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Building 
bridges
Pianist and composer Gabriela 
Montero explains how she 
uses improvisation as a form 
of activism to tell stories of 
suffering in her native Venezuela

I wasn’t engaged in politics until I experienced first-hand the consequences of an extreme and corrupt political system on the people of Venezuela. My activism is simply my conscience expressing itself. It is a reaction to the catastrophic human fallout of a radical political agenda set in motion by Hugo Chávez 20 years ago – one that has by any measure destroyed the nation of Venezuela.Chávez did not have a plan for Venezuela: he had a plan of and for power. My spare time is priceless, but I’ve used every free moment of the last 10 years to investigate who Chávez was, how and why he came to power and what mechanisms have been used to sustain the country’s strife for two decades. I try to gather as much information as possible from economists, politicians, analysts and experts across multiple disciplines to form as complete a picture as possible. I have been forced to confront the worst and the best of humanity in the process, and become painfully aware of how vulnerable we are to the abuses of power, whether from the right or the left of the political spectrum. 
My engagement is more humanistic than political. I advocate for those with no voice: people who are oppressed and powerless to do anything about it. Alleviating suffering is my goal and I find that politicising suffering tends to distract from the urgency of tending to it. The Venezuela I remember was not the Venezuela that Chávez painted. It was an inclusive democracy. Of course there were problems to be resolved, but it was a country in which there was joy. There were music conservatories, universities accessible to everyone and a health care system that worked. 

I left Venezuela because of my talent and career. My parents felt that it was necessary for us to emigrate so that I could receive a proper musical education, but I always missed home. I always felt somehow removed from my place of birth, to which I always thought I would return. It is a source of sorrow and mourning for me that when I return I will find a country transformed for ever. 
The plight of the ordinary people has been very well documented. Every day I see photographs and videos of the suffering of Venezuelans. I receive personal messages from friends and strangers telling me about their daily struggles to survive. People are dying for lack of food, lack of medical attention, excessive violence and political persecution. Not only are Venezuelans of all socioeconomic backgrounds exposed to the constant threat of murder or kidnap but they’re subjected to horrific extremes of poverty. Ordinary people face an estimated inflation rate of two million per cent, which the IMF predicts will rise to 10 million per cent this year. In a country whose leaders are personally involved in the international narcotics trade it is a mafia state, pure and simple, and that is why it’s so urgent for the international community to support our transition back to the democracy we once were. The Venezuelan people have self-determined that we need and want this assistance. The ethics of urgency should influence whatever decision is necessary to end this period of extreme misery and corruption in Venezuela. 

Despite all this, I would love to return home. I haven’t been able to visit Venezuela since 2010 because of my political and human rights advocacy. It’s placed me in a very difficult position. In 2015 I became an Honorary Consul of Amnesty International because I cannot walk away from human suffering: it’s a matter of empathy. It’s a difficult role and one that has forever altered my life. I look forward to the day when I can close this chapter and dedicate the rest of my life to music, composing and perhaps even teaching in Venezuela. 
I would also like to inspire other classical musicians to speak out to use their voice. We have a platform, a microphone. This gives us a responsibility to use it when we are confronted with stories that need to be told. Classical music was always used as a vehicle for social commentary and political protest, but in recent times it’s largely become muted as a form of dissent – especially when you compare it with literature, visual art, popular music, comedy, television and almost every other art form. I have often wondered why this is, and am always surprised when strangers tell me to shut up and play! Classical music traditionally dealt with large-scale events like Napoleon’s exploits in Europe or the rise of communism and fascism. Apart from regional tragedies like Venezuela, Syria and Yemen, our world is now a more stable place than it used to be. This means classical musicians are living in a period of relative calm, so the focus tends to be on art for art’s sake. In my case, however, I feel compelled to use every manner of communication possible to protest tyranny, including my own music.In 2011, I wrote a piece called Ex Patria to honour the 19,336 victims of homicide that year in Venezuela. I wanted to spread the message of what was unfolding there and give a sound to the crushing violence and suffocation being felt by my people. I’ve also done many improvisations on Venezuela’s national anthem to portray the different emotional states and historical moments that have been important to us. I create what I call ‘bridges of empathy’ with audiences: I tell them briefly what Venezuelans are enduring and the music transmits the emotional impact of this reality.I find that improvisation is a particularly effective medium for building such bridges. It’s specific to a moment in time, and specific to who I am in that moment. If you look at the history of my improvisations over the past 10 years, I’ve used every opportunity I’ve had to speak about Venezuela. 

Improvisation is an incredibly powerful tool for telling stories: that for me is the value of what I do as an improviser. My greatest reward is when I feel Venezuelans really stand with me, that they care and appreciate having someone who is taking a human interest in their lives. That’s when I’m able to tell their stories around the world. IP

INTERVIEW BY CHRISTOPHER GUNNESS

Listen to our full interview with Gabriela Montero on MusicPlus, the podcast  for Classical Music magazine – available via Spotify, iTunes and  www.rhinegold.co.uk/podcasts
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A technical refresher course for recommencing piano enthusiasts, 

created for International Piano by Murray McLachlan

RETURNING TO THE PIANO

Having worked at finger independence 

and dexterity in fixed hand positions, it 

is time to think about travelling up and down 

the keyboard. But before we start to run, 

let’s look at ways of developing even great 

flexibility.

