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Piano: 

A large keyboard musical instrument in which strings are struck by rebounding 
hammers when the keys are depressed, with two or three pedals to regulate the 
volume, timbre, and duration of the sounds produced; a pianoforte 

Competition:  
 
… is a contest …  for a niche … resources or goods … for prestige, recognition, 
awards or group or social status … Competition is the opposite of cooperation. 
 
 
 “The notes I handle no better than many pianists. But the pauses between the notes 
- ah, that is where the art resides.”  

Artur Schnabel 
 

  
“When she started to play, Steinway came down personally and rubbed his name off 
the piano. ”  

Bob Hope 
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April 2014 

The day before we are due to set out 
for the four days of the first half of 
the Passover holiday with daughters 
and granddaughters at Kibbutz Nir 
David, I received an email from 
Vivien’s friend, Gill Teicher.  She 
draws my attention to the Facebook 
page of the Arthur Rubinstein 
International Music Society, which is 
looking for volunteers to take “stills” 
at the forthcoming Piano Competition 
next month. How anyone not involved 
would have seen the request is beyond 
my comprehension.  Over the years.  I 
have taken a vague interest in this 
piano competition but can’t recollect 
ever have attended a recital, although 
I’ve watched the final concert and the 
jury’s decisions being announced on 
television. And I did pay some 
attention to the chamber music 
section in 2005 when the Aviv Quartet 
were the accompanying artists and 
Vivien came over from London to 
travel to Eilat to give support.   It’s 
always seemed to be to be a spectacle 
— and when I was researching the 
nature of festivals a decade and a half 
ago I remember reading quite a lot 
about the difference between a festival 
and a spectacle — and to my mind, a 
piano competition is a spectacle. 

Anyway, I don’t give it much further 
thought and it’s late in the evening 
and anyway tomorrow I’ve got to get 
out of the house as early as possible 
and be on the road.  Nevertheless, I 
answer Gill’s email and she offers to 
put me in touch with the person 
handling the matter and ask her to call 
me. 

I wasn’t really sure that I wanted to do 
this but Vivien usually sees things 
more clearly than I do and thought 
that I might learn something from it 

so, when a couple of days later, I get to 
speak to Shuly Haberman, the 
producer of the competition, for the 
first time, she tells me that are 
another couple of photographers —
professionals — and I thought that 
perhaps Vivien’s intuition is — once 
again — right.  So I say “OK”.  The 
next time we speak, Shuly tells me 
that she will try and organize a joint 
meeting with the second 
photographer (it turns out that there 
wasn’t a third) for after Passover. 

Pesach comes and goes and Shuly calls 
to say that the reason for the inability 
to arrange a joint meeting is that Alex 
(the second photographer) hasn’t 
answered the telephone because his 
wife is ill in hospital and he can’t leave 
her.  Some days later, she rings me 
again to tell me that Alex’ wife has 
tragically passed away at which point I 
decide that things are getting serious, 
probably more serious than I feel 
competent to handle and I think that 
it’s time to go and have a chat with 
Shuly and with Idith Zvi, the artistic 
director, at their hideout on 
Huberman Street. 

The meeting is friendly and 
businesslike.  There are two things 
that worry me: (a) I am now the sole 
photographer and have no experience 
whatsoever doing this sort of thing.  I 
like to go out mornings and take 
photographs in the park and do it 
reasonably well — but indoors? Of 
musicians?  Except for a few images of 
my daughters and their respective 
quartets and ensembles, mostly in 
rehearsal and under duress, this is 
going to be new to me.  (b) The 
schedule.  Fifty-two recitals—eight a 
day over nine days and then another 
four on the ninth day, followed by two 
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days of chamber concerts and five 
days involving twelve concertos with 
two orchestras.  This sounds totally 
bonkers but I agree on the 
understanding that I have a day and a 
half off during the first Stage of the 
competition to prepare and give a 
seminar at the University of Haifa, 
and then one day off to recover 

between Stages I and II.  They agree to 
this and say they’ll hire a professional 
photographer for the opening Gala 
concert, the final night, and for the 
days I need to take off.  Less than 
thrilled by what I have let myself in 
for, I get on the bus for the ride home 
and ponder the wisdom of my decision 
and my fate for the next month. 

 

April 29 

The preparations for my seminar in 
Haifa are going nowhere.  There’s 
baby-sitting and ferrying around to 
various clinics for medical tests and 
the like — but no time to concentrate.  
One of my colleagues thinks I’m mad 
for worrying about it so much but I’d 
like to turn the seminar presentation 
into an article some time later in the 
year.  Next week is taken up with 

Israel’s Remembrance Day and 
Independence Day and then the 
competition starts and I don’t want to 
cancel the seminar so Vivien and I 
discuss the issue and we agree that the 
best thing for me would be to spend a 
few days in London cloistered away 
incognito and incommunicado, so the 
following Friday morning I find myself 
on an El Al plane for Heathrow. 

 

May 2 — May 7 

I manage to accomplish in three days 
and a bit what I couldn’t manage in 
three months in Tel Aviv, spend a day 
with the London grandchildren, 
manage to get to the Matisse Cut-
Outs at the Tate Modern and turn up 
for breakfast in Tel Aviv at 06.30 on 
May 7 with my wife.  Shuly Haberman 
gets in touch to say that Alex wants to 
be involved again and can I come to a 
meeting at the office on Huberman 
Street the following day at 2?  So we’re 
in business! 

The only action I took re the Piano 
Competition when I was in London 
was to pick up a new lens for the 
camera.  Nikon had announced a new 
18-300 zoom lens (equivalent to 450 
mm on a 35mm camera) on April 10, 
which it said would be on sale on April 
24.  I thought that this might make 

the difference between good and 
ordinary photos (it did).  However, I 
couldn’t find a supplier in the UK or 
Europe who could guarantee delivery 
to Belsize Park by the morning of May 
7 when I was due to return home. 
(Erlich’s in Tel Aviv had told me it 
wouldn’t be available here until about 
the end of June at the earliest.)  In the 
event, I ordered it late on Wednesday 
night in Tel Aviv and Amazon.com 
shipped it from Cincinnati, and I took 
delivery in London early on Friday 
afternoon! 

My Shuli tells me that there’s a 
rehearsal of the Tel Aviv Soloists 
Ensemble down the road at the 
Conservatory on Stricker Street and it 
might be an idea to get some practice 
in.  Good idea.  So off I trot for half an 
hour and the pictures aren’t bad.  I am 
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also trying out a new image editing 
application, which does a fantastic job 

with noise reduction and perspectives, 
so I’m ready to go. 

 

Friday, May 9 

Shuly has requested Raz Binyamini at 
the Israel Conservatory of Music in Tel 
Aviv that I be allowed to photograph 
today at the recital given by Alexander 
Gavriliuk, who won 1st Prize at the 
Rubinstein 9 years ago.  Raz’ answer 
annoyed me a little — “OK, as long as 
it doesn’t turn out to be a piano-
shutter click duet.”  I arrive a couple of 
hours before the recital; Gavriliuk is a 
gentleman and I make as little noise as 
possible.  Viv and I both attend the 
recital (no seats, so we sit in the 
gallery, where we can’t see the piano 
at all but discover that the sound 
carries there better than to any place 
in the front of the hall.  So there! 

We reluctantly decide to skip the 
second half of the recital because 
Shuly has organized a meeting down 
at the office with Alex Kantor, the 
second volunteer photographer.  We 
discuss what is needed and I learn that 
contrary to the exercise a few hours 
earlier with Gavriliuk, we cannot use 
flash, we cannot move around, we 
cannot be on stage and the lighting 
will be what is there in the hall.  

Anyway, now that we are two, we 
divide up the hours to suit ourselves 
and we seem ready to start.  Alex and I 
go off together for an hour, chat and 
have coffee.  I already have admiration 
for him and I am sure that the time 
spent doing something will be 
therapeutic for him.  He seems like a 
nice guy.  He may not be a 
professional but he tells me he’s been 
shooting photos since he was 8 and I 
reckon he’s now mid-50s. 

