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Is there life beyond the
Liszt Sonata and the
Grieg Concerto? In this
and the next issue of
CM Keith Clarke

meets two pianists
who are making their
mark outside the
confines of the
standard repertoire,
one looking back and
one looking forward

hen she stepped down
onte Prince Consort
Road at the end of her

studics at the Royal College of
Music, Margarel Fingerhut faced
the fercely competitive world of
the solo pianist with but one or two
concertos under her belt. It was, she
says, not exactly a flying start for a
would-be soloist. Mot that she was
a slouch at college. She put in as
much hard graft as the best of them.,
But very early on she decided there
was more to life than the Liszt So-
nata and the Grieg Concerto and
found herselfincreasingly drawn to
works some way wide of the main-
Sircam.

It started with a love of chamber
music. Her ieachers must have been
a little bemused to find her merning
up at solo piano classes carrying ac-
companiments and quintets. In her
last year she encountered a Russian
pianist who took hér stemmly to one
side and said: ‘Look, you owe it fo
yourself to do a lintle bit of serious
practice on solo repertoire. ' For that
last year Margaret Fingerhut fol-
lowed the advice, abandoning maost
of the chamber music and knuek-
ling down to the standard reper-
toire. But when she started giving
concerts, her natural inclination
was 10 delve into piano music by
the composers whose chamber
works she had come 10 know.,

"I"d spent so much time playing
chamber music, especially with
wind players. and their standand
reperioire is by names that pianists

Margaret Fingerhur: "People conld be genily persuaded to find move

excifement it thell mrsic”

in general have never heard of.”
That was how she began 10 get a
name for surprising audiences with
pieces from the backwaters of the
piano repertoire.

Convincing audiences is one
thing. Convent promoilers are tradi-
tiomally more hurd 10 please, But
Fingerhut has a way of slipping un-
usitl repertoire guielly in by the
back door. 50 long as promotens
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g2 a couple of magical names,
Beethoven or Chopin, in the pro-
gramme, they don’t mind if there
are alsoa couple olfother names that
might not be guite =0 familiar, You
Can dssure them and say: O,
they ¢ very small pieces. You
dem’t exactly tell them how long
il's poing 1o be, Most ol the pro-
gramme will be well [amiliar 1o
their audiences and they use the
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Beethoven or Chopin to bring
people in. When I've got the audi-
ence there captive [ surprise them
and usually, 90% of the time, really
entertain them. People do come
back and of course they've enjoved
Beethoven, Chopin, but what they
invariably say to me afierwards is:
Oh, I've never heard of so-and-so
and izn't it lovely?”

With 50 much unheard music in
her box of tricks, does she ever give
100% “straight’ recitals? ‘If by
straight vou mean Mozart, Bee-
thoven, Chopin, Schubert, Debus-
sy, whatever, | don’t think I ever
have. I might have, but maybe their
unusual works or works not often
played — things like Tchaikovsky
pieces, We actually hardly hesr any
Tehaikovsky solo music.'

But recitals are not the whole
story of a planist’s Iife, and Mar-
garet Fingerhut has less success in
convincing promoters to take on
lesser-known concertos. *As far as
recitals go I think Imust have found
the magic formula because my
career built quite happily on that.
I"ve had a lot of reinvitations. But
when it comes to concertos of
course i1's a very different matter
because there the concemns of box
office are much more manifold and
| think orchestras and concert pro-
moters are not going to risk a 50-
minuie Bax concerto they " ve never
heard before,”

50 this is one battle that Finger-
hut is still lighting, with no signs of
winning, she says, ‘T just get no sat-
isfaction at all from doing the sort
of date where vou tum up in the
afternoon with half an hour 10
quickly run through the Tchaik
concerto and just hack it out in the
evening, It's very sad that that is
most people’s experience of classi-
cil musie. [ don't know if it's to do
with the marketing but they get
very frightened by the unknown. |
wouldn't want things o 2o into
mega=hype but people could be
genily persuaded 1o find more ex-
citement in their music.’