The flexible pianist
We should always be experimenting with ways 

of building pliability and freedom from a fixed 

hand position. If you are totally relaxed in 

your wrists, arms and elbows you can reach 

surprisingly far without changing position. 

Place the five fingers of each hand over five 

notes in the ‘C major’ position two octaves 

apart, and exercise by swivelling your elbows 

from right to left. Move your wrists up and 

down. Try to vary your fingering for the notes 

C-D-E-F-G, using not only 1,2,3,4,5 but also 

2,1,3,4,5, 2,3,1,4,5, 2,3,4,1,5 and 2,3,4,5,1. 

These simple exercises will encourage 

much greater mobility and ease of movement 

– provided you adjust your elbow to a 

manageable position. Make sure your wrist 

and forearms remain in alignment, and 

your wrists are as free as possible. Always 

remember to lift your arm up and down to 

avoid discomfort. The result should feel like 

keyboard yoga!

Leaps 
Confidence and facility can be built by 

experimenting at the keyboard with one-finger 

leaps. Take each finger in turn and try leaping 

from middle C to C an octave higher. Then 

III – Movements (Part 1)
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Example 1 ••• Trigger-movement exercise for leaps

extend this to two or even three octaves. Do 

the same with all the other fingers. 
Example 1 (below) is a trigger-movement 

exercise based on this approach, and can be 

modified to employ higher or lower octave 

placements for the second note. You can also 

try landing silently on the second note, or 

keeping the first note silent and playing the 

second. When you do play both notes out loud, 

it is helpful to feel the first note is connected 

to the second: imagine the first note as the 

beginning of the leap rather than a separate 

note with no connection to what follows. 

Position changes
Before starting to look at scales, arpeggios and 

broken chords with standard fingerings, it is 

worth experimenting with unconventional 

fingerings that extend the healthy flexibility 

outlined above. Try familiarising yourself 

with all the standard major and minor scales 

by fingering them using only the thumb and 

index finger in each hand. Next try all the 

scales with fingers 1,2 and 3 alone, then 1-2-3-

4, 2-3-4-5 and ultimately 1-2-3-4-5. Do not be 

alarmed by the wide elbow undulations which 

the latter necessitates!

By practising scales using only fingers 1 and 

2 you will learn a tremendous amount about 

the importance of having relaxed wrists. This 

will ensure wave movements and compact co-

ordination fall more naturally into place. 

Concentration on only two fingers is helpful 

for other reasons, too. We should never forget 

that there are only two notes involved in 

any shift up or down the instrument. It can 

be extremely illuminating to box off pairs of 

notes in coloured pencil, highlighting position 

shifts so you can concentrate on mastering 

potentially problematic moments.

Thumbing-under
Though mastery of this basic technique is 

essential for playing scales, there is no doubt 

that ‘thumbing-under’ continues to cause 

extensive issues for many players. This is often 

due to an unhealthy fixation with binding and 

overlapping notes in arpeggios. 
Preparatory work with gentle thumbing-

under patterns (Example 2, below) can 

nevertheless be useful if practised thoughtfully. 

Rather than striving to make exaggerated 

overlapping movements between notes, use 

your ears to hear each overlap as the thumb 
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Example 2 ••• Thumbing-under patterns
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MANUFACTURERS

Instrument manufacturers put new technology at the heart of their latest models

Key developments

Casio Grand Hybrid GP-310

Phoenix Model 130 KV

CASIO
Celviano Grand Hybrid 
GP-310 and GP-510

Casio’s Grand Hybrid range has made its name as a frontrunner in 

hybrid pianos since its launch in 2015, winning music industry and 

design awards. The pianos feature full-length spruce keys and moving 

hammer mechanisms, modelled on C Bechstein grands, combined 

with the benefits of digital technology. Pianists can choose from three 

traditional grand piano sounds – Berlin, Hamburg and Vienna – and 

enjoy features such as a concert hall acoustics simulator and pre-

recorded live orchestral accompaniments.

Two new models, the GP-310 and GP-510, have recently been added 

to the series. They boast a new speaker system, providing enhanced 

sound projection and reinforced bass reproduction. An upgraded touch 

response offers greater control of sound and more dynamic contrast. 

Additional preset tones and improvements to the soft pedal effect have 

also been introduced.

Celviano Grand Hybrid GP-310 – £2,735

Celviano Grand Hybrid GP-510 – £3,895

music.casio.co.uk

HUSTWOOD FARM PIANOS
Phoenix Model 130 KV 

UK-based piano manufacturer Phoenix is a leader in piano 

design technology, developing such innovations as carbon fibre 

soundboards and 3D-printed hammer assemblies. The company’s latest 

innovation is the Kevlar soundboard, now available in the model 130 

KV upright piano. 
The Phoenix Kevlar soundboard provides climate resistance and 

longevity, and produces a warm, blossoming and clear sound. Its 

five-layer, ultra-fine fibre design has been developed to be barely 

distinguishable from a high-quality wooden soundboard. It is aimed at 

musicians who seek a traditional piano sound but value the benefits of 

ultra-stable modern materials.
Built exclusively for Phoenix by Steingraeber & Söhne in Bayreuth, 

the 130 KV includes patented Phoenix bridge agraffes across the bass 

bridge and the Steingraeber-Ferro-Magnet (SFM) action – enabling 

the ergonomic qualities of a grand piano, such as fast and reliable 

repetition, to be reproduced on an upright. 