However, before we leave the office, a 
tall moustachioed guy comes in 
without knocking and is met with 
shrieks of joy. I don’t catch the name 
but I understand that he’s been here 
before and there’s something magical 
about the personality — the guy has 
humour, puts everyone at ease, there’s 
a lot of smiling and laughing.  Visting 
cards are distributed — which makes 
me feel guilty because even when I was 
“active” and had visiting cards in my 
wallet, I always forgot to distribute 
them!  From the conversation and 
from the visiting card, I learn that the 
visitor is Gerrit Glaner, from 
Hamburg, the Head of Steinway’s 
Concert and Artist Department, and a 
key player in piano competitions 
worldwide.  During the conversation, 
there’s mention of someone called Uli 
but I don’t put two and two together 
at this stage. 

Sunday, May 11 

Yesterday was a day off, as it were.  
This evening, my activity as official 

volunteer photographer of the 14th 
Arthur Rubinstein Piano Master 
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Competition begins.  I am sort of 
excited with some little trepidation 
about what’s to come.  Off I go to 
Recanati Hall in the Tel Aviv Museum 
of Art where the first fortnight of the 
competition is held.  This evening and 
tomorrow, the contestants each get 15 
minutes on the two competition 
pianos, a Steinway and a Fazioli — 
and it’s here I learn over the next two 
days that there’s another competition 
going on under the surface.   

I arrive early and there’s a man 
dressed in T-shirt and apron working 
on a piano.  I observe him for a while; I 
say nothing and he is deep in 
concentration.  When he looks up 
after maybe 10 minutes I ask him 
whether I would be disturbing him if I 
took some photographs.  “No 
problem, go ahead”.  He seems 
friendly and as he’s working on the 
Steinway and Gerrit had just arrived 
from Hamburg, I ask him, too, 
whether he is from Hamburg.  He says 
that originally he is but that he lives 
and works in London, so I say, 
innocently, because I haven’t yet put 
two and two together, that my son 
worked for Steinway in London for a 
few years.  “Who’s you son?” is the 
response and “Dov Waterman” is the 
answer, whereupon I receive a wide 
grin and he tells me that he knows 
Dov well.  This is Ulrich Gerhartz, 
Steinway’s Director of Concert & 
Artists Services.  I observe him at 
work, take a few more pictures and at 
around 7 p.m., the parade begins. 

 

The two shiny black warhorses, one 
subtly bearing the Steinway logo and 
name, the other boldly — almost 
gaudily — displaying the Fazioli logo, 
on both sides of the piano and on the 
lid, are unveiled.  

 

The first foursome (they come in 
fours, an hour apart) arrive and the 
first things that strike me is that some 
of them are just kids and they seem to 
either know one another already or at 
least have struck up a friendship — 
they are all staying at the same hotel.  
They get 15 minutes each in total to 
try out the two instruments and 
decide which one they are going to 
compete on — for it is a competition.  
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What makes an impression even to my 
untrained ear is the difference in the 
sounds that these two monsters make.  
The Fazioli strikes me as louder and 
somehow more even than the 
Steinway, fewer colours and 
somewhat muffled in the upper 
middle register; the Steinway is 
brighter, perhaps too bright and it 
appears to me that a good player 
might get something extra out of it. 

The first four arrive, two young men 
and two young women, all of East 
Asian origin.  In fact, this is another 
fact about this competition that 
makes its mark — 40% of the 
competitors are from China, Taiwan, 
Japan or South Korea, though almost 
all of them speak with American 
accents.  The two women make 
straight for the Steinway, play 
something or other on it, give the 
Fazioli a cursory try out and opt for 
the Steinway.  The third competitor, 
Ji-Yong Kim plays his full 15 minutes 
on the Steinway and when Shuly 
Haberman stops him, he is distraught: 
“But I haven’t tried the Fazioli yet!”.  

So Shuly gives him two minutes on the 
Italian instrument and as soon as he 
plays on it, he sounds different.  All 
this is done under the watchful eye of 
Daniil Trifonov, the winner of the last 
competition who is in Tel Aviv to 
perform at the Gala Opening concert 
on Tuesday night.  He seats himself 
with a representative of Fazioli (he 
now one of theirs) and bears a 
somewhat bored expression of “Been 
there, done that” on his face. 

Some try the Fazioli first but most go 
for the Steinway.  One of the 
competitors, Lopatynsky, from 
Ukraine, seems to have something 
against pianos.  Another, Colafelice 
from Italy is a huffer and puffer, a 
grimacer, a groaner and a growler.  
One or two seem carried away into 
another world as soon as they sit 
down — and this is only a try-out!   
The parade continues until almost 10 
p.m., at which point I am pretty tired.  
I hadn’t thought it would be as intense 
as this — and there are two days left 
before the competition starts. 

 

Monday, May 12 

The parade continues the following 
day, starting at 5 p.m.  I am joined by 
my fellow duty photographer, Alex, 
for the first part of the evening.  
However, Alex has to leave early, 
citing personal issues, and I stay until 
after 10.  I hadn’t expected this — we 
were going to divide up the work but 
the show must go on, as the saying 
goes.  It is also the first time I see the 
equipment Alex has brought with him, 
a Nikon D800 with giant telephoto 
lens to match and I am intimidated.  
My machine, sophisticated as it is, 
isn’t quite in the same league. 
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And here they come, one after the 
other.  I don’t realize it at the time, 
but we will become familiar with some 
of these kids over the next fortnight 
whereas the others will just have been 
names in a programme and a 45-
minute recital.  I also don’t realize 
until later in the evening the crucial 
role of the piano technician in this 
whole event.  I had thought that it was 
just a matter of tuning, say, at the 
start of the day and that’s that.  How 
innocent I am.  Without the 
technicians there is very simply no 
competition at all.  These pianos are 
overplayed — and as we will discover 
two weeks hence, this has enormous 
implications on the nature of the 
competition.  It is here that I begin to 
appreciate the nature of the sub-
contest between the two piano 
manufacturers. 

There are one or two humorous 
moments in recording the trials this 
evening.  A young 18-year old 
Japanese girl, Misora Ozaki, doesn’t 
have the body weight to alter the 
height of the Fazioli piano stool and is 
reduced to a series of gymnastic 
movements to try and lower it until 
she is rescued from her plight by a 
friendly piano technician. 

About 20 minutes later, along comes 
Sun-A Park from the United States.  
The sole intention of Ms. Park’s 15-
minute try-out seemed to be to 
discover whether she could destroy 
two grand pianos in the space of a 
quarter of an hour as she put the 
instruments through a series of crash 
tests that Audi would have been proud 
to have invented, dashing from piano 
to piano in an attempt to outrun 
Usain Bolt.  At 10 p.m., the last person 
arrives — the sole Israeli pianist, Ran 
Dank, fresh from New York.  By 10.15, 
the evening ends and the Steinway .v. 
Fazioli reps tot up the score — 29 to 
4.  Three late-arriving competitors 
make the score for the Stage I recitals 
31 to 5.  The fallout from this will 
become apparent towards the end of 
the competition. 

I collapse into bed wondering how I 
am going to survive another 17 days 
of this.  I’ve only been at it a couple of 
days and I’ve already taken over 400 
photographs, around what I normally 
manage in a month. 

Tomorrow morning, battle begins 
with the draw for places. 

 

Tuesday, May 13 

I am worried that the sound my 
camera makes when I click the shutter 
button will disturb people close by.  
Alex has told me that his reserve 
camera is a little Leica Digital which 
makes no sound and I remember that 
I have a similar Panasonic camera with 
a Leica lens, which I haven’t used for a 
couple of years.  However, I soon 
discover that the battery is dead and 
that getting a new one on time 

involves a trip to place in which 
parking is difficult, to say the least, 
paying an exorbitant price for delivery 
by courier or waiting for the Israel 
Postal Service to deliver it, which 
might take a week or more, so I 
abandon that idea. 

