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very high schooler cracking open

Romeo and Juliet or museum visitor

getting a first look at the water lilies
knows that a few artists, though long passed,
remain eternal. Putting it very simply, the
reason for their longevity may be the new
wrinkles, colors, subtleties — in short, the
mysteries — uncovered and rediscovered
each time we return to their work.

Such is the case with Beethoven,
unquestionably one of history’s leading
artistic lights and a man at whom we
take a direct look during concerts in
Chapel Hill (October 27) and Raleigh
(October 28 & 29). Our guest for these
performances, renowned pianist and
conductor Ignat Solzhenitsyn, is no
stranger to the composer. He has been
frequently celebrated for his interpretation
of Beethoven’s work, including resounding
praise for breathing new life into those old
music scores.

“Great Beethoven performances don’t
come along all that often,” wrote
Philadelphia Inquirer critic David Patrick
Stearns following a 2008 concert by the
Chamber Orchestra of Philadelphia, which
Solzhenitsyn led as principal conductor
for six years. “Modern performers seem
intimidated into respectful detachment
rather than on-the-spot inspiration.
You get used to it; it’s still Beethoven,
after all...Under Ignat Solzhenitsyn, the
group has been a revitalizing force with
Beethoven, but now more than ever.”

You can understand our excitement,
then, to welcome Solzhenitsyn back to
the North Carolina Symphony, this time
to perform Beethoven’s Piano Concerto
No. 4. It will be Solzhenitsyn’s third
appearance with the Symphony, following
a successful Mozart/Brahms celebration
in 2003 and acclaimed performances
at our Schubert festival in 2006. Even
for a man with his experience — and his
reputation with the works of Beethoven —
this performance will present some unique
challenges. That’s to be expected with one
of those eternal artists.

CODETTA:
TROMBONE

OpPus: TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT
YOURSELF: WHERE DID YOU GROW UP?
OTHER THAN PIANO, WHAT WERE SOME
OF THE THINGS THAT INTERESTED YOU
AS A CHILD?

IS: T was born in Moscow and grew up in
Switzerland, then Vermont. Being born into
a Russian family, I loved reading and chess
from an early age.

How AND WHEN DID YOU BECOME IN-
TERESTED IN THE PIANO? WHERE DID
YOU STUDY?

There was a baby grand that came with our
house in Vermont, and it drew me immedi-
ately. I studied at first with teachers in the
Vermont area, and then went to London at
age 14, after being accepted by the great
Maria Curcio. Eventually, I returned to
the U.S. and completed a double major in
piano and conducting at the Curtis Institute

in Philadelphia.

WHAT IS IT ABOUT CLASSICAL MUSIC
THAT SPEAKS TO YOU? WHAT MADE YOU
CHOOSE IT OVER OTHER FORMS OF
EXPRESSION?

More than other forms of art, music seems
to speak directly to my core, to the inner me.
It is something beyond reason, beyond emo-
tion, something even more fundamental.

WHAT IS THE BEST THING ABOUT HAV-
ING A CAREER AS A CLASSICAL PIANIST?
WHAT IS THE DOWNSIDE?

The best thing about having a career in mu-
sic is the music itself, thinking about it, per-
forming it, hearing it. The downside is that,
as with all art, the finish line keeps receding
into the distance.

WHAT MUSIC DO YOU LIKE TO LISTEN TO
IN YOUR FREE TIME?

Haydn quartets, Bruckner symphonies,
anything by Brahms.

WHO IS THE MOST UNDERRATED
CLASSICAL COMPOSER, IN YOUR OPINION?
It could be Mendelssohn. It could be Shosta-
kovich. But the best answer is Brahms,
whose awe-inspiring synthesis of reason
and emotion is so sophisticated that even
most musicians fail adequately to perceive
the full measure of his genius.

SOME CRITICS ARE CONCERNED THAT
CLASSICAL MUSIC IS A DYING ART FORM.
HOW DO YOU RESPOND TO THAT?

Nothing immortal can die. The forms and
trappings of musical performance might
change from one era to another, but the
underlying nourishment remains essential
to our self-awareness as humans. Should
we ever cease to thirst for Beethoven (or
Shakespeare or Dostoyevsky, for that mat-
ter), then truly, in the haunting words of
Lord Balfour, “Man will go down into the
pit and all his thought will perish.”