Phoenix Model 130 KV – c£30,000
phoenixpianos.co.uk
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MASTERCLASS
Celebrating the 150th anniversary of 
Vaughan Williams’ birth,Mark Bebbington 
takes us on a journey through The Lake In The Mountains, a piano piece derived from one of the composer’s � lm scores
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Ralph Vaughan Williams’ � e Lake in the Mountains is derived from part of his 1941 � lm score 49th Parallel. A Nazi U-boat has found its way to Canada, which is neutral; the U-boat is destroyed and its surviving crew cross the country trying to reach the US. � e 49th Parallel is the latitude of the border. At this point a conversation is taking place between Leslie Howard as an eccentric English academic with artistic and humanitarian interests, and Eric Portman as the head of the U-boat crew: suddenly this music appears from Leslie Howard’s radio. Subsequently Vaughan Williams turned it into a short piano piece which he dedicated to Phyllis Sellick, with whom I later studied. While it is possibly modelled after a Debussy prelude, it is, in its own way, extremely subtle. � ere is an enigmatic quality to it and also – given its context in the � lm – a sense of unease, captured with very subtle harmonic changes. � e form is unusual, two subsections being repeated within the context of the larger whole, and you cannot leave out the repeats or it upsets the structure. Amazingly, it starts in D-� at major and ends in the most alien key, D minor, yet one feels he has done that e� ortlessly, even within so short a piece. To travel so far yet feel we have arrived in territory that’s totally natural – that is genius. It is deceptively di�  cult to play well, even more so to memorise because whenever a pattern is outlined, then repeated, he changes something – the brain has to learn two completely di� erent patterns within exactly the 

Mark Bebbington: ‘Vaughan Williams’ piano music is a corner of his output that is massively under-explored’
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REVIEWS • CDs

Pavel Kolesnikov’s Reynaldo Hahn album 
is an Aladdin’s cave of delights, played 

with a poetic engagement and finesse given 
to very few. 

Kolesnikov’s ‘moment of epiphany’ with 
Hahn’s music came during  a ‘form of internal 
listening’ during lockdown. One can almost 
sense his annoyance at the neglect of this 
composer, whose accomplishments go 
far beyond salon music. How he revels in 
the Proustian titles of Hahn’s collection Le 
rossignol éperdu (The distraught nightingale), 
ranging from the pained and violent ‘Liebe! 
Liebe!’ to the introspection of ‘La danse 
de l’amour et de l’ennui’. There are passing 

resemblances to Mompou as well as the 
enigmatic utterance of several of Fauré’s late 
preludes, while the ‘Berceuse féroce’ is the stuff 
of nightmare rather than peaceful slumber. 
In contrast, Kolesnikov’s readings of the 
Premières valses are full of teasing and elusive 
charm. Who can resist vivacious ‘Ninette’ or 
the whirling repetitions of ‘Assez vite’?

This is music that whispers, shimmers and 
enchants, coloured by mock-grandeur and 
sudden shafts of unease, given in enthralling 
performances that demand to be heard 
again and again.

Poèmes & Valses 
Works by Reynaldo Hahn
Pavel Kolesnikov pf
Hyperion CDA68383

 

Saint-Saëns
Piano Concertos: No 1 in D major Op 
17, No 2 in G minor Op 22; Africa Op 89; 
Rhapsodie d’Auvergne Op 73; Allegro 
appassionato Op 70; Wedding Cake Op 76
Alexandre Kantorow pf  
Tapiola Sinfonietta/Jean-Jacques Kantorow
BIS2400 SACD

This album completes Alexandre Kantorow’s 
cycle of Saint-Saëns works for piano and 
orchestra. A powerhouse of virtuosity (though 
everything is musically motivated), his playing 
could hardly be further from the jeu perlé 
tradition of Marguerite Long and her followers. 

Throughout, Kantorow’s daunting technique 
carries all before him. Hear him in the opening 
of the Second Concerto (the one that goes 
‘from Bach to Offenbach’) and you are struck 
immediately by a strength and daring the 
reverse of lighter-fingered versions. From 
Kantorow even the First Concerto’s wandering 
slow movement does not outstay its welcome. 
while in Africa’s glittering exotica his playing 
sparkles with stylistic aplomb. Even with rivalry 
from Stephen Hough’s elegant and scintillating 
cycle, Kantorow defies comparisons. He is 
flawlessly partnered by his father, Jean-Jacques 
Kantorow, alert to his son’s every audacious 
move. BIS’s sound is as immediate and vivid as 
the performances themselves. 

Mozart: Works for Solo Piano – Vol 1 
Mozart Fantasia in C minor K475; Adagio 
in C minor K356; Fantasia in C minor K396; 
Minuet in D major K355; Fantasia in D minor 
K397; Rondo in D major K485; Sonata in 
B-flat major K333  
Federico Colli pf
Chandos CHAN20233

The first volume of Federico Colli’s Mozart 
series sets the cat among the pigeons. To call it 

Zlata Chochieva offers a contrast of light 
and darkness in works by Mozart and 

Scriabin. Her intrepid and intriguing booklet 
interview emphasises the similarities rather 
than the differences between these composers 
but the shock of their audacious juxtaposition 
remains. What is entirely less controversial is 
the superb authority of all her performances.