Recitals make up about two thirds
of Fingerhut"s working life, and it
would be an oversimplification to
say that the other third provided her



with litthe musical stimulation. *In
the main the recital work provides
the most satisfying experiences but
that's not o say my concerto work
15 all negative, Bul obviously some-
times I do have 1o grit my teeth and
play a certain eoncerto within a cer-
tain set-up which I'd honestly
rather not be doing.'

If the repenoire freedom of reci-
tal work clocks up the greatest
score on the job satisfaction meter,
this is reflecied in Fingerhut's rec-
ording work for Chandos, where
she is in the happy position-of
working with a company which
shows the same admirable interest
in lesser-known reperioire. “It's
wonderful tohave a company thar's
game 1o try anything,’ she says. The
other side of the coin s that she
may find hersell asked 1o record
litthe-known masterpieces like the
Grieg Converto, but she takes thar
in her siride. The Grieg came up
when she recorded Stanford s sec-
ond Piano Concerto and Concert
variations on ‘Down among the
dead men” with Vemon Handley
and the Ulster Orchestra, who also
wanted to record an all-Grieg pro-
gramme. But with goodies like the
Stanford and the complete piano
works of Dukas, both recently re-
leased, Fingerhut feels she can live
with the Grieg.

*Atl the moment I'm making
about two records a year with
Chandos, In the case of concerto
repertoire it's naturally more what
they want me to do and they were
the ones who asked me to record the
Moeran and Stanford and Bax,
which | was extremely happy to do.
With most of the recital repertoire
I'm more or less allowed a free
hand. [ think if they had strong
doubts about o repertoire sugges-
tion they would probably veto it but
they've not yet actually said no to
anything I've come up with.”

Whal she comes up with provides
a frequent keep-Tit class for the
long-sulfering librarnans a1 West-
minster’s Central Music Library
where they are probably still rub-
bing in the Fry's Balsam from end-
less trips 1o the basement when her
recording of music by the Mighty
Handful was in the making. The
idea for that recording came up
when the music enthusiast Edward
Johnson showed her 2 book of 25
preludes of Cui. *Some of them
wene very atieactive bur 1 didn'y
quite think they meried an entire
project and 1 thought: What about
the piano music of Rimsky-Korsa-
kov, Musorgsky? | knew Pictres
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MARGARET FINGERHUT

‘To be a pianist is
a very lucky thing’

but didn't know the smaller pieces.
And Balakirev =1 knew nothing but
{slarey and the Second Scherzo.

I went 1o the Central Music Li-
brary and got everything out that
they had by these composers,
played through everything and de-
cided what would muke the best
pieces. The moment | go into the
Central Music Library the people
there know that I'm going to get
them going down to the basecment,
It"s always stulTthat sits in the base-
ment hecause No-0ne ever wants o
take it out,”

The lact that she is virually alone
in sifting through the dusty drawers
i5 8 constant source of wonder 1o
Margaret Fingerhut. *1 just find it
absolutely amazing that it's not a
natural thing for everyone to havea
curiosity about all this other music
that was writien and seeing why
some of it fell by the wayside, Was
it deservedly so7 In some cases,
vies, Fingerhut is the first to admat
that there s a lod of muszic silting un-
touched in boxes with very good
reason and she is well aware of the
need o sort the wheat from the
chaff, a process that imvolves anex-
plorative spirit and pretty good
sight-reading, too,

It sight-reading is a useful asset in
the workshop, what does Margaret
Fingerhut see as the sirengths of her
playing when it geis 1o the shop
window? *Well, I'm not going (o
talk about my weaknesses or we'll
be here all year. OF the things I'm
confident about, apart from the fact
of being able to present an interes-
ting, varied recital, the other thing [
know 1 do very well 1s the actual
presentation of it. I don't just sit
down anonymousiy and play. 1 like
o talk to the awudiences where
possible, where the size of hall per-
mits it, and it really does go down
a freat, as they say. | think that as-
pect is actually very important no-
wadays because of the competition
that live performers have with
home enertainment. People don't
want 1o leave the comfort of their
armchairs. ITthey have made the ef-
fort tocome out and hear something
live you've gol to give them some-
thing different that they wouldn’t
have al home putting on their Fa-
vourile recordings.