Instead, I call Itzik Canetti, from 
whom I learned the basics of digital 
photography a few years back, explain 
the situation to him, and ask his 
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advice.  He suggests that either I use 
Quiet Mode on the camera or that I go 
down to Erlich Cameras and see if 
they have any suggestion.  So at 9.30 I 
am at Erlich’s but all they can suggest 
is that I try wrapping the camera in 
diving equipment.  Given the 
difficulty the assistant had in 
inserting the camera and lens into the 
waterproof sleeve and then in 
operating the shutter button, I 
conclude that although this might be a 
solution to the noise problem, I 
needed to have thought of it a 
fortnight ago and practised it daily in 
order for it to have been of any help.  
So it looks as if I’ll have to try Q-mode 
and hope that I get away with it! 

The Tal Hotel is a pretty ordinary 
hotel just south of Tel Aviv Port, 
which I pass on my morning walks a 
couple of times a week.  This is where 
the competitors are holed up — each 
with a piano in her/his room — and 
this is where the draw for the order of 
performance is to take place.  This is 
just as well because I’ve just come back 
from the Tel Aviv Museum where I 
had left my reading glasses where I 
had been sitting the previous evening 
and the area around the Museum has 
become a media circus area because 
today is sentencing day in [one of] the 
Olmert corruption trials.  Olmert gets 
a 6-year sentence later in the day but 
that doesn’t really affect the order of 
business at the Tal Hotel. 

The draw takes place in an 
unpretentious (i.e., drab) conference 
room upstairs in he hotel.  The room 
is full to overflowing.  Almost all of 
the competitors are here (two have 
not yet turned up; they apparently 
were concertizing the night before and 
will arrive tomorrow), many of the 
volunteers whose job it is to ferry the 
kids from the hotel to Recanati Hall, 

various other volunteers and paid 
temporary staff, the three permanent 
“civil servants”, and the Chairman of 
the Competition Jury, Arie Vardi who 
is doing the rounds of interviews, 
smiling, grinning and looking all the 
part of the media maven that he is.  
And I can’t help thinking again as I see 
them all together: “They’re all kids!” 

 

 

The draw begins at about 11.10.  Each 
of the 36 competitors chooses a key 
ring with a number from a black bag.  
If they think the number is their place 
in the performance sequence, they are 
wrong — but it is related to it.  Stage I 
of the competition extends over six 
days (from tomorrow, Wednesday 
until the following Monday) with six 
competitors performing a 40-50 
minute recital and the person who has 
drawn #1 is then called forward and 
asked to choose one of the 36 
performance slots. This is smart as it 
puts the onus on the candidate to 
decide whether they wish to play early 
or late in the competition.  Some 
know more or less exactly when they 
would like to play; others seem 
confused by this and one young lady 
(the same one who set out to destroy 
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both pianos yesterday) seems 
absolutely bamboozled.  

 

She must have stood in front of the 
screen that contained the slots for a 
full three minutes, all the while being 
prompted by Shuly Haberman, before 

she is able to make her choice.  
Nobody seems to want the first day.  
With 28 or 29 of the slots already 
determined, only one has selected 
tomorrow as their performance day.  
That’s interesting.   

However, by 11.40, it’s all over.  
Professor Vardi addresses the 
competitors and tells them that if they 
have any complaints about the pianos 
that he is the address to which 
complaints should be made because he 
chose them.  The kids are then 
addressed by Idith Zvi, David Fong (a 
prize winner at the previous 
competition in 2011 and by Daniil 
Trifonov), there is a group mugshot 
for the press of the performers 
appearing on the first day and then 
another of all the 34 competitors 
present.  

 

 

There is an invitation to lunch but I 
decline the offer.  Outside the hotel, a 
youngish woman approaches me and 
tells me that she is Anat Meromi, the 
PR for the competition.  I would get to 
know Anat quite well — telephone 

and email — over the next two weeks 
but not quite as well as either of us 
thinks.  She tells me that Haggai 
Hitron, one of Haaretz’s two music 
critics will contact over the next few 
days as he will need pictures.  I have 
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no idea what this man looks like but I 
have read the stuff he writes for the 
paper for years and if I want to know 
what colour the soprano’s dress was at 
last weekend’s concert, then Haggai’s 
your man.  In return, I tell Anat that 
earlier that morning, I had taken the 
initiative of emailing Noam Ben-Zeev, 
the paper’s other music critic and tell 
him that there may be an interesting 
angle on the competition if he were to 

bother to interview the piano 
technicians.  Noam takes the bait but 
Anat says that he’s committee to so 
many other interviews over the 
fortnight that she doubts whether 
he’ll have the time.  Anyway, I’ve done 
my bit for Arthur today and I scoot off 
home to rest up before my first 
assignment the following day, 
skipping the Gala opening concert, of 
which I hear part on the radio.  

 

Wednesday, May 14 

I am on first shift today, in the 
afternoon and Alex comes in the 
evening.  The day before yesterday, 
while trying out shooting positions I 
found a room separated from the 
main hall by a glass window, above the 
back row, on the left-hand side — 
ideal for photographing with my new 
telephoto lens and where nobody 
could hear clicks.  So on arrival at the 
hall, I make a beeline for the room 
only to find it locked.  I seek out 
Tomer (Shuly’s assistant for the 
duration of the competition) and he 
tells me that the room is locked 
because that is where they have 
chosen to store the programmes.  
After pleading for a couple of minutes, 
he somewhat reluctantly opens the 
door for me and tells me not to leave 
the room if the door is unlocked and 
that I should seek him out when I’m 
finished and he will lock it again.  
When the time comes for me to want 
to leave the room, Tomer is nowhere 
to be found, so I close the door and 
hope for the best. 

Actually, I wanted to leave almost as 
soon as I entered because the small 
space is stacked high with bundles of 
programmes.  It's also airless — not 
quite hermetic but as close I’d wish it 
to be.  So, as the first competitor 

emerges on to the stage, Nicolas 
Namoradze, of Georgia, I rearrange 
the programmes so that I can sit and 
begin my work.  Nicolas gives us some 
Bach, Beethoven, Berg and Ligeti.  By 
the time I am ten minutes into the 
second contestant, Osip Nikiforov of 
Russia — who presents us with a 
cocktail of Benyamin Yusupov’s 
“Subconscious Labyrinths” one of two 
Israeli compositions commissioned for 
the competition, and which the 
competitors can choose to perform 
either in Stage I or Stage II. We are to 
hear this piece several times more 
over the following week and the more 
I hear it, the more I think that it’s 
designed to test the piano as well as 
the pianist.  Osip adds some 
Schumann and the Liszt-Horowitz 
adaptation of Saint-Saëns Danse 
Macabre.  

Meanwhile, I can’t take any more of 
the enclosed space I’ve chosen for 
myself and sidle my way downstairs 
into the auditorium at the end of the 
Yusupov, at which point I am met by 
one of the Recanati Auditorium’s 
Russian-speaking security sisterhood 
and told that I am forbidden to 
emerge.  I show her my badge, which 
has my name and title “Photographer” 
on it (in Latin, not Cyrillic characters) 
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and her obsequiousness to my badge 
of authority is tangible, as she 
reluctantly lets me into the hall with a 
warning that I should be quiet.  This is 
my opportunity to switch the camera 
setting from the regular click to Quiet 
mode, and it seems to work.  At least 
nobody seems to react to the single 
click and I continue to photograph 
Osip from the rear of the auditorium. 

There’s a 20-minute interval and I go 
to talk to Vivien who’s been sitting at 
the back of the hall.  She is impressed 
with Nikiforov and less so with 
Namoradze.  I am impressed with 
neither of them very much nor with 
the lovely Japanese lady, Rina Sudo, 
who follows them.  She gives us a 
Haydn sonata, Mikhail Pletnev’s piano 
adaptation of the concert suite from 
The Nutcracker and Prokofiev’s 6th 
sonata. What I’m beginning to realize 

is that almost all of these competitors 
are technically very capable, that some 
of them have what the piano people 
call “touch” and that so far, none has 
appealed to my inner spiritual sense, if 
I have one. 

I decide that we need a photograph of 
the jury and I approach Yanina, their 
keeper.  She will talk with Vardi and 
it’s agreed that I should come along at 
13.50 tomorrow to the room they use 
for their deliberations (and to eat and 
generally tell piano jokes). 