Chochieva is suitably crystalline in Mozart’s 
impeccable variations on themes by Duport 
and Gluck, delighting in the acrobatic and 
operatic variations Nos 8 and 9 from K455 
before a leap into the heady Romanticism of 
Scriabin’s Op 16 Preludes. Then, passing from 
the epigrammatic to the epic, she storms 
Scriabin’s Third Sonata, and while hardly 
eclipsing memories of Horowitz’s frenzied 
assault or Gilels’ heart-stopping emotionalism, 
her overall mastery is unbounded. She is 
entirely at home in the dark, opalescent world 
of Scriabin’s Tenth Sonata and ends her recital 
with a teasing twist, Mozart’s startlingly 
modernist Gigue K574.

Chiaroscuro 
Mozart Variations on a Minuet by Duport 
K573 Scriabin Preludes Op 15; Sonata  
No 3 in F-sharp minor Op 23 Mozart 
Variations on a Theme by Gluck K455 
Scriabin Preludes Op 16; Sonata No 10 
Op 70 Mozart Gigue in G major K574
Zlata Chochieva pf 
Naïve V7542

Critic’s choice BY BRYCE MORRISON

ALBUM OF  
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Pavel 
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PERSONAL TOUCH

PERSONAL TOUCH

I first heard Clara Schumann’s Scherzo No 2 around 18 months ago. She wasn’t a composer whose music I had performed before, and at that time I knew very little about her life and works. But I was immediately drawn to the passion and strength which she shows through this piece. I subsequently listened to all of Clara’s compositions and became interested in learning more about her. Today, many people would argue that she lived in her husband Robert’s shadow for much of her career. Yet this is misleading as Clara was actually the main breadwinner of the household, and it was her fame as a classical pianist that really enhanced Robert’s career.What I love about Clara’s music is its palpable sense of sadness and melancholy, right from her early works. You can hear that she experienced great sadness in her life. She was separated from her mother when she was very young, due to her parents’ divorce – the law at that time gave the father sole custody of any children in the event of legal separation. Her father, Friedrich Wieck, was overbearing, despite being a huge musical influence in Clara’s life and thoroughly supportive of her ambitions. He was a piano teacher and her early style was modelled on his instructional methods. This, coupled with musical inspiration from Chopin and Mendelssohn, provided the foundations on which she built a signature style as she progressed from childhood to adulthood. Later in her life, her writing became more harmonically complex owing to her close relationships with Robert and Johannes Brahms. Some would argue that Clara was the one who inspired Brahms, rather than the other way around! He quoted her a great deal in his music, and you can hear Clara’s themes in his works. 
Clara’s music certainly occupies the same harmonic world as Robert’s. Apart from the fact that they were married, they lived in the same period and in the same part of Europe, so stylistically there are many similarities. Pianistically, Clara’s music feels similar to play in the way you move your hands around the keyboard. Musically, it also reminds me a lot of Brahms.

You could say that Clara was the reason Robert became a composer in the first place, as he had 
seen her play, aged only nine. Afterwards, he 
asked his mother for permission to study with 
Clara’s father instead of pursuing law. Clara was 
arguably influenced by both Robert’s writing and by him as a person. She began composing her 
piano concerto in her early teens, and by then, 
Robert – already in his early twenties – was a 
close friend of the family, so it wasn’t unusual that 

Pioneering spirit
British pianist Isata Kanneh-Mason introduces her debut album of music by Clara Schumann, celebrating the work of women in classical music
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whole disc of music by Clara. Between the ages of 10 and 18 I was taught by a female piano teacher, who was understandably concerned with tackling the core repertoire in preparation for my application to a conservatoire. Most of these works were written by men, but I hope this will begin to change so that works by female composers become the norm, not the exception. Things are changing already, but there is always room for equal representation of women considering we make up half the population! My good friend, saxophonist Jess Gillam, is making a name for herself as a spokesperson for young women in classical music through her BBC Radio 3 series and energy-filled live performances. At the Royal Academy of Music where I currently study, the gender balance amongst pianists is fairly equal – we have come a long way since people argued that women couldn’t be professional pianists owing to their smaller hands!
My younger brother Sheku signed with Decca a couple of years ago, so when I was approached to record these fantastic pieces by Clara Schumann, I was honoured and excited to accept. It’s been an amazing experience 

and I feel very supported by the label team, 
who really care about bringing classical 

performance into the 21st century. 
They have given me the 

opportunity to be an individual 
and express myself both 
musically and personally. 
The recording process 

was mentally tiring because 
it requires the same level of 

intensity as a concert but goes on 
for much longer – sometimes all day!
In August, Sheku and I will perform 

together at the Edinburgh 
International Festival, playing 
music by Fauré, Mendelssohn 
and Lutosławski. I’m also 
looking forward to hearing Yuja 
Wang perform Rachmaninov’s 
Piano Concerto No 3 at the 
BBC Proms in September, and 
supporting Sheku performing 
with Mirga Gražinytė-Tyla and 
the CBSO in August. IP

Isata Kanneh-Mason’s debut album Romance: The Piano Music of Clara Schumann is now available from Decca Classics (4850020). She will make her TV presenting debut on 22 August, introducing Prom 46 with her brother Sheku as the soloist in Elgar’s Cello Concerto. www.kannehmasons.com

‘I hope that works by female 
composers become the 
norm, not the exception’

