excited people, a mixture of languages – lots of Poles, lots of Russians, lots of Germans. You could imagine what a strong experience it must have been for a nine-year-old boy.

Luckily, Rubinstein played only Chopin that evening. He began, which is very ambitious, with the F-sharp minor Polonaise, Op. 44. At that point, I had already heard many other pianists, but I had never heard anybody like that. Moreover, he looked great. He was still only in his early seventies, with white hair, and he was bursting with energy. You just knew that something important was going to happen. He had this ‘something’. As soon as you saw him, you gained confidence that it was going to be beautiful – and it was. It was fantastic. I don’t remember the whole programme anymore, but he finished with the G minor Ballade. And though I had never heard it before, I can almost swear that I remember every note of that interpretation. It’s an impression rather than a fact – but I can definitely remember the first theme and the second theme and the excitement of the coda. I was just out of my mind with excitement. I guess that my emotions were similar to those that most nine-year-old boys get about sports.

Rubinstein gave eight encores, which was unimaginable to me. Other pianists gave one, two, maybe three. He was called to the stage eight times, and afterwards the public wasn’t going anyplace, nobody was leaving the hall. I remember at one point my mother – always very empathetic – sighed anxiously: ‘Let the poor man go, he’s tired,’ and someone said: ‘He is not tired at all, just look at him!’ The first encores were Chopin, then, among others, his famous interpretation of Manuel de Falla’s Ritual Fire Dance. By the time I was thirteen, I had heard many great virtuosos: Richter, the young Ashkenazy, Gilels, Michelangeli, Claudio Arrau. Moreover, some equally prominent even if less famous pianists, some of them wonderful. From Guiomar Novaes, the great Brazilian pianist, I stole the inner voice in the C-sharp minor Waltz of Chopin – she played it like the old pianists used to do, like Rachmaninov, but she was the first one I heard in such an interpretation, a magical one. It was really a first-rate musical education, complemented of course with listening to recordings.

So this is the context in which, at my first lesson with Gorodnitzki, he told me that my performance of Bach’s partita was good, but not enough for Carnegie Hall. He said; ‘Let me show you how to approach it, how to get more weight in the sound, how to balance it, how to make the bass and the treble work together’ – things that practically any good teacher can indicate. But when I came home from that first lesson with him, where my mother was waiting for me very excited, and I played for her, she said: ‘Something big has changed. You sound completely different.’ For my parents it was very important. They followed my progress and wanted to know if I was improving – lessons were a bit expensive, I was only thirteen, and they didn’t want me to take the train to New York alone, so they would have to bring me. It all required love, time, and effort.


They needed to be sure that it was worth it – that you really wanted to do it.

Exactly. And what I showed her that day convinced my mother immediately. And so we decided. I went to lessons every Saturday – usually first to Gorodnitzki’s apartment, then to the Juilliard School for a theory class and a chamber music class. It filled my whole Saturday afternoons. In those days, the Metropolitan Opera was broadcasting live, so sometimes in the car going or coming, or in between, we would be listening. Those were all ideal conditions for musical development, although I didn’t realise it then. I progressed very well. Parallel to this, I was still going to normal public high school, a very good one in White Plains. I was lucky to be living in a prosperous community with access to an excellent education. I had good teachers, and even though I wasn’t outstanding in all fields, I did well at school and I worked hard. 
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Garrick Ohlsson with his parents, Alvar and Paulyne Ohlsson, at the 1970 Chopin Competition in Warsaw.
Photo by Andrzej Zborski. Pianist’s private collection



By the time I was fifteen or so, I was very good at mathematics. My school evaluated your learning as slow, medium, fast, and super-fast. I was in the super-fast mathematics group. We were studying almost at a university level, but it required a lot of effort and individual work. Already in October, soon after the school year had begun, the teacher announced that it was only going to get tougher every week – that’s why he asked us for a decision: if we were ready for such a sacrifice, if anybody would like not to continue, we could go back to the regular math class. I was too proud to admit that I couldn’t do it – so I stayed. A month later I started to understand that the work on advanced mathematics was incompatible with my involvement in music and piano. Therefore I went to him – he was a rather strict, hard man – and resigning from the class, I apologised: ‘I should have got out before.’ He smiled, in spite of my fears, and said – because by this time I was a minor local celebrity – ‘I know you are a pianist. I’ve heard you play. I’m a pianist too. If I could play like you, I would take all of these mathematics books and I would throw them in the river.’ He added: ‘Now you are in a very comfortable situation because you need to stay in mathematics classes, but for the next two and half years you won’t have to do any work. You know it all by now.’ It was like getting a present. Today I realise I was lucky, the fates were smiling down on me, surrounding me with so many supportive people.

I was constantly becoming a better pianist. It was at that time, when I was fifteen, Gorodnitzki thought I was ready to perform at his ‘performance class’, so I played the Rachmaninov Third Concerto at his apartment, and as a very young musician, I became a bit of a celebrity in that context, too. I continued to have successes, and I played more concerts – I loved doing this. Every summer I would study with Gorodnitzki privately. He demanded it from me and my parents, and rightly so, because if you have a promising talent, it needs constant work and does not allow holiday breaks. While other children got summer jobs or went to sports camps, I was studying the piano.