Vivien and I leave the hall and decide 
not to watch the evening session, 
which is broadcast live on the Internet 
— as are all the sessions, something I 
only discovered when I got to the 
auditorium earlier in the day and 
found that several of my preferred 
spots (in fact all of them) had been 
commandeered by the video people. 

 

Thursday, May 15 

Well, here we go again.  First of all, the 
morning is spent doing the weekly 
shopping and trying to catch up on 
myself a bit.  I am already exhausted 
and this is only the second day but I’m 
learning fast how to conserve energy 
and energies, how to economise on 
photographs, how to ad lib and 
improvise.  So this is getting good.  It’s 
really good practice. 

I go out for my regular morning walk 
of an hour or so and decide that if I’m 
going to be photographing pianists all 
day, I might as well do what I usually 
do and take the camera with me in the 
mornings in case something 
interesting turns up.  I walk a similar 
route every day — Yarqon Park, Tel 
Aviv Port and two or three alternative 
routes home.  Today, I make a slight 
deviation and pass the Tal Hotel 

hoping perhaps to see one or two of 
the competitors.  But they’re 
musicians so a quarter to nine is 
probably a bit early for them (it’s 
actually an hour late for me).  No luck 
— but just as I round the corner to 
walk towards the Port, I come across a 
face I recognize — Yutong Sun — an 
18-year old Chinese competitor.  He is 
being dressed down by a lady who I 
take to me his mother (maybe she’s 
his aunt, guardian, manageress or 
handler — and although I don’t know 
a word of Mandarin or Cantonese 
from the way she is waving a piece of 
paper at him, pointing to her watch 
and generally haranguing him, I guess 
that she is berating for having taken 
the advice of Arie Vardi and Shuly 
Haberman and elected to go for a 
morning walk before getting down to 
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practise.  She really doesn’t like it but he seems to have heard it all before.

 

 

I turn up at the Museum at 13.30 to 
photograph the jury — but am turned 
away because Professor Vardi has 
decided that some of them are 
unsuitably dressed for the occasion 
and the photo shoot is rescheduled for 
tomorrow. 

I’m afternoon session again, today and 
there are three competitors — Steven 
Lin, a Taiwanese American, Chun 
Wang from China and Roman 

Lopatynskyi from the Ukraine.  Lin is 
a personable chap with a light touch; I 
like him. He smiles, he talks — and he 
plays beautifully.  He’s one of those 
people who makes an impression 
immediately, as he did when I 
encountered him a few days earlier 
when he elected to play on the 
Steinway.  He plays Bach’s French 
Overture, Mozart’s Rondo K485 and 
Liszt’s Don Juan.  This guy is good, 
really good. 
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Wang, on the other hand, is not so 
memorable. Beethoven’s “Waldstein”, 
the other Israeli piece by Ella Milch-
Sheriff “Reflections on Love”, and 
Debussy’s Pour le Piano.  The Milch-
Sheriff piece is really very listenable 
and much easier on the instrument 
than the Yusupov.  My prediction 
about Wang is based on his 
performance of the Debussy.  We had 
lived with this piece 25 years ago for a 
year and Dov made the piano sing, 
really sing, in the slow movement.  
Wang didn’t — and that was that for 
me.   

Lopatynskyi, on the other hand, is 
absolutely memorable, not so much 
for what he played but for how he 
went about it.  It seems as if his piano 
is struck forte, his forte is struck 
fortissimo and fortissimo is 
fortississimo.  He seems determined to 
test the technical limits of the 
instrument and he is one of [too] 
many like this in the competition.  
This I realize already. “Touch” is a 
word completely absent from his 
lexicon, it seems.  And having beaten 
the living daylights out of the 
instrument, he has the audacity to 
come out and treat us to an encore, 
with more of the same.  I am 
beginning to appreciate that Ulrich 
Gerhartz — Uli— is the busiest 
person in the building.  Within 30 
seconds of a performance ending, he is 
out on stage, re-tuning the piano.  
(Little do I know at this point in time 
that he’s also working late into the 
night and starts work at some ungodly 
hour in the morning.)  I begin to 
appreciate that the Steinway will be 
played on hard 31 times in six days 
and even if all Fazioli players make it 
through to Stage II, the Steinway will 
have been played on 42 times in just 
nine days. 

Vivien and I decide to go along to the 
evening session and I decide not to 
take the camera with me because it’s 
Alex’ watch and not mine.  This is a 
fundamental error and is something 
that distinguishes an amateur from 
professional photographer.  I should 
really have the camera with me at all 
times. 

Up this evening are Veronika 
Bohmová, a lovely person who plays 
well without being really outstanding.  
We get Beethoven, Op.54 and 
Prokofiev’s 8th sonata.  She’s an 
experienced competitor so I reckon 
she’ll make it through to Stage II, 
another of my wild guesses gone 
wrong, as time will show.   

An 18-year-old Italian from Bari who 
rejoices in the name of Leonardo 
Colafelice follows her.  I’d noticed him 
when they were trying out the pianos 
a couple of days ago and there was 
something about his demeanour that 
said: “I’m good.  Look at me. Listen to 
me”!  There is a delay of about two 
minutes before he comes on stage and 
the announcer, Shira Gera, tells us 
that Leonardo has forgotten his 
jacket.  The recital, in contrast to 
many others, comprises four short 
virtuoso pieces — Prokofiev, Schubert 
and Mendelssohn.  And it struck me 
that there’s not much Schubert on 
offer here this week.  Why?  At the end 
of each item on his programme, he 
very deliberately stands up, buttons 
his jacket, places his hands behind his 
back and takes a bow. He is the first of 
the competitors to gives us a “show” 
and I wonder whether forgetting his 
jacket is a deliberate part of this show. 
By the end of the recital, I am 
convinced that it is — and so are some 
others.  I wouldn’t like to play poker 
with this guy: the stakes would be too 
high.  He ends his recital with the 
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piano version of Stravinsky’s 
Petrushka, with glissandi up and down, 
with either hand.  This is a winner-
takes-all gamble.  If it comes off, he’s 
through to Stage II for sure; if not, 
well, he’ll have gambled and lost.  But 
Leonardo is not one to fail, it seems.  
The audience just loves the show. 

He’s followed by Shen Lu with three 
Scarlatti sonatas, prettily played, the 
Milch-Sheriff piece again, and 
Rachmaninov’s Etudes-Tableaux.  It 
does very little for me! And this ends 
my participation for the day.  I am 
totally knackered and wonder how I 
would have felt if I’d been here on my 
own, without Alex. 

Friday, May 16 

I’m on duty in the afternoon today so 
I use the morning to clear up some 
things at home that have become 
neglected.  I also arrange the pictures 
I’ve taken so that I can transfer them 
to Tomer to put in the Competition’s 
picture archive. 

I turn up at the Museum about an 
hour before things start up again in 
the afternoon.  As usual, Uli is at work 
on the piano.  Seong-Jin Cho, a very 
talented 20-year old Korean virtuoso 
oozing with so much self-confidence 
that it bothered me had worked it over 
in the morning with some Mozart, a 
Chopin sonata and Bartók, followed 
by two others.  So it needed some 
restoration work.  Uli tells me that 
he’s been holed up in the Museum 
since he arrived last Friday morning, 
commuting between his room at the 
Hilton and the stage at Recanati.  We 
arrange that if time permits, we’ll go 
somewhere for lunch tomorrow 
afternoon. 

Gerrit Glaner is another person who 
seems to be around all the time.  It 
takes me a while to figure out quite 
what his function is but basically he is 
nursemaid to all the Steinway pianists 
who are signed-up Steinway artists — 
and Gerrit is Head of Steinways 
Concert & Artist Department.  He 
takes notes incessantly, talks to all the 
competitors and everyone else, is 
extremely knowledgeable about music 

and competitions and seems generally 
very good at his job, which, here is 
basically to keep everyone happy and 
calm.  I photograph him listening 
intently to the lovely Veronika 
Bohmova and send the edited picture 
to him later in the day. 