Clara approached him to help her orchestrate the third movement. Robert dedicated many of his pieces to Clara and sampled her melodic themes in his own music, a bit like a leitmotif. 
My debut album of Clara’s piano works has involved collaborating with other female musicians. This is a very important aspect of the project, as I believe it is crucial to acknowledge and celebrate the work of women in classical music. Elena Urioste is someone whose violin playing I have long admired, while conductor Holly Mathieson and I share similar views on interpreting the piano concerto. Our teamwork made the recording process creatively rewarding. Throughout my studies as a pianist, I played a huge amount of music written by men (apart from Sofia Gubaidulina’s Chaconne), so it’s a thrill to record a 
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Thrilling: Leif Ove Andsnes and  

Concerto Copenhagen 

DENMARK
COPENHAGEN
Tivoli Festival
Leif Ove Andsnes 24 August

It is 150 years since Grieg’s Piano Concerto 

had its premiere in Copenhagen and 12 

years since the Norwegian pianist Leif Ove 

Andsnes played the work in public. Andsnes, 

who lived in the Danish capital in the early 

part of his career, chose the concerto’s city 

of birth to mark his return to the piece 

in its jubilee year. It will be a staple of his 

forthcoming season.
This very different account of Grieg’s 

celebrated score was given as part of the 

Tivoli Sommerklassisk festival. Seated at a 

Blüthner piano from Amsterdam that pre-

dated the concerto by just two years, Andsnes 

was accompanied by the period-specific 

instruments of Concerto Copenhagen – an 

ensemble with a fine pedigree in Handel 

and Bach that has recently spread its wings 

into the 19th century. As well as woodwinds 

and brass that would have been familiar in 

Scandinavia at the time of the premiere, the 

orchestra used timpani on loan from the Royal 

Danish Orchestra that were possibly used in 

the first performance.
The sound of the orchestra under music 

director Lars Ulrik Mortensen was piercing, 

frequently thrilling but ferocious and 

undeniably hard-edged, which might have 

prompted three audience members to leave in 

dissatisfaction after less than two minutes of 

Franz Berwald’s lively opera overture, Estrella 

de Soria (Grieg would have surely known this 

excellent Swedish staple from 1841). 

In the Grieg, Mortensen’s hard-driven sound 

– those timpani like a machine gun – provided 

a fascinating context for the elegant, deep-

brown sound of Andsnes’ Blüthner, which he 

played with characteristic poise and a restraint 

part-Nordic part-Classical. Frequently the 

dynamic worked. It was enlivening and 

clarifying in the first movement’s dynamite 

opening, even if Mortensen’s tendency toward 

show could trespass on the balance of the 

movement later. As the music became more 

complex, there were a number of instrumental 

fluffs from the much-expanded orchestra (it 

drew musicians from across the Nordic region 

and indeed Europe) to remind us that this was 

something of an experiment. 
The piano itself combined good projection 

with body and bite. It was perfect for the 

concerto’s rhapsodic and decorative elements, 

clarifying passagework and arpeggios, Andsnes 

showing its inner workings to titillating 

65-67_IP1019_REVIEWS_JM.indd   66
11/09/2019   13:37

68          October 2019  International Piano 

www.international-piano.com

CD FEATURE

As a chubby teenager at the 2005 Arthur Rubinstein Competition in Tel Aviv, Igor Levit, born in what is now Nizhny Novgorod in Russia, revealed a flair for and precocious mastery of sonatas by Beethoven. Two years later, he recorded a crackling performance of the Beethoven First Concerto with the Cologne Chamber Orchestra led by Helmut Müller-Brühl (Naxos), confirming the impression.Then in 2013 appeared Levit’s Sony recording of the last five Beethoven sonatas, deservedly praised for its uncommon maturity and mastery, especially for a pianist then in his mid-twenties. With the Diabelli Variations released in 2015 (also Sony), it became a natural step to add the remaining unrecorded sonatas to make a complete set. The result captures a pianist from 2013 to 2019, from his mid-twenties to his early thirties.

These are, to be sure, highly accomplished, balanced, powerfully confident readings, which should win hosannas of praise like those that greeted Levit’s recording of the last five sonatas. Levit is a masterful pianist with a strongly transformative imagination, particularly rewarding in Beethoven. One clear example is in the hackneyed first movement, marked Adagio sostenuto, of the Piano Sonata No 14 in C-sharp minor ‘Quasi una fantasia’, popularly known as the Moonlight Sonata.This morsel was already something of a joke in polite society by the 1920s, when the protagonist in E F Benson’s Lucia novels, Mrs Emmeline ‘Lucia’ Lucas, opts to play it endlessly in private soirées, largely because the second movement goes too fast for her limited technique. Levit’s interpretation manages to be fresh and touching, which is a real and 

significant achievement with so familiar a work, even if it does not quite reach the cosmic heights of Artur Schnabel’s recording.Yet any such comparison to Schnabel, Claudio Arrau, Wilhelm Kempff or Richard Goode is unfair to Levit, since most of these eminences waited until middle age or even later to record the complete Beethoven sonatas. The Vienna-born virtuoso Friedrich Gulda is an exception, having recorded for Austrian Radio a cycle in his twenties (Orfeo C808109L) that is sui generis, of an appeal that cannot be usefully likened to Levit’s less barnstorming, more deliberate recording.Levit’s sonatas are rich with panache and bravado. The ‘Waldstein’, No 21 in C major, is exemplary in dramatic verve and the ‘Appassionata’, No 23 in F minor, begins with surprisingly sprightly, piquant phrasing. 