BUSONI
COMPETITION

I was eighteen when my father decided to visit his family again in Sweden. We planned a month’s stay in Europe – Gorodnitzki agreed, thinking that I should use this trip to take part in some piano competition. Not the biggest yet, such as the Chopin Competition in Warsaw or the Tchaikovsky in Moscow, but significant enough that success would be a positive career step. I took part in the Busoni Competition in Bolzano – and, by accident, I won. I say ‘by accident’ because Gorodnitzki also sent two older students, both of whom seemed more reliable candidates. I turned out to be a natural competitor. I did better under pressure, it worked positively, and I wasn’t afraid. Of course, I felt the tension, but at the same time I played without expecting to win. 


Besides, it was northern Italy, it was beautiful, it was summer – a great experience. Just being around all those other talented participants was stimulating – plus the controversies surrounding the competition, and the discussions in newspapers. I won, ahead of a fantastic pianist, five years older than me – Richard Goode. I thought he should have won. He was more mature, and he played the Op. 110 by Beethoven and Kreisleriana by Schumann – pieces I couldn’t even touch at that point. I wasn’t ready. But he didn’t do as brilliantly in the final round. He chose the Schumann concerto, and he didn’t have his best night. I chose Rachmaninov No. 3 and I excelled. Part of the prize was ten concerts in Italy in a really good series, including the Teatro La Fenice in Venice. My God – these were concerts that featured performances by Rubinstein, Witold Małcużyński, Isaac Stern, Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic ... and suddenly, Garrick Ohlsson. You had to give your best. And I think I did. It was a formative experience because it was important without being overwhelming for an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old boy. It was high-pressure, but there wasn’t a performance every week, and it gave me time to relax.

After the Busoni Competition I continued studying at Juilliard for two years, During that period some important things happened for my developing career. First, I had a small crisis, the only one I ever had physically. I was playing at one of Gorodnitzki’s ‘performance classes’ – some etudes by Scriabin or Rachmaninov, and suddenly I felt pain. Gorodnitzki advised me just to take it easy and rest for a week and then squeeze a tennis ball and begin to play again. Actually this advice was probably good, but I was anxious. 



OLGA
BARABINI

Among our friends was a medical doctor who happened to know Olga Barabini – an eccentric, wealthy pianist who gave private lessons. She lived in a beautiful house, across the street from Spyros Skouras, the head of Twentieth Century Fox. Independently wealthy, beautiful, she had been born to an Italian diplomatic family from Genoa when her father was stationed in Cairo and where her mother taught French, Italian, and piano to the ladies of a harem. People like that almost didn’t exist anymore. She was like a figure out of a fairy tale, and more than a little bit snobbish. From my perspective as an American suburban kid, her Europeanness and her old-fashioned education – she read fluently in French, Spanish, German, Italian, and Russian – were dazzling. She seemed surrounded by magic.

It turns out I had met her met several times without being aware of who she was. After hearing from our mutual friend the doctor, Olga called me. ‘I’ve heard about your crisis,’ she said very quietly. ‘I’ve been watching you for a few years – you are much too tense when you play because your elbows are locked at your sides. You are forcing much too much. I know you want to sound as brilliant as Horowitz, but forcing is not the way.’ I would never even have thought that one could see and know such things. Gorodnitzki was a fine teacher, but Olga was something more. ‘If you would like to see me, maybe I can help you a little bit.’ She promised nothing. I made an appointment to visit her She asked what I was studying. It was Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit. ‘Please, bring Scarbo. It’s full of difficult things and maybe I can help you untie some of its knots.’ So I brought Scarbo, as she asked.

Gorodnitzki’s lessons were standardised. He worked eight hours a day, you got a fifty-five-minute lesson once a week, very expert, very punctual, very intense, but the next student was waiting. My first lesson with Olga lasted from one in the afternoon until five. In that whole time we took a small break for a glass of water. We spent almost four hours on three pages of Scarbo. I had no idea you could work that long on any piece, dealing with everything – music, sound, style, mechanics, how the piano actually works, how your body works, what the relationship is between them. This was like magic, and I just couldn’t believe it. She taught me how to release energy into the instrument, how to use weight to my advantage. How to use tension and how to get rid of it. I realised she was absolutely brilliant. When I asked her how she had acquired such analytical knowledge, she explained that she had studied with Arrau for a long time and that he was an absolute master of all these things. Her teacher was also, as I mentioned, Josef Hofmann, so she drew on great traditions. Hofmann, too, was aware of all such matters, but he didn’t teach them so directly, as Arrau did.

I began studying with Olga privately. By that point I was a full-time student in Juilliard’s university level, where I had classes Monday through Friday. I studied with Olga for about three hours every Saturday, though I had to keep it a secret – not because it was forbidden at Juilliard, but because it violated the unwritten rule that one studied only with a single teacher. Juilliard’s teachers adhered to an old-fashioned pedagogical tradition. They didn’t want their students influenced by anyone else, whether in the same school or on the outside. 

