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STEPHEN KOVACEVICH

couple of years ago Stephen

Kovacevich was driving along and

a recording of Beethoven’s Sonata

No. 27 in E minor came on the
radio. He recalled a recording he had made
of the piece and a last movement about which
he’d never been quite satisfied. This one was
much better. Who was playing? Wilhelm
Kempff, probably.

The performance ended. ‘Do you know
what? It was my own recording, and I didn’t
even recognise it,’ he tells me. ‘Twasn’t
expecting it, and there it was.” And the lesson
is? ‘Sometimes when you anticipate, you
preclude ecstasy.’

It’s a mistake to think too much about what
to expect. Let it come to you. Some critics
fail to do i, he says, too often. There’s a nice
expletive here about someone from another
magazine, which is better omitted. T'm not
going into California hippy mode to say that
everything has to be unplanned, but I do
think that we often overlook spontaneity.’

We're talking about this battle against
expectation in his home in Hampstead, in
the room where he plays, which is draped
with Indian wall hangings and where a steady
stream of the most talented young players
come to seek the advice of one of the great
artists of our era, about to turn 75.

“When I'm coaching someone and they
have a beautiful sense of rubato, I will praise
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AWAY FROM THE KEYS: Kovacevich conducts

Starting out: Born on 17 December 1940 in
California, he made his public concert debut
age 11 in San Francisco, performing Jean
Francaix’s Concertino.

Heading abroad: At 18, he moved to London
to pursue a piano scholarship with Dame
Myra Hess before making his European
debut at Wigmore Hall in 1961.

Notable partnership: Among his most féted
recordings is his 1978 disc of Bartok, Mozart
and Debussy piano duets with Martha
Argerich, his former partner with whom he
has a daughter, Stéphanie.

Multi-tasking: 1984 saw his first concert as

a conductor with the Houston Symphony
Orchestra. He has since conducted many of
the world’s leading orchestras.

As his 75th birthday approaches, the pianist gladly embraces the
. wildly different characters of Barték and Beethoven, Schubert and
M Scriabin, even if he doesn’t always recognise his own playing. ..

them, but I will never, ever, praise a certain
phrase, saying “Oh you played that phrase so
wonderfully”, because next time they won’t do
it. They’ll be self-conscious, they’ll worry they
can’t do it again. Is it going to be so beautiful
the second time?

‘I can say that most of the gifted kids
between 20 and 30 have found their way to
this piano. I worked with someone who was
very gifted — could not be more gifted, really
— playing the Chopin B minor Sonata. There
was a beautiful phrase that we both liked.
Then another beautiful phrase which, ona
very high level, was tight. I said, “Please do
it again. I’'m giving you no advice. But don’t
type it.” What was released was something
completely magnificent. It was inside. That
person —I won’t say who it was — trusted
me. That trust was a catalyst and it was
miraculous. If you heard that at a concert, you
would be so grateful” _

He talks with the excitement of a youngster.
On the set of his complete Philips recordings
being released to mark his birthday (recorded
between 1968 and 1985) you can hear many
such moments, and feel the warmth of that
fire. When he arrived in London at the
end of the ’50s, the young Stephen Bishop
began to give electric performances. By
the time he recorded Beethoven’s Diabelli
Variationsin 1968 he had established himself
in the repertoire that was going to build his
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