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T
here aren't many pianists today who
can be thought of as cult figures, but
Krystian Zimerman is one of them.
Catapulted to fame on winning the
Chopin Competition in Warsaw in
1975, in the days when competitions
still counted, Zimerman instantly be-

came one of the hottest properties on the piano scene. And
with the years and the decades, his artistry has kept on grow-
ing. A recording contract with Deutsche Grammophon found
him becoming the only pianist to record with both Herbert
von Karajan and Leonard Bernstein (the maestros were
notorious arch-rivals) and his recordings of works such as the
Chopin ballades, Debussy préludes and Ravel concertos are
regarded as definitive. Awards, acclaim and adoration seem to
follow him wherever he goes.

Many musicians would be content with such stardom. But not
Zimerman. His extraordinary personal standards have become
ever more demanding - principally upon himself. He has a repu-
tation for perfectionism, but this is rather an understatement.
In 1999, the 150th anniversary of Chopin's death, Zimerman's
ever-questing approach led him to form his own orchestra with
which to tour the two Chopin concertos, conducting from
the keyboard. He travels with his own piano, which he always
prepares himself- he's an expert technician. As for recitals, his
programme planning can be a drawn-out process. When we
spoke in mid-January, he was still working out what to play for
his May recitals in Manchester and London. Pianophiles, for
their part, would turn out to hear him play nursery rhymes.

Even so, don't concert promoters jump up and down gnash-
ing their teeth while they wait for his decision? 'I don't know
about the teeth,' Zimerman quips, 'and as for the jumping, it
depends… Perhaps my picture is on the floor!' Much laugh-
ter. 'I am really looking forward to playing in May,' he assures
me. 'I will give the best possible programme I can, and I have
been working day and night on it for the past half year.'

The difficulty is, he says, that he's planning programmes up
to the end of 2010, taking account of several anniversaries -
among them, Chopin, Liszt and Schumann — and trying not
to duplicate pieces in locations where he's played frequently,
while also catering to halls to which he's relatively new. ‘As you
can imagine, there is a temptation to use in new venues some
of the programmes I have played in the past; but I cannot, be-
cause the next concert is a place where I've played more than
60 concerts. I not only have to plan geographically, because
of the piano transport, but also programmatically so that the
pieces are being used in a sufficiently economic way. For every
artist, our repertoire is our capital.'

Zimerman has designed a special van to transport his piano
('it breaks down every half an hour,' he grumbles) and has
himself made a number of tools to lift, shift and shunt the
three-legged giant. Some listeners are astonished to learn that
he's his own technician, but Zimerman gives a verbal shrug:
'It's a wooden box with strings, but it's like a human being:
you want to take care of it. Basically the point is to make
my life a little easier. I used to play concerts in the 1970s
and 1980s on different pianos and I would be fighting with
the instruments, wondering why they were like this. As I was
already working earlier on making spare parts, and in my free
time I was making some money from this to survive, I learned
how these parts are being made and how different they can be
in various pianos. So when I play certain pieces that I know
depend on a particular part of the mechanism, I'm trying to
implement in my instrument a mechanism on which I don't
have to fight in order to achieve this quality.

'In the last five years I developed new methods that give
me much greater freedom and variety. I am very proud of
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There's an awareness that comes with age: you feel increasingly
that you should start to be a grown-up and make a clear stand'
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