I turn up at the jury room for the 
photo shoot only to find that Vardi 
himself is missing.  He turns up 15 
minutes late, apologises and we get on 
with the job of taking the group mug 
shot.  Everybody seems happy and 
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they all smile for the camera.  
However, nobody notices that Martin 
Engström is missing and as I leave, I 
run into him arriving — he had 
forgotten.  We agree that I’ll take one 
of him against a plain background and 
that I’ll try and Photoshop him into 
the main shot.  I’m none too happy 
with this as it means that I have to 
refresh my Photoshop skills, which 
weren’t all that well developed in the 
first place! 

And just before the afternoon session 
begins [Friday’s schedule is different 
from other days, with a morning and 
afternoon session] I am waylaid again 
by Hitron who tells me that he needs 
two pictures of this and three of that 
from this angle and that angle, and 
one of X sitting next to Y and B 
standing beside A — pronto.   I say 
“Of course, Sir — I am at your disposal 
whenever and wherever.” And then 
seek out Shuly and Idith and call Anat 
to ask them if this guy thinks that I 
am his personal photographer and 
from their responses, I gather that 
they are as enamoured of him as I — 
but what to do?  He writes for a 
national newspaper that is covering 
the competition and as they subscribe 
to the aphorism that all publicity is 
good publicity, we have to go along 
with the foibles and demands of the 
journalist who is Hitron — and he 
knows it. 

The session begins with a recital from 
Sergey Sobolev, one of the two 32-year 
olds in the competition.  He is 
announced but it takes him a full 
minute before he walks out on stage.  
At this point, I might add, that as the 
competition is being streamed live on 
the Internet, there are three cameras 
on the hall and one onstage, focussed 
on the hands.  There is a large screen 
on the right-hand side of the stage 

where the audience can follow the 
hands (at home, you can choose which 
of the four cameras you wish to watch 
but in the auditorium, you get hands 
only!) Sobolov places his hands above 
the keyboard and holds them there a 
full half minute or more while the 
video camera and screen show the 
almost Parkinsonian tremor.  The guy 
may have participated in a lot of 
competitions before this one but he’s 
nervous — very nervous.  In the 
event, we get an anodyne performance 
of Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasie, 
Rachmaninov’s Etudes-Tablueaux 
(again), a Chopin Ballade and a 
Scriabin sonata.  But there’s nothing 
that I can recognize as memorable — 
let alone outstanding — in this 
performance. I can’t wait for it to be 
over. 

Next up into the ring is Ilya 
Kondratiev, another Russian, aged 26.  
Ilya is the second showman to put in 
an appearance.  With a black jacket 
with fancy lapels, a white shirt with a 
black zipper and long flowing auburn 
hair, he cuts quite a picture.  He 
presents Scarlatti, Haydn, Milch-
Sheriff and Schumann’s Sonata Op.22.  
He has a back that arches away almost 
into a semicircle and is one of those 
pianists whose emotions are 
expressed through body movement.  
Some pianists — András Schiff is a 
prime example — barely move while 
playing; others are all over the place, 
like Mitsuko Uchida; in others, it’s all 
in the facial expressions.  Ilya is a body 
player.  He finishes the Schumann and 
the audience goes wild.  They’ve found 
their second finalist, for sure (or so 
they think). 

Last out into the bullring this Friday 
afternoon is Yue Chu, a 29-year-old 
Chinese from the New England 
Conservatory.  He’s a non-mover and 
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performs in stark contrast to 
Kondratiev, giving us a set of 
Beethoven variations and six Moments 
Musicaux by Rachmaninov.  I’m 
impressed — or at least I like the 
playing. 

We’ve now got to the mid-point of 
Stage I.  There have been 18 recitals in 

three days. Only another fortnight to 
go.  It reminds me of flying from 
Sydney to London with a stop at 
Bangkok and when you get on the 
plane for London after 9 hours from 
Sydney, they announce that it’s only 
another 12 hours to London!  How am 
I going to keep this up? 

 

Saturday May 17 

We’re back to afternoon and evening 
sessions today and I’m going to go the 
afternoon session, while Alex will be 
at the later one.  However, before this, 
I pick up Uli at the Museum at 11.50.  
He’s been holed up there most of the 
week and it’s time for a break so we 
drive the few minutes to a café near 
home and Vivien joins us and we 
spend an hour and a half chatting 
about work, families, pianos, pianists 
and competitions — and I recognize 
that this guy not only is a highly 
qualified technician but one of the 
most pleasant people I’ve ever met.  
I’d heard a lot about him over the 
years and it was all true!  At just after 
half-past one, Vivien goes home and 
Uli and I head back to the Museum. 

Just before the session begins, I am 
hunted down by Hitron, who tells me 
that I have to take photographs of an 
important person who has arrived in 
Tel Aviv for a couple of days, to 
accompany an article he will have in 
tomorrow’s paper.  During the interval 
a couple of hours later, I am brought 
before a tall Dutchman and his 
Japanese wife, Gustav and Alemi 
Alink, who Hitron informs me is the 
“Inspector of International Piano 
Competitions”.  I take them up to the 

museum lobby to photograph them 
and while they prettify themselves for 
the photo shoot, he busily combing his 
hair and she applying lip gloss and 
other such stuff, we chat.  I learn that 
he is a former mathematician who has 
a foundation set up with the pianist 
Martha Argerich, which produces a 
compendium of music competitions, 
with the characteristics, regulations 
and assorted statistics related to each.  
My sceptical self regards the pair as 
part of an international junket, 
travelling from competition to 
competition, eating and drinking well 
at others’ expense.  This may well be 
so but I misjudge (as is often the case) 
and when the competition ends and I 
look at the Alink website, I find that it 
is pretty sophisticated and potentially 
useful were I ever to be so rash as to 
think I might write something about 
music competitions.  I send their 
photographs within the hour (that 
surprises them), provide them with 
more pictures at Akemi’s request over 
the succeeding 10 days and then 
receive an email from Gustav 
requesting the photo of the pair of 
them in large format because his 
father wants to have it framed!  So 
everybody’s happy — even Hitron.
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First up this afternoon is Natalia 
Sokolovskaya, another Russian.  She is 
studying both piano and composition 
and her programme is refreshing.  
Bach, a Haydn sonata, eight variations 
of her own on that theme by Paganini 
that Brahms and Rachmaninov both 
worked over, Janácek, and two Chopin 
pieces.  Other than the fact she holds 
her head to the left in a peculiar 
position, I’m impressed and so is the 
audience.  (By the way, I moved from 
the back of the hall a couple of days 
ago to the extreme right of the hall in 
the front rows, which are unoccupied.  
I just felt that as all pianists have 
hands, there’s little point 
photographing hands whereas faces 
are all different.)  

 

Next on is Sun-A Park the sumo-built 
Korean-American girl who set out to 
dismantle two pianos in the space of 
15 minutes a few days ago.  I glance 
over to see if I can see Uli and there he 
is up at the back with a bewildered 
grimace on his face.  We get a sonata 
by John Corigliani to start; the first 
movement is marked “For left hand 
only”.  Better would be “For left fist”.  
Corigliani is a match for Yusupov 
about whom Uli has already expressed 
his feelings.  She follows this with 
Beethoven’s Op. 110 and Liszt’s 
Hungarian Rhapsody #13, all pieces 
designed, it seems, to test the piano.  
My tinnitus has moved into overdrive 
by this stage.  (I haven’t worn my 
hearing aids all week because although 
they reduce the whine of the tinnitus, 
they distort the sounds of the piano, 
especially in the upper register to the 
extent that tinnitus is preferable.) 
However, loud music seems to set the 
tinnitus off and inside my head I have 
the equivalent of the 1812 Overture 
going on.  She comes and thankfully 
goes, and as Uli makes his way down 
to the stage to assess the extent of the 
damage, I tell him to check the pedals 
as well because Ms. Park hasn’t been 
especially kind to them either. 