Accomplished 
with aplomb 

Benjamin Ivry surveys Igor Levit’s eagerly anticipated Beethoven sonatas cycle
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LET US HELP

Sponsored articles
International Piano offers leading music organisations the 
opportunity to provide sponsored articles for our magazine 
and website. We can also produce high-quality content that 
will help put you in the spotlight. 

Sponsored sheet music 
Every issue of International Piano features opportunities to 
host sheet music samples from music publishers, composers 
and exam boards. More interactive than a traditional display 
advert, this premium promotional slot comprises several 
pages of coverage..

Website and e-marketing
Attracting over 12,000 page views per month, international-
piano.com keeps readers up-to-date with essential piano 
news. It’s the perfect place to enhance your visibility 
through digital advertising or take advantage of our 
sponsored content options – including featured articles, 
sponsored stories and hosted videos. Advertorial slots 
and digital banners are also available in our regular 
e-newsletters, which reach 2,500+ people.

Social media promotions
With a following of over 24,500, International Piano’s social 
media pages are an ideal forum for engaging discussion 

and debate. Gain extra traction for your print or digital 
campaign with a series of social media posts. 

Reprints
Our team of editorial staff and designers can compile new 
or existing materials to create high quality brochures and 
promotional material for your event or product. Please 
contact our commercial team to discuss this opportunity. 

Strategic partnerships 
International Piano enjoys strategic 
partnerships with many organisations, 
including the Gilmore Festival, Cliburn 
Competition and London Piano Festival. 
These offer mutual benefits in terms of 
promotional opportunities and member/
subscriber add-ons. For more information 
about how your organisation can become a strategic 
partner, please contact one of our commercial team. 

OTHER TITLES
We publish a wide range of music magazines, including 
Gramophone, Opera Now and Choir & Organ plus Jazzwise 
and Songlines. If you are keen to reach an enhanced audience 
by advertising in more than one publication alongside 
International Piano, please ask for details.

WE CAN SOLVE YOUR CHALLENGES
International Piano is the go-to platform for anyone wanting to reach pianists and piano 
enthusiasts. We can significantly enhance your brand’s visibility in the piano world via our specialist 
fanbase of over 40,000 music lovers worldwide. International Piano’s dedicated commercial team 
takes a consultative approach to ensure you get the best media package for your business – 
whether you are promoting a new instrument, publication or recording, or raising awareness for a 
festival, course or competition.

OTHER PRODUCTS
Guide to Instruments & Accessories 2022/23
The International Piano Guide to Instruments & 
Accessories is a free digital publication showcasing 
the latest acoustic and digital pianos alongside 
essential accessories for pianists. The guide 
is distributed via IP’s online platforms to our 
community of 42,000+ piano fans worldwide to 
coincide with Musikmesse Frankfurt – Europe’s 
biggest trade fair for the music industry.

International Piano Wall Calendar
The International Piano 
Wall Calendar 2023 will be 
sent to all our subscribers 
internationally, 
highlighting key dates 
in the piano world 
throughout the 
coming year. This 
beautifully designed 
and printed product 
will include images of 
latest piano models 
from manufacturers 
around the globe, world 
renowned artists and 
their latest releases, 
competition dates and 
details of upcoming 
piano festivals, summer 
schools and study 
courses.

Tony Siqi Yun, 2018 First Prize winner of the 
� omas & Evon Cooper International Competition 

at Oberlin, pictured at Severance Hall in the 
Finals performance with � e Cleveland Orchestra
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PREMIO INTERNAZIONALE 
ANTONIO MORMONE
Milan, Italy
Competition dates: 2 to 5 July
www.antoniomormone.org

4 5

8
SYDNEY INTERNATIONAL 
PIANO COMPETITION
Sydney, Australia
Competition dates: 8 to 25 July
www.thesydney.com.au

6

REBECCA PENNEYS PIANO FESTIVAL
Tampa, Florida, USA
Festival dates: 6 to 26 July
www.rebeccapenneyspianofestival.org

1097 11 12

2220 242321 25 26
CLEVELAND INTERNATIONAL PIANO 
COMPETITION AND FESTIVAL
Cleveland, Ohio, USA
Competition dates: 26 July to 9 August
www.clevelandpiano.org

13 15 17

VERBIER FESTIVAL
Verbier, Switzerland
Festival dates: 17 July to 2 August
www.verbierfestival.com

14
THEODOR LESCHETIZKY 
INTERNATIONAL PIANO COMPETITION
Hamburg, Germany
Competition dates: 14 to 18 July
www.leschetizky.eu

16
COOPER INTERNATIONAL 
COMPETITION
Ohio, USA
Competition dates: 16 to 25 July
www.oberlin.edu/cooper

18
FESTIVAL INTERNATIONAL DE PIANO 
DE LA ROQUE D’ANTHÉRON
La Roque-d’Anthéron, France
Festival dates: 18 July to 18 August
www.festival-piano.com

19

31 
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KATYA APEKISHEVA    FEDERICO COLLI    TIM HORTON    CHRISTIAN IHLE HADLAND
SARAH NICOLLS    CHARLES OWEN    LUCY PARHAM    GWILYM SIMCOCK

SUSAN TOMES    DAME HARRIET WALTER

londonpianofestival.com    kingsplace.co.uk/lpf

PATRONS OF THE LPF
Imogen Cooper CBE
Stephen Hough CBE
Sir Jeremy Dixon
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COMPETITION FOCUS