N you want me o be a bil more
specilic aboutl pianistic things the

one thing [ strive o bring into my
playing is clarity of texiure, how-
ever ough the going, however
murky the textures, This is certainly
true in a lot of the late Romantic
repertoire | tend 1o play and the
early 20th-century British reper-

toire which has got a million and-

one notes oo many. My aim is o
pare Lhe textures down and bring
oul the clarity of individual lines.'
Is that a job for the right foot? *Well
1 gives the right foot a lot 1o think
about. But also when I"'m studying
works 1'm a greal believer m not
Just ploughing through but in
breaking them down into individ-
wil lirves. 1 was First shown this tac-
tic by Cynl Smith who insisted
when yvou learmt Bach fugues that
nod only did yvou memornise each
hand separatcly so that you could
do a concert performance of just
one hand. butl you should be able 1o
follow the course of each individ-
ual line within the fugue.’

ut there is more to life than
B following the ins and outs of

counterpoint. Ask Margaret
Fingerhut how much of her life is
taken up by the career and her
answer is disarmingly honest: *A
bit too much. The chief drawhack
1o one's sanity in choosing the path
that I have is the necessity for exima
hours for preparing unusual reper-
toire in additien w the standard
reperioire. 1 hope the balance will
be a lnle better schieved in the fu-
ture = | am siill learning standard
reperioire because of my unortho-
dox student career.'

Omne way of keeping things in per-
spective is evidenced by a well-
worn pair of walking boots, They
have already carried the pianist up
a Swiss mountain and by the time
thiz appears she will have set outon
a 190-mile coast-to-coast walk
from the Month Sea to the Irish Sea.
"Walking is verv therapeutic be-
cause it gets me right away from ci-
vilisation, music, everything, |
think il I went and lay on a beach
somewhere [ would start worryving
and start going over music as I lay
there,”

Concert giving is a great cnergy
sapper. says Fingerhut, and the
grand tour & fo Kathryn Stoll is mol
for her, “Every musician is dilTer-
ent. I'm not the sort of performer

that can play seven nights in a row,
I find it very difficult just to do two
nights in a row because after I've
done one performance it really
takes me at least 24 hours © gel
going again and it’s a great effort
for me to crank myself up again im-
mediately the following evening.
The adrenalin always pets you
gomg bul sometimes if I'm on a
consecutive run I might be sitting
there an hour before the perfor-
mance really quite vacant. It's only
literally that last-minule surge of
adrenalin when yvou're in the dress-
ing room and everything stars
pumping again and you think: Ah,
hell, I'm getting nervous.”

With or without the adrenalin,
Fingerhut has no shormage of pro-
jects lined up for the future.
*There's a never ending ambition
within music. Even at this point I
think I've amassed enough unusual
reperioire that interests me o keep
me going for quite & fow years. To
b 2 pinnist is a very lucky thing be-
cause there is 50 much worthwhile
music o explore.” In January Fin-
gerhut gave the world premiere of
a sopata written for her by Paul
Spicer and she savs she would like
o Find time for more contemporary
music. 'l hang my head a hittle it
there. 1 iry and do my bit. I've got
g0 involved with off-the-beaten-
irack but I do my best o ry and
leam af least one wlira-contempor-
ary piece a year.

“The real thing 1'd like to indulge
myself in iz more chamber music.
It's ironic that that's how my life in
music started wer ir's something
that's been absolutely relegated 1o
the occasional pleasurable play-
through with friends.’

The next major record release
chalked up on the Chandos board is
a double album of the piano music
of Joseph Suk, not available until
some time next vear. [I was to have
been a single CD released about
now but having laid down some 90
minutes’ music Fingerhut was so
unable o decide what 1o cut that she
persuaded Chandos 1o make it a
double. *Some of the later works
are very difficult to sight-read, es-
pecially if you're not familiar with
the style, but when | was tryving
these pieces oul, even on a very
meagre sight-reading attempt [ was
increditly moved. After that I'm
told that Movak is an even beier
composer for the piano than Suk so
| can’t wait to get to the Central
Muzic Library and send them
trooping down to the basement
once more.' O
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