After the interval, we are treated to 
the exact opposite.  Misora Ozaki is an 
18-year old prize-winning Japanese 
girl, a joy to listen to and a joy to 
behold.  Here’s a pianist with “touch” 
who respects the piano.  We get 
Szymanowski, Haydn, Liszt and Danse 
Macabre again.  Brilliant.  
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I drive home for something to eat and 
am on a high.  Tami & Shuli and the 
grandchildren are there and I inform 
them that I’ve just heard a sure 
finalist, maybe even the winner.  
Shuli, a veteran of six international 
music competitions, and a straight 
talker says to me: “Abba, don’t be silly.  
This is just Stage I, and the real 
competition starts at Stage II.  
Anyway,” she says “competitions are 
fundamentally unfair and there are 
always lots of surprises.”  I am struck 
dumb; I can’t say a thing.  My 
daughter knows a lot more about 
things like this than I do and what’s 
more she’s been a judge at two 
competitions.  So I stay mum. 

The evening brings us the one and 
only Israeli competitor, Ran Dank, so I 

suppose that out of duty, as it were, I 
should have a look at the Internet 
webcast or whatever it’s called.  Dank 
gives us Yusupov again,  earlyish 
Beethoven in the form of Op.27(1) 
and Rachmaninov Sonata #2.  An 
accomplished performance though I 
guess that Uli is calculating the 
number of hours he’ll have to work on 
the piano tonight and tomorrow 
morning.  I give the next competitor a 
miss and return to the computer to 
have a look at young Yutong Sun, 
berated yesterday by his mother-
handler-keeper for walking along the 
beach.  Yusupov again; I can’t bear to 
hear it.  I can see the piano trembling 
and Uli’s visage full of desperation. I 
find his Beethoven’s “Les Adieux” a bit 
wooden to my taste and leave the 
Ligeti and Busoni alone. 

Sunday May 18 

Some of the photographs I’ve taken 
have appeared in Haaretz and I find 
that very satisfying.  Nothing out of 
the ordinary — in fact, very ordinary 
— but satisfying nevertheless. 

Afternoon shift again.  Three more 
infantry over the top of the trenches 
and into battle.  A different 
programme.  Anna Dmytrenko, a 
Ukrainian-born American, all of 21.  A 
prelude and fugue from the Well-
Tempered Clavier, an early Mozart 
sonata, a Liszt etude and a sonata by 
Samuel Barber that I don’t recollect 
ever having heard.  Pleasant enough 
without being special. 

After this comes yet another Korean, 
Ji-Yong Kim.  He presents us with 
Busoni, Yusupov (again!!!) and Ravel’s 
La Valse.  Uli can rest easy with the 
Yusupov this time because Ji-Yong is 
the first competitor to perform on the 
Fazioli — and just to think, he almost 

missed trying it out at all a week ago!  
This guy, too, is good and this comes 
out in the Ravel.  Final competitor this 
afternoon is another Russian, Nikolay 
Khozyainov, who I haven’t seen before 
— literally — because he was absent 
for the piano trials and the draw. 
Nikolay won 1st prize at the 2012 
Dublin International Piano 
Competition and 2nd prize at the 2012 
Sydney International Piano 
Competition, so why he needs to 
compete again is a bit beyond me.  But 
then I don’t really understand 
anything about competitions or egos, 
so why question it? Nikolay gives us 
Ravel’s Pavane, a piece of Liszt and 
Rachmaninov’s first sonata.  He may 
have won prizes at other competitions 
but there’s something a litte tired 
about his playing.  And may be he is 
just that. 

I return home and prepare myself for 
the final day of Stage I. 



! 20"

Monday May 19 
Well, just another six to hear.  We’ve 
been through 30 already and I’ve 
heard 18 piano recitals live in five 
days.  By the end of today, I’ll have 
managed to hear 21 in six days.  
Today, I am on duty in the evening but 
because the Stage I results are going to 
be announced about an hour after the 
last contestant has played, and both 
Alex and I have been told to be there, 
it’s going to be a long day. 

First up today is in the evening 
session is Weiyin Chen a 30-year old 
woman from Taiwan via the United 
States.  She is another pugnacious 
pianist, heavy of hand and enamoured 
of fff.  From her, we get a Chaconne 
(Bach/Busoni), Beethoven Op.27(1) 
again and finally Bartók Sonata 
(1926).  I don’t know this piece and 
doubt whether it is music at all.  It 
certainly creates a lot of noise, as my 
tinnitus is reminding me and I’m 
beginning to think that the 
abbreviation of Pianoforte to Piano is 
a misnomer and that the instrument 
should simply be called the Forte.  
This seems more appropriate.  She 
arrives and departs, succeeded on the 
stage by a Polish man, Marcin Koziak. 

As the luck of the draw would have it, 
the first item on Koziak’s programme 
is the same Bartók sonata we’ve just 
heard and I cringe at the thought of 
having to hear it again, for a second 
time, this evening.  But I needn’t have 
worried because as soon as we hear 
the first four bars under Koziak’s 
hands, we have been reassured that 
the sonata is heavenly music.  The 
contrast between the two 
interpretations couldn’t be greater.  As 
befits a Polish pianist, we get four 
mazurkas by Arthur Rubinstein’s great 
friend, Karol Szymanowski and a 
Polonaise by Chopin, followed by 

some Scriabin and Liszt’s Mephisto 
Waltz.  This is wonderful playing and 
it seems to me that this is another 
potential prizewinner — until I 
remember Shuli’s warning.  Great 
stuff, though, and the first competitor 
who has really got to me. 

 

The last competitor of the evening 
and of Stage I is Maria Mazo from 
Russia.  Her website tells us that she’s 
of Sephardic origins and looking at 
her, I wonder how the family reached 
Russia.  Maria is the other competitor 
who wasn’t present at the draw and I 
haven’t seen her before.  Wearing a 
scarlet dress, she winds up the 
proceedings with Chopin’s Ballade #1, 
Beethoven’s “Appassionata” and the 
Israeli piece by Milch-Sheriff.  I’m not 
overly impressed.  She seems like a 
nice person but also seems somewhat 
lacking in stage presence.  Her 
“Appassionata” I find disappointing, 
mainly because this is another piece 
that ruled our home for a year or so 25 
years ago.  Dov made the slow 
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movement really sing but Ms. Mazo, 
playing on the Fazioli, didn’t really — 
in my very humble opinion, that is. 

 

And as she left the stage, the jury filed 
out to deliberate and vote on which 16 
contestants would play again over the 
next three days and which would be 
sent packing, on their way home.

 

The Jury 

We were introduced to the jury on the 
first afternoon of the competition.  
The members of the jury are possibly, 
along with the piano technicians, the 
most important people in the whole 
competition.  Shuli told me once that 
the worst thing  about performing in a 
competition is not the playing on the 
stage but looking up to see the judges 
aligned in a row staring at you all the 
time — though I hardly imagine that 
it could be more daunting than 
performing Shostakovich’s Ninth 
quartet with the dedicatee plonked 
three meters from your nose.  
Anyway. 

There are 14 of them in this 
competition, all but one pianists of 
one kind or another.  The chairman, 
Arie Vardi, is Israeli and there are 
three other Israelis on the panel — 
Yocheved Kaplinsky, based in America 
and who is the head of the Piano 
Department at Juilliard, and one of 
two vice-chairmen of the jury; 
Emanuel Krasovsky, a professor of 
piano in Jerusalem, and Yoni Rechter, 
a songwriter and somewhat ageing 
rock star — though not nearly as 
ageing as the Rolling Stones who are 
due to appear in Tel Aviv the week 
after the competition concludes — 
whose appointment is greatly 
appreciated by the audience.   
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The rest are a motley crew.  There is 
Ramzi Yassa, an Egyptian based in 
France, who is the second vice-
chairman.  Alexander Korsantia, who 
won the competition two decades ago 
and a great favourite of Israeli 
audiences is here; also Martin 
Engström, a Swede and co-founder of 
the Verbier Festival; Andrea Bonnata, 
Italian pianist and conductor; Piotr 
Paleczny from Poland; Cécile Ousset 
from France; Daejin Kim from South 

Korea; and Robert Levin, Awadagin 
Pratt and Sergei Babayan from the 
United States.  Like the competitors, 
many of them seem to know one 
another and have been through the 
mill of a competition several, if not 
many, times before.  In fact, it sounds 
and looks like they also have heard or 
personally know many of the 
competitors.  There is a competition 
circuit and competitors and jury 
members are on it. 