January 12 to 20
Sicily International Piano 
Festival and Competition 
Catania, Sicily
The newly established Sicily International 
Piano Competition aims to discover and 
promote emerging young pianists. The 
Aspiring Scholar category requires a 
performance of two contrasting pieces, while 
the Rising Star category involves two rounds 
including a 25-minute recital. Turkish pianist 
Idil Biret will chair the jury. 
Eligibility: Aspiring Scholar entrants must be 
aged 8-18. The age limit for Rising Star is 45.
Prizes: Cash prizes worth €3k; a recording 
contract; performance engagements in Italy; 
scholarships for the Global Summer Institute of 
Music at Virginia Commonwealth University.
pianosicily.com

February 22 to Mar 1
National Chopin Piano Com-
petition of the United States
Miami, USA
The National Chopin Piano Competition 
(NCPC) was founded in 1975. Its success led 
to the creation of the Chopin Foundation, 
an organisation closely associated with the 
Fryderyk Chopin Institute in Warsaw. The 
NCPC follows the same rules as Warsaw’s 
International Chopin Piano Competition, 
featuring Chopin-only repertoire, and prize 

winners of the NCPC are automatically 
accepted to participate in the International 
Chopin Competition. The top prize of $100,000 
is the largest cash award offered by any piano 
competition in the US.
Eligibility: Pianists holding US citizenship born 
between 1990 and 2004. Previous first prize 
winners of the competition are not eligible.
Prizes: Cash prizes worth over $175k; an 
international concert tour for the winner; 
automatic admission for the first and second 
prize winners to the 2020 International 
Chopin Competition.
Laureates: Jonathan Biss (1984), Gabriela 
Montero (1995), Eric Lu (2015), George Li (2015)
Application deadline: 1 November 2019
chopin.org

March 3 to 8 
EPTA International 
Competition for Young Pianists Grez-Doiceau, Belgium
Organised by the European Piano Teachers’ 
Association (EPTA), this competition brings 
together young pianists from all over the 
world, giving them the opportunity to meet 
international teachers and professional 
performers. There are four age categories, the 
18-24 category requiring the performance of 
a work by a Belgian composer written in the 
20th or 21st century.  
Eligibility: Pianists of all nationalities up to  
the age of 24.

Prizes: Up to three awards are given in  
each category.
Application deadline: 10 January 2020
epta-belgium.be

March 9 to 14 
Hilton Head International 
Piano Competition 
South Carolina, USA
2020 sees the return of the Young Artist 
edition of the Hilton Head International 
Piano Competition. Taking place on Hilton 
Head Island on South Carolina’s Atlantic 
coast, competitors and judges are hosted by 
local families and over 200 volunteers staff 
competition events. A school ambassadorship 
programme gives competitors the opportunity 
to perform and talk at local schools.

The competition comprises two solo recital 
rounds followed by a final concerto round. 
Special events include masterclasses given by 
the competition judges and a lecture-recital by 
jury chair, Douglas Humpherys.  
Eligibility: Pianists of all nationalities between 
the ages of 13 and 17.
Prizes: $21.5k in cash prizes; the first prize 
winner is awarded a concerto performance 
with the Hilton Head Symphony Orchestra 
plus other performance engagements.
Laureates: Leonardo Colafelice (2013),  
Elliot Wuu (2015)
Applications for 2020 now closed
hhipc.org 

IP takes a whistle-stop tour of the world’s leading piano competitions in 2020 

Winning ways 
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PIANO ACCESSORIES

Katherine Butler assesses the eff ectiveness of compression 
grips for pianists – do they help or harm?

The focus of performing arts medicine 
is performance enhancement through 

injury prevention. It is essential that 
musicians warm up and cool down before 
and after playing, keep their instrument well 
maintained, develop healthy practice habits 
and live a balanced lifestyle.

An alarming number of musicians suff er 
from various forms of infl ammation and 
injury. According to recent reports, between 
26 and 77 per cent of all pianists suff er injury 
and infl ammation related to playing at some 
point in their lives.

When treating performing artists, a holistic 
approach is required. Musicians can present 
with hypermobility, work-related upper limb 
disorder (RSI), nerve compressions, trauma, 
task-specifi c dystonia or injuries related to 
overuse or misuse. Th e majority of cases fall 
into the last two categories.

Overuse can result from tissue overload 
and fatigue due to long practice sessions, 
repetition of a passage or a phrase 
without a break, preparing for a 
performance or examination 
under stress and 

Getting a grip
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not allowing enough recovery time between 
practice sessions or performances for 
tissue adaptation.

Misuse injuries can be caused by incorrect 
technique, wrong muscle recruitment, 
exaggerated force and speed, poor ergonomics 
around the instrument and demanding 
repertoire not compatible with the musician’s 
physique and ability. 

Sometimes a short period of rest, use of a 
hot or cold pack and self-massage may make 
the symptoms go away. However, if symptoms 
persist or recur it is important to be assessed 
by a specialist who understands performing 
artists. Th orough assessment leading to an 
accurate diagnosis, instrument-focused 
treatment and rehabilitation programme 
should start as soon as possible.

Medical treatment may be indicated and 
could include the use of non-steroidal anti-
infl ammatory medicines such as aspirin, 
ibuprofen or diclofenac to help decrease 
infl ammation and pain. Steroids may be used 
in some cases, but surgery is rarely required 
and would usually only be indicated in the 
case of trauma (eg a fracture or cut tendon) or 
nerve compression.