Our situation was complicated by the very unpopular and divisive war in Vietnam. In the national lottery system I ended up with a low number, meaning I could expect to be called up in the next draft. Full-time students were eligible for four or five years of deferment, but after that you could be called up for military service. In short, I had to remain enrolled at Juilliard and therefore remain a student of Gorodnitzki – who was nevertheless a wonderful teacher. Olga understood this very well. She agreed to stay in the shadows for the time and to return to the matter of revealing our lessons in the future. In retrospect, I can see that she was understandably protecting her connection with me. Although she had had other students, I think it was evident that I was the student she wanted to claim, publicly, as her own. 


That is why she was aware that it was worth agreeing to these conditions.

I suppose so. She could feel like Pygmalion, making his masterpiece. I know now, from even the limited teaching I have done, that a student who can understand what you are teaching and has the talent to make it their own, well, that’s a lot more satisfying than teaching the student who needs to be admonished over and over, ‘I told you last week put this finger here and don’t stamp on the pedal,’ and so on, which can happen even with good pianists. So, in the end, I studied with Olga in secret, and she very wisely gave me this instruction: ‘It will be a lot more work for you, but don’t study the same pieces with both of us, me and Sascha Gorodnitzki. We don’t need conflicts about ideas of interpretation – we all have our own.’ We worked on the essence of the music, on the sound. Her teaching was all-embracing. She recommended poetry, literature, and plays that I should see. She cared about your whole education.


The true master, who teaches life.

Yes, just like my first teacher, who taught music as part of a much larger thing. Gorodnitzki also had broad horizons, but he didn’t have time to supervise everybody in such a way. He treated it rather like the business of playing the piano – it doesn’t mean that it is a worse approach, just very different.


What repertoire did you work on with Gorodnitzki and with Barabini? Did they have any preferences?

Well, yes. Gorodnitzki focused on a very standard virtuoso repertoire of that time, in which Baroque music, Haydn, or Mozart occupied little space. He had a great sense of style but mostly of the Romantics, from Beethoven on. His world stopped with World War I musically. He barely knew Gaspard de la nuit. He knew some Prokofiev but not much. Olga had a much wider interest in repertoire – although her approach in earlier music, especially in the Baroque, Mozart, and Haydn, would now be considered too romantic, but it was beautiful, anyway. As I’ve grown older, matured, I’ve learned that each generation has its own idea of style.

In 1968, I had been studying with Gorodnitzki for seven years. On the one hand, the ongoing war in Vietnam forced me to stay in conservatory. On the other, I was getting impatient and I felt the need for change. Gorodnitzki had fixed views on interpretation – just like many other performers who came from the old Russian school. It was like hanging a painting: it has to be exactly there and if you came in with some new idea, he would oppose it: ‘No, that’s wrong. We have to correct that.’ The way of performing each piece was fixed once and for all. Gorodnitzki gave his interpretation, without any possibilities of modification. I should emphasise that the vision he imposed was not bad. On the contrary, it was excellent. But it wasn’t the only one possible, and he was inflexible. It bothered me more and more because with Olga I was developing freely. After two years she asked; ‘I’ve heard you play the Chopin Second Sonata so many times. Would you consider playing it for me?’ Well, it was a completely different piece by the time we finished with it. And I realised that Gorodnitzki would never have accepted this. It’s not that she had a better version, but it was more interesting because, thanks to her, I began to see and understand Chopin more fully: that a certain fragment could be read one way or differently, that Chopin could imply something, and he could mean it, but nothing is exactly defined or closed to interpretation, and that Chopin was in many ways one of the freest of composers.



ROSINA
LHÉVINNE

Little by little, between the way Olga and Gorodnitzki worked, a kind of conflict began to grow. I needed a change, but at the same time I still had to stay at Juilliard. I figured out how to get out of the situation so as not to hurt Gorodnitzki or do harm to him – I didn’t want to leave him because of any disagreements. I knew that if I were taken over by another teacher at the same level, Gorodnitzki would lose face. It would be different if I moved to someone at a higher level. That’s how I decided to start studying with Rosina Lhévinne. In the Juilliard hierarchy, she was supreme. She had studied at the Moscow Conservatory. She was one of the world’s most famous piano teachers. She had taught Van Cliburn. Moreover, she was the wife of Joseph Lhévinne – you remember that he was Gorodnitzki’s teacher. In such circumstances, Gorodnitzki could at least say (which he did later, indeed): ‘You know, they all want to study with Rosina. What can I do ...?’


Elegant solution.

Yes. I was convinced that Rosina would be an excellent teacher for me. And she was, although at that time she was very aged and taught with two assistants – when I started studying with her, she was ninety. She was still in good health, but not so vigorous as before. Parting with Gorodnitzki was not easy. My departure broke his heart, because I was his favourite. I remember a very difficult evening we spent discussing it – together with his wife – and he tried to dissuade me from changing teachers. He finally said: ‘Please, if you stay at Juilliard, only go to Rosina. She is the only one who won’t hurt you.’ I know he really felt that way. He felt the others would have had destructive tendencies, psychologically or musically. Rosina was a generation older. Not 
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