I observe the jury members from time 
to time.  They are paid, I feel, for their 
stamina as much as for their expertise.  
The rest of us can cry off sick or tired 
or find some excuse not to listen from 
time to time.  The members of the jury 
have to earn their keep at the Hilton 
Hotel and keep their concentration up 
for 52 recitals and 18 concerts in the 
space of 16 days.  That’s a lot of 
listening.  And as I glance over at them 
from my vantage points, I see that 
they at least look as if they are 
listening most of the time.  But every 
now and then, I seem to see that look, 
which I recognize from ten years of 
attending Senate Standing Committee 
meetings at the university, when the 
eyes glaze over, the brain goes blank.  

Nevertheless, you can’t be seen to fall 
asleep even though you can usually 
forecast accurately what most of your 
colleagues on the committee are going 
to say.  So it is with the judges at this 
competition.  Nobody appears to be 
reading a newspaper; that would be 
rude.  But every now and then you can 
detect someone rifling through the 
competition programme or two judges 
sitting adjacent to one another 
exchanging comments or exchanging 
glances with someone sitting further 
away.  By the second day, several of 
the jury members have moved from 
their assigned row to the one behind 
— whether this is to be more 
comfortable or to be able to see the 
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notes that the others have written is 
not clear. 

One of the jurors, Babayan, stands out 
from the crowd, not just because of 
the gaudy suede shoes he chooses to 
wear but because he follows the scores 
of what seems to be all the pieces 
played on his laptop.  I can’t imagine 
that this is for show and I presume 
that he is principal detector of wrong 
notes and missed bars among the 
members of the jury. 

There is also a parallel Junior Jury 
this time around, we are told, whose 
work begins with the onset of Stage II 
and who independently of the 
Competition Jury vote on which 
competitors proceed to Stage II and 
award one of the Finalists the Junior 
Jury Award.  Their real function is 
quite unclear to me, as it is to most 
people in the audience.  But no 
matter; it’s been decided that they be 
there and someone has donated 
money for the prize, so there. 

 

The End of Stage I 

While the jurors are off voting, the 
show ticks over with an onstage 
discussion about pianos, chaired by 
the affable Stanley Sperber, a veteran 
Davis Cup chair umpire and former 
Music Director of the Haifa Symphony 
Orchestra when we were subscribers 
to that august body many moons ago. 
The jury is out a little longer than 
expected and Mr. Sperber would make 
a wonderful chat show host anywhere 
as there are no silences and the 
discussion continues until the arrival 
of the judges (Are they judges or jury 
members?) just before 22.45.  
Professor Vardi goes up on stage with 
the jury’s vice-chairpersons Kaplinsky 
and Yassa and reads out the 16 
qualifiers who proceed into Stage II of 
the competition.  The results are 
announced in sequential order of 
appearance, the same positions the 
competitors chose for themselves a 
week ago and will retain until the end 
of the competition.  There’s no room 
for the lovely Ms. Bohmová who, I 
discover, flies back to Prague the 
following morning to follow the rest 
of the competition on the Internet.  

Missing also are Messrs. Lu and 
Khozyainov (the winner from Dublin 
and 2nd prize in Sydney).  I am 
somewhat surprised that Ms. Mazo 
has progressed but, then, what do I 
know about pianists? 

The 16 successful competitors are 
lined up onstage.  Cameras click and 
photographs are taken.  Haaretz has 
sent a photographer of its own 
because we’ve said that because we 
have to wait around and photograph 
the rest of the results part of the 
programme, we won't be able to send 
our pictures much before midnight.  
The young man in question asks me 
which of the 16 are the three winners 
and I tell him that if he wants to 
know, he should come back 9 days 
later.  He doesn’t understand what 
he’s been sent to do so I explain as 
best I can.  But I learn something from 
the encounter as I observe how he 
herds them together to take the group 
picture and how he tells them that if 
they can’t see his camera that the 
camera can’t see them.  Simple but 
clever. 
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With the departure of those deemed 
deportees by the jury, the 16 
successful candidates are then seated 
in the first three rows of the 
auditorium on the left-hand side 
where they area addressed by 
Professors Kaplinsky and Vardi.  Vardi 
talks to them as if they were high-
school pupils and tells them in a 
rather headmasterly way that 
although some of the participants 
overran their permitted time in Stage 
I by several minutes that there would 
be no truck in Stage II and that if 
anyone overran their time then, they 

would be stopped even if they had not 
reached the final chord!  He then asks 
if there is anyone who needs 
assistance (I initially am unclear what 
he’s talking about) and then I see that 
several of these young people climb up 
on the stage to talk to Kaplinsky and 
Yassa and I realize, I think, that they 
think their Stage II programmes are a 
bit too close to the allotted time and 
they need advice on what to do.  So, 
there will be shorter breaks between 
items on the programme, shorter 
“concentration” periods, and the like. 

 

Tuesday, May 20 

In the original version of events, when 
I thought I was working solo, I had 
asked for today off.  But I hadn’t 
changed it in my diary.  So I wrote a 
message on Facebook (!!!) to Maxim 
Reider, a journalist and professional 
photographer whom I thought had 
been hired for today (as well as for the 
opening Gala concert last week and for 
the final night).  Maxim takes 
wonderful pictures (à la Martin Parr), 
specializes in pictures of musicians, 
and has photographed Shuli and Tami 
on occasion.  When he told me he 
didn’t know anything about this, I 
realized my error and apologised — 
but asked him if perhaps we might 
meet sometime and I might be able to 

learn something from him.  He 
doesn’t object. 

In the meantime, I take myself down 
to the Museum early and buy lunch in 
the cafeteria before the afternoon 
session starts.  As I look for 
somewhere to sit, I notice a couple I 
recognize from the University of 
Haifa.  Asher and Amalia Koriat are a 
pair of retired psychologists.  Asher 
I’ve known for 40 years and for many 
years he was Head of the University’s 
Institute of Information Processing 
and Decision Making and knows a bit 
about perception, memory and 
decision-making.  They’ve come for 
the second half of the competition and 



! 25"

as we sit and chat, the conversation 
comes round to how the judges make 
decisions, how the perceive the 
candidates, how they remember what 
they’ve played.  Asher is convinced 
that anyone who plays late in the 
competition has an advantage over 
people playing earlier (even though, as 
we will see, the eventual winner 
performed in the first group and was 
first up in each of the succeeding 
rounds).  He is convinced that even if 
the judges think they are being 
objective, the sounds of some who 
performed just half an hour before 
they begin their deliberations linger in 
the mind whereas someone who 
performed five days earlier just won’t 
be remembered in the same way.  I 
wonder whether it might not be a bad 
idea, given that the technology exists, 
to add a day to the competition and 
allow the judges to recapitulate by 
listening and looking at some of the 
competitors over the Internet before 
reaching a decision — rather like 
tennis umpires use Hawkeye or rugby 
referees consult the video replay 
before making a final decision if they 
are unsure.  But it seems that piano 
competitions bear more resemblance 
to soccer, which still fails to use video 
technology using the rather lame 
excuse that it would interfere with the 
flow of the game. 

Anyway, at 2 p.m. on the dot, Shira 
Gera introduces the first of the Stage 
II competitors, Antonii Baryshevskyi, 
a 25-year old from Kiev.  I didn’t hear 
him the first time round and here he 
gives us sonatas by Haydn, Schumann 
and Scriabin with two pieces by 
Messaien from Vingt regards sur 
l'enfant-Jésus.  It’s decent but I’m not 
really moved by his playing.  More 
significantly for me, he’s a difficult 
performer to photograph.  His face is 

face points down at the piano and is 
almost totally obscured by hair, his 
head bobs up and down and he doesn’t 
smile.  Next up is Steven Lin.  He’s a 
joy to listen to and to look at — and to 
photograph.  Steven plays Beethoven’s 
Sonata #18, Yusupov’s “Subconscious 
Labyrinths” (Uli winces — “that 
modern piece again, it should be 
banned because of the damage it does 
to ‘my piano’” and declares himself to 
be in a state of belligerence with him) 
and Schumann’s 3rd Sonata, Op.14.  I 
really like this guy and unlike 
Baryshevskyi, he’s easy to photograph 
and has an easy name to spell.  The 
final competitor in this session is 
Leonardo Colafelice, who played for 
high stakes the first time round.  This 
time, he gives us Beethoven’s Les 
Adieux, Yusupov (Uli is near to tears, I 
think, but he has two hours to work 
on the piano after this), a Chopin 
Scherzo, Rachmaninov and Albeniz.  
Somehow, Beethoven seems less 
convincing than the other pieces and 
all in all, the performance is less 
convincing — and perhaps with less 
showmanship — than Stage I.  But 
still, he’s pretty good and I’m sure he’ll 
have a career, even though he’s only 
18. 