Hand therapy treatments may include soft 
tissue massage, exercise therapy, mobilisation 
techniques, managements of scars, wounds 
and swelling, joint protection and energy 
conservation techniques, ultrasound therapy, 
acupuncture, neural glides, splinting, sensory 
re-education and postural adjustments.

For musicians seeking to avoid such drastic 
measures, a new compression wrap called 
WristGrips has recently been launched by 
a company in the US. Designed by and for 
musicians with the aim of ‘solving the problem 
of chronic wrist pain’, users claim that they 
‘save broken hands’, ‘cure tendinitis’ and ‘heal 
hand pain’. A full list of suggested benefi ts 
can be viewed on the manufacturer’s website: 
www.wrist-grips.com

Th e wraps have a number of pros and 
cons. I like the fact that musicians have 
designed them for musicians, but they betray 
a limited knowledge of anatomy and the 
function wrist straps perform. It is true that 
compression can improve blood circulation 
which in turn means more oxygen is delivered 

to muscles, helping them to perform 
better. Compression can also provide 

stability and an increased awareness 
of where the body is in space 
(proprioception).

Yet a number the manufacturer’s 
claims are impossible and therefore 

misleading. Compression cannot 
decrease or eliminate vibration, nerve 

malalignment or early carpal tunnel 
symptoms, and using them at night can 
compromise circulation. Th e manufacturer 
also contradicts themselves by saying that 
WristGrips prevent the wrist from going into 

extreme angles, but then says they allow 
the wrist and hand to function 

100 per cent normally. 
I tried wearing a pair of 

WristGrips whilst playing 
the fl ute, piano and typing. 

WristGrips may encourage 
musicians to keep playing even 

when they feel pain
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RESTORATION FOCUS

Assimis-Kohls Pianos Ltd
London, UK
Th e independent piano restorer Dietmar Assimis-Kohls 

was a piano technician at Steinway & Sons in London 

before setting up his own business in 2006. He off ers a 

full restoration service for grands and uprights as well 

as various refurbishment options. Maintenance services 

include action regulation, voicing and tuning.

akpianos.com

Grand Passion Pianos
London, UK
Grand Passion Pianos is an independent piano boutique 

focusing on the restoration of Steinway and Pleyel 

grand pianos. Th e company acquires instruments from 

the golden era of manufacturing (1895-1930), choosing 

the fi nest materials and engaging master craftsmen to 

produce exceptional instruments. Each restoration project 

is unique. Sales are organised through art galleries, private 

homes and at pop-up events in and around London.

grandpassionpianos.co.uk

Hurstwood Farm Pianos
Kent, UK
Family-owned Hurstwood Farm combines a successful 

hazelnut business with a piano studio, a recital hall and 

the manufacturing of its own Phoenix Pianos (see page 

9). Innovators in piano design technology, the company is 

establishing a technical research facility and consultancy 

service. Renovation and servicing options are available for 

Steingraeber and Phoenix Pianos.    

hurstwoodfarmpianos.co.uk

Recommended
restorers

IP’s pick of the best specialist piano restoration companies in the UK and beyond 
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July/August Special Edition: Liszt 14 June 29 June
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Jan/Feb 2023 Summer Schools 13 December 28 December
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CONSERVATOIRES FOCUS

Going to music college can be tough. First you 
must make it through the daunting audition 
process to earn your place on a course with 
only a handful of spaces. � en, having gained 

your place, starting at a conservatoire means leaving 
home – often for the � rst time. For many it also means 
moving to a di� erent country. 

Instrumentalists might be used to 
meeting and playing with other 
musicians in orchestras and 
ensembles, but for pianists 
– used to solitary practice 
and performance – 
conservatoire may 
well be their � rst 
experience of an 
environment comprised 
exclusively of musicians. 
You are de� ned by your 
instrument: what’s your 
name and what do you play? 
Sharing your passion with like-minded 
people from diverse backgrounds is 
liberating but can also be stressful 
and competitive.

Proactive pianists
Eva Doroszkowska examines how London’s Royal Academy of Music is arming the next 
generation of pianists with essential skills for life as a professional musician
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So, what are conservatoires doing to support their 
students and prepare them for the realities of professional 
life? One-to-one tuition is still at the heart of conservatoire 
education, with masterclasses from distinguished 
individuals and music history, analysis, theory and aural 
skills remaining core components. But winds of change 
are sweeping through departments across the globe. New 
subjects are on o� er to equip the modern pianist with more 
tools for the trade than has traditionally been the case.

A strong emphasis is now placed on physical and 
mental wellbeing. Alexander Technique is o� ered in most 

conservatoires. ‘Resilience and health – both physical 
and mental – are taken seriously at the Academy’, 

says Joanna MacGregor, who has led the RAM 
piano department since 2011. New resilience 
lectures from � rst year onward encourage 

‘professionalism and career planning to develop 
con� dence and independence. Psychological 

wellbeing often comes from taking possession 
of your own ideas’.

Lecture topics even include how to 
deal with the perils of a tax return. Tim 

Rumsey, a � rst-year student, � nds 
the course invaluable. ‘It’s exciting 

getting to know exactly what’s out 
there. You are supported on a 

one-to-one basis about how 
you can have a successful and 

sustained musical career.’
Students are encouraged 

to design their own 

Joanna MacGregor: 
‘Psychological 

wellbeing often comes 
from taking possession 

of your own ideas’
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