WHAT IS YOUR PRACTICE ROUTINE? AND
DO YOU HAVE ANY PERFORMANCE RITU-
ALS OR SUPERSTITIONS?

On a concert day, I like to go through the
entire program in the morning. Then lunch
and sleep. No dinner until afterwards.

HISTORICAL FIGURE YOU WISH YOU
COULD MEET?

Jesus of Nazareth.

WHAT IS YOUR FANTASY CAREER?

Polar explorer. Even today names like
Scott, Shackleton, Amundsen and Peary
are synonymous with bravery, heroism,
self-sacrifice.

YOUR PERSONAL HERO?

Beethoven.

YOUR BIGGEST
GUILTY PLEASURE?

SELF-INDULGENCE/

Surfing the internet.

RUDOLF SERKIN ONCE SAID SOMETHING
TO THE EFFECT THAT A PERFORMER
COULD HAVE ALL THE MUSICAL FEEL-
ING IN THE WORLD, BUT IF HE DIDN'T
HAVE A GOOD TRILL HE COULDN’T PLAY
BEETHOVEN'S PIANO CONCERTO NO.
4 WELL. IN OTHER WORDS, A SOLID
FOUNDATION OF TECHNIQUE IS ES-
SENTIAL TO PROJECTING THE EMOTION
OF THE PIECE. FIRST, HOW IS YOUR
TRILL? BUT MORE SERIOUSLY, WHAT
ARE YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT TECH-
NIQUE VS. EMOTION IN THE SUCCESS
OF A PERFORMANCE?

This is a terrific example, because trills in
Beethoven are very much expressive devic-
es that outline some of his most poignant
music. We can no more separate technique
from music-making than we can indicate a
preference for running with the left leg or
the right.

THE CONCERTO’'S SECOND MOVEMENT
HAS BEEN DESCRIBED AS A CONTEST
BETWEEN THE PIANO AS PACIFIST AND
THE ORCHESTRA AS AGGRESSOR.
GRADUALLY THE PACIFIST WINS OVER
THE AGGRESSOR, AND THEY STOP OP-
POSING EACH OTHER AND START PLAY-
ING TOGETHER. WHAT CAN YOU TELL US
ABOUT THE METAPHORICAL MESSAGING
BEHIND THAT IDEA? ARE THERE OTHER
WORKS YOU LIKE TO PLAY THAT HAVE A
PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNING?

Going back to Liszt and even Czerny, the
atmosphere of this movement is associated
with the pleading of Orpheus at the gates
of Hades. The ideas of all-conquering love,
indomitable human will, conditional vic-
tory and certainly a multitude of others are
embedded in this dramatic and deeply mov-
ing myth. Of course, the irresistible power
of this ancient narrative makes the Fourth
Concerto especially compelling, but, in
truth, all great music, probably without
exception, has philosophical underpinnings
that are central to its message. They that
have ears let them hear.

WHAT PIECE OF MUSIC HAS PRESENTED
THE GREATEST CHALLENGE TO YOU?
How DID YOU MEET THAT CHALLENGE?
The greatest challenge frequently seems
to lie straight ahead, while past successes
(less so, past failures) are quickly forgotten.
What keeps me awake at night is how best
to bring across the next piece of music I am
working on.

YOU’'RE BOTH A CONDUCTOR AND A SO-
LOIST. HOW IS IT DIFFERENT FOR YOU
TO BE ONE IN A GIVEN WEEK AND THEN
THE OTHER THE FOLLOWING WEEK?
Since I do both so much, the transition is
quite natural. The main difference is in
the much more intimate interaction with
the musicians of the orchestra that occurs
when conducting.

YOU'VE BEEN TO RALEIGH SEVER-
AL TIMES NOW. WHAT DO YOU MOST
LOOK FORWARD TO, OTHER THAN, OF
COURSE, THE CONCERT ITSELF?

I’'ve made some close friends in Raleigh
over the years, and I look forward to catch-
ing up with them while in town. g
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