
EVERYTHING IS 
CONNECTED 
Fresh from recording the complete Beethoven piano sonatas, Andras Schiff talks to Jessica Duchen 
about his changing view of the cycle, his Hungarian heritage, performing on the West Bank, 
Mendelssohn - and what he's doing next 
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< beautiful occasion. I have a special relationship 
with the Wigmore, and I often think it's not a 
coincidence that I live where I live in London. 

When I got this house [near Paddington] 
I was very taken with the idea that I can walk 
to the Wigmore Hall from here. 

Which singers do you especially like 
working with? 
I work with many singers, but Robert Holl is a 
great friend and a great favourite. As a Schubert 
singer he is one of the greatest. Recently we've 
been doing a Russian programme and it is a 
revelation - Shostakovich's Michelangelo Suite, 
wonderful music. And I've always loved the 
songs and operas of Mussorgsky, so this was a 
great opportunity to do some. I've also had the 
chance to work with marvellous singers such 
as Christian Gerhaher, Angelika Kirschlager, 
Juliane Banse and Thomas Quasthoff. 

Is Shostakovich a new departure for you? 
Growing up in Hungary under the Soviet 
totalitarian system, we were forced to admire 
Shostakovich; and people don't like anything 
that's compulsory! I still find some of the earlier 
music unbearable to listen to. I can't stand the 
'Leningrad' Symphony and those very politi­
cal pieces. They are all right if you know the 
circumstances, but if you just listen to it, some 
of it is unbelievably banal and bombastic to 
me. I also cannot see why some people make 
an equation between the Bach Well-Tempered 
Clavier and Shostakovich's preludes and fugues 
-1 think that's very unfair to both of them! 

Yet then I discovered the late string quartets 
and the late symphonies, the operas and this 
Michelangelo Suite - it's really colossal. One 
has to revise one's opinions now and then. 
Not all Shostakovich is equally great. I think 
a composer and performer must be judged by 
his or her own best. If someone has written just 
one masterpiece, that cannot be an accident. If 
somebody has written a less good piece, that 
can be an accident. The best is what matters. 

Generally, you play very little Russian music... 
When I was young, I literally had to play 
Russian music. I was sent by the Ministry 
of Culture in Hungary to the Tchaikovsky 
Competition in Moscow; it wasn't my choice 
and for that I had to learn certain things. I 
enjoyed playing some pieces by Prokofiev, 
such as the First Concerto and Second and 
Third Sonatas. I also played some preludes 
and fugues by Shostakovich and not just the 
Tchaikovsky Concerto but some solo pieces -
The Seasons and the Theme and Variations. But 
I wouldn't dream of playing this music now. 

Learning Russian at school was compulsory, 
and nobody likes the compulsory. But when 
I started going to the USSR I learnt to love 
this language. I discovered Russian literature 
and now I'm very happy that I had some 
Russian. Through the language and literature 
one gains a different idea of the music. These 
Mussorgsky songs are really Dostoyevskian, in 
the best sense. 

Last year I played some concerts in Moscow 
and St Petersburg. I hadn't been there since 
the Brezhnev years; I was afraid that I would 
experience something very much changed. 
But at these concerts I witnessed the same 
wonderful audiences I remembered from the 

1970s. I think music, ballet, poetry, et cetera 
are still very important to people there. 

And Hungary? 
Hungary is more difficult; it's a very ambiva­
lent relationship. I go regularly to play there 
because it's the country of my birth and I owe 
it a lot -1 give it credit for my education and 
my cultural background. But the audience in 
Hungary has changed a lot, and not for the 
better. During my childhood the educational 
system devised by Zoltan Kodaly was won­
derful - at school everybody had to sing and 
dance and do folk music, so they were learn­
ing how to listen to music, and that produced 
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very good audiences. But now music is no longer 
in the school curriculum. 

The atmosphere there was always bad; that's 
why I left - it was never a nice place for Jews 
to live. There is no official anti-Semitism, but 
there is anti-Semitism in the air. And the situ­
ation of the Gypsies is much worse than the 
situation of Jews. I am trying to find out if we 
can do something positive for Gypsies. 1 would 
love to do something for these people - it 
breaks my heart. The discrimination is not 
official, but there are problems because they are 
driven out of society or onto the peripheries; 
many are poorly educated and in poverty, then 
they are driven to crime and there is very little 
chance of assimilation. 

Last year you gave a recital in Ramallah 
in the West Bank... 
1 admire Daniel Barenboim and what he does 
there, so when he asked if I would play in 
Ramallah, I agreed with the greatest pleasure. It 
was a very quick visit, but I never go anywhere 
with closed eyes, so I met people, I talked to 
people, and 1 was impressed by the number of 
foreigners who worked there voluntarily, giving 
up everything to try to do something positive. 
At the concert hall, to my surprise, they have 
a wonderful Steinway piano! But I would have 
played on an upright. It was a touching occa­
sion: lots of children attended and many people 
came from Bethlehem and other places that are 
technically very near, but it takes them six or 
eight hours to cross the checkpoints. 

