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Cleveland Chamber Music Society: a conversation
with Kirill Gerstein before his recital with Steven Isserlis

by Mike Telin

or perhaps more apropos to the world of artistic 
collaborations, “if you’ve got a good thing going, 

Kirill Gerstein will continue a long partnership on 
Tuesday, January 29 at 7:30 pm in Plymouth 

-
ciety presents them in recital. The program brings 
together music by 19th and 20th century composers 
including Liszt’s Romance oubliée and Die Zelle 
in Nonnenwerth, Busoni’s Kultaselle, variations 
on a Finnish folksong, Brahms’s Sonata No. 1 in 
E minor and Bartók’s Rhapsody, as well as 
Brahms’s Sonata No. 2 in F-major.

the artistic chemistry was evident, and from that time the two musicians have continued 
to perform together whenever their schedules allow. “Yes, we started playing by complete 

Kirill Gerstein studied piano at a special music school for gifted children and in addition 
to studying classical music, he also taught himself to play jazz by listening to his parents' 
record collection. After the renowned vibraphonist Gary Burton, who was performing at a 

-
lowing his second summer at Tanglewood, Gerstein turned his focus to classical music 

profound musicianship and charisma and who desires and can sustain a career as a major 
international concert artist. Gerstein has used his prize to commission new works by 



recital earlier that evening.

Mike Telin: This is a wonderful program you're planning for Cleveland; did you choose it 
together?

early piece by Busoni so it’s not necessarily the most forward looking, visionary Busoni 

All of the smaller pieces, Bartók, Busoni and the Liszt, are all by great pianist composers. 
Then there is the whole Austro-Hungarian connection between Brahms, Bartók and cer-

sort of harmonious way. 

MT: Really!

-

was a little frozen. But when we began to rehearse things got a little livelier, and we had a 
very nice time playing the concert. 

He invited me to play more, and after several years we were in London to give a concert 

and he had met a very nice young person named Kirill who was blond and very friendly, 

-

-



MT: That is a very funny story!

-
toire from playing with him. 

to my wife. And so there are very nice and personal connections that have risen out of 
this initial musical friendship that initially started by mistake. But in this case it was a 
nice mistake. 

MT: Although I’m sure you get tired of taking to people about this, if you don’t mind, I 
have a quick question about your jazz playing?

-
tine. 

MT: In a WGBH Interview you said that your jazz related activities are healthy for your 
classical playing. Why is that?

-
thing spontaneous and on the spur of the moment about playing jazz that is very healthy 
for a classical musician [who is always] playing other people's notes. 

part of the tradition of classical music playing but one that sometimes can get lost. And 

been that the two are much closer to each other then one is commonly led to believe. 

something about it being healthy is this: it’s very easy to delve further and further into the 
importance of each note and each marking that we see in the score of Beethoven or 

have to play the notes that somebody else prescribed for you but the notes that you seem-
ingly choose at that moment.

Brahms, Liszt or whoever felt as they were composing, because all these written down 

perspective. 
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