I think I'm a good listener, so I listened to 
what people tell me. But it's like a case when 
your friends, a wife and husband, are having a 
terrible divorce and you hear both stories and 
who are you to judge? Two stories that contra­
dict each other; each story is right; and each 
story is heartbreaking. As Mr Barenboim says, 
dialogue is important. I'm aware of the fact 
that you go there and play two hours of music 
and it's little more than nothing. But it is more 
than nothing; it's a gesture that shows people 
want to give them something and there are 
other approaches than the military. Music is not 
going to solve the problems, but it might open 
a few doors and windows. 

Will you be marking this year's composer 
anniversaries, especially Haydn and 
Mendelssohn? 
Five years ago the Wigmore Hall asked if I'd 
like to do a festival to mark the 200th anni­
versary of Haydn's death, so this will be at the 
end of May, with five concerts. We will also 
do Haydn with the Philharmonia and an all-
Mendelssohn concert in June. 

Haydn and Mendelssohn need championing, 
to different degrees; both are underrated, and 
I think Haydn is one of the greatest composers 
ever. Especially in the German-speaking world 
they have not realised that he had a much bet­
ter time in England during his lifetime. If some 
of that can be rethought and re-evaluated, it 
could be a good thing. And Mendelssohn -
again his successes were in this country. But 
now one has to do a lot of persuading. I adore 
Mendelssohn, but so often people say: 'Oh, 
Mendelssohn, a little composer...' How can 
you say that? Mendelssohn was a colossal 
composer! I think his talent can only be com­
pared to Mozart's as a teenager. Think of the 
Octet, or the Overture to A Midsummer Night's 
Dream -1 don't think Mozart wrote such great 
music when he was 16. Later came his fantastic 

I've played them many times since and my 
friends tell me it's different now, so it's time to try 
another version. And I would love, sometime, to 
record the most important solo works of Bartok. 
This is something I've lived with all my life and I 
hope I will get the chance. 

I strongly recommend Peter Bartoks book, 
My Father. It's a very sad book, especially the let­
ters in exile in America. He had a horrendously 
difficult time there; that's how he became ill. 
He says in one of his last letters that his biggest 
regret is that he has to leave this world with 'a 
full suitcase'. And he was not just a great com­
poser but a scientist and ethnomusicologist - he 
could have travelled around America to explore 
American native music. I really admire this 
human being - his integrity was incredible. He 
didn't have to leave Hungary; he wasn't Jewish, 

Playing in Ramallah was a touching occasion: 
many children attended and people came 
from Bethlehem. Music is not going to solve 
problems, but it might open a few doors 

achievements in choral music and chamber 
music. His string quartets opp.12 and 13 are 
wonderful; and the last quartet in F minor is a 
towering masterpiece. And the piano trios! He 
was a musician with perfect knowledge and 
perfect taste, the only one in that generation 
who had Bachian counterpoint in his finger­
tips. The others had to fight for it - Schubert, 
Schumann, even Brahms had trouble with 
fugues and counterpoint. He was responsible 
for the Bach renaissance, the rediscovery of 
the St Matthew Passion, the first performance of 
Schubert's Great C major Symphony - he was 
the first really great conductor and a tower­
ing public figure, so of course he did not have 
all his time for composing. Even so, what's 
wrong with the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto? 
It's out of this world - a perfect masterpiece. 
Tomorrow I'm playing the Variations serieuses, 
which I only learnt last year. It's fantastic. I 
hope that after a year of celebrations the world 
will think differently about Mendelssohn. 

What are your next recordings? 
First, a Schumann recital: the Waldszenen, the 
F sharp Sonata, the Fantasy, and the last piece, 
the E flat Variations. Schumann will have a big 
anniversary next year, but I would be doing this 
anyway. I also did a live recording of the Bach 
partitas which will come out later this year. It's 
25 years since I recorded them in the studio, 

he could have stayed. But he could not tolerate 
terror and injustice, and the Nazis' discrimina­
tion against what they called 'degenerate music' 
or 'degenerate art' - he said, 'If you call that 
degenerate, then 1 am degenerate too.' That's the 
right approach. 

You're taking a six-month sabbatical this 
year. What are you planning to do? 
I haven't taken a sabbatical since 1985.1 still 
love music as much as ever, maybe more, but 
sometimes I get very tired of travelling. I've just 
come back from a trip and if I even think of an 
airport, let alone have to be in one, I get cold 
feet. I need a rest from that. It doesn't mean a 
rest from music: I plan to learn new repertoire 
like The Art of Fugue and the 'Diabetti' Variations 
and a lot of Schumann that I haven't played 
before. And to have a deep relationship with 
Debussy, which I've not done yet. 1 want time 
to read all those big books, and I want to do an 
in-depth course on Shakespeare. And I'm look­
ing forward to visiting India for three weeks. 
Some things are musical, some less so, but eve­
rything is basically connected. 

Andras Schiff will perform five concerts at 

Wigmore Hall in May to mark the 200th 

anniversary of Haydn's death. In June he will 

perform Haydn's Concerto in D with the 

Philharmonia in Bedford and London. iA 
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