I stay on for the evening session even 
though it’s officially Alex’s.  First onto 
the stage is Seong-Jin Cho, someone 
who, it was suggested to me at the 
draw last week, I should take many 
photos of, and apparently the front 
runner in this 16-horse race. Cho is 
brimming with self-confidence as he 
steps out to play.  He, too, opens with 
Yusupov and I think I hear open 
weeping coming from the back of the 
hall.  Cho is a wonderful pianist, 
technically brilliant.  But he believes 
that loud should be as loud as the 
piano can produce and as loud as the 
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eardrums can bear.  His facial twitches 
and grimaces and his expressions of 
agony and ecstasy start almost before 
he has begun to play — to my simple 
mind, they’re far overdone.  

 

They actually look artificial, part of 
the show, though of course I wouldn’t 
be so bold as to say this to anyone 
else.  By the time Cho has emerged 
from his subconscious labyrinth, the 
piano wobbles a bit to prepare itself 
for the Schumann and Ravel’s Valses 
Nobles et Sentimentales.  He signs off 
with Liszt’s sonata in B minor and we 
prepare ourselves to receive Ilya 
Kondratiev.  

Ilya, red hair falling to his shoulders is 
dressed this time round in a velvet 
jacket somewhere between Royal and 
Navy blue.  We get the Grieg sonata, 
10 pieces from Prokofiev’s Romeo and 
Juliet and a final helping of Prokofiev, 
Suggestion diabolique.   

 

 

As he launches into the final piece, the 
large screen on the right-hand side of 
the stage, which has been showing the 
pianists’ hands for the past week, goes 
blank.  Whether this is a technical 
glitch or whether the almost never-
ending Romeo & Juliet caused Ilya to 
overrun his 60-minute time slot is 
never explained to us.  (An Internet 
check shows that he didn’t.) There’s a 
break and then we get the sideways-on 
Natalya Sokolovskaya.  This time 
round, we get the Milch-Sheriff 
“Reflections on Love” once more, 
much more piano-friendly than old 
Yusupov, Albeniz’ Granada and 
Asturias from “Suite Española, and 
finishing with Rachmaninov’s Sonata 
#1.  The audience loves her.  So do I 
but at 10p.m., it’s time to get home 
and crawl into bed.
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Wednesday May 21 

I decide to take my morning walk this 
morning sans camera.  I need to listen 
to some music without piano but in 
the end, when I plug my ears into the 
iPhone, I listen to two Radio 4 
podcasts — Desert Island Discs with 
Elly Ameling and Great Lives featuring 
Ivor Novello.  By 1 o’clock, I’m ready 
to prepare myself to face the music 
once more.  Three more competitors 
this afternoon and much as I’d love a 
complete set of pictures, I think I 
might miss the evening session today. 

First up is Misora Ozaki, the young 
Japanese girl who made such a good 
impression in the first round.  She 
gives us Alban Berg’s sonata, a Liszt 
arrangement of themes from Verdi’s 
Aida, Milch-Sheriff again (but at least 
its very listenable) and Chopin’s 3rd 
sonata.  Good playing though whether 
it’s good enough to get her through to 
the final, well, I don’t know. 

The next pianist on today is Israel’s 
Ran Dank — three Chopin Mazurkas, 
a Polonaise and then Beethoven’s 
magnum opus for piano, the 
Hammerklavier sonata.  We’re spoiled 
with Chopin because we’ve heard Shuli 
& Tami’s good friend Iddo Bar-Shai 
play the mazurkas and the nocturnes 
and the sonatas several times and he’s 
won awards for his Chopin (and for 
his Couperin and Haydn).  Dank 
doesn’t quite match up.  His 
Beethoven is competent, I think, but 
not more than that. Still, it’s better 
than many can do. 

At the interval, for some reason, I 
become the target of invective from 

one member of the audience, a heavy-
set bespectacled lady who is going on 
about the Steinway falling in tone 
almost as soon as it’s been retuned 
and played.  Rhetorically almost, she 
asks who chose the piano — and 
naïvely, I tell her that Professor Vardi 
chose it and that all complaints should 
be directed at him. (Well, he did say 
that to the competitors at the draw 
last Tuesday!)  This, of course, seems 
to have been the response for which 
she was waiting.  Talk about red rags 
and bulls.  “Vardi?  Him??? A 
musician??? He’s nothing hut a 
politician?  What does he know about 
music?  I am a musician, a real 
musician.”  And the vituperation 
continues.  I won’t go into details, 
suffice to say that it sounds like this 
relationship between Arie Vardi and 
the lady in question has been going on 
since they were both much younger.  
And I hadn’t said anything that I am 
aware of to have sparked off this 
diatribe.   

Anyway — next up is young Yutong 
Sun again.  He’s offering César Franck 
“Prelude, Chorale and Fugue”, which I 
don’t know and after hearing it, don’t 
want to know.  I look at the 
programme and see that there’s a 
Chopin Impromptu and Mossurgsky’s 
“Pictures”, which I don’t particularly 
like on the piano at all, and think of 
Uli and the need to work through the 
night again.  Oi takes me pictures and 
Oi’m off in a flash as soon as the 
Franck is over — and I don’t come 
back for the evening session.  Burn-
out has taken hold. 
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Thursday May 22 

Today is the last day of Stage II at the 
end of which the six finalists will be 
selected.  I’m punch-drunk.  I can’t 
imagine how the jury members feel 
but console myself that they’re (a) 
used to it, (b) getting compensated 
and (c) being well fed for their pains. 

There are just four pianists today in 
two sessions and then the results of 
this round of the battle.  There are 
two Japanese, one Pole and one 
Russian lady.  The first of the 
Japanese, Naomi Kudo (listed as 
Japan/USA) plays a somewhat 
dissimilar programme to the others: a 
Haydn sonata, one by Carl Vine, a 
prelude by Debussy from Book I, "La 
Cathedrale Engloutie", which requires 
slightly different sounds from the 
piano from those which we have 
become used to, Milch-Sheriff’s 
Reflections on Love and a Chopin 
Scherzo.  Pleasant but you’re not 
going to go crazy over this.  Then I 
remember my Shuli telling me a few 
days ago: “The real competition starts 
with Stage II, which is also the most 
difficult for the competitors.”  And it 
seems to be true.  At the end of Stage 
I, we got rid of the chaff and here we 
are picking out the really ripe fruit. 

Tomoaki Yoshida is 31 and trained in 
Paris and Rome.  He is offering 
Mompou’s El Pont, which I have never 
heard of, let alone heard, a Mozart 
sonata (K576), a different Debussy 
prelude and Mussorgsky’s Pictures.  I 
think my system must have shut down 
by this stage because I can’t remember 
hearing the Moussorgsky though I do 
remember Yoshida bowing at the end.  
So, I reckon that he’s going nowhere, 
either. 

The last session after the interval 
gives us Marcin Koziak from Poland 
who made such an impression in Stage 
I and Maria Mazo.  Marcin presents us 
with a Haydn Sonata, a Chopin 
Scherzo, La cathedrale engloutie again, 
Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody #10, 
Reflections on Love, once more and a 
majestic Rachmaninov 2nd sonata.  He 
also performs an encore, something 
that several of the competitors have 
done.  We get Chopin, Nocturne #5 in 
F# Major — an amazing performance 
by any standards; Koziak is a heavenly 
angel — and an absolute contrast to 
the Rachmaninov that preceded it.  
It’s the first piece I’ve heard since this 
competition began that has moved me 
almost to tears and the reaction of the 
audience seems to indicate that they 
think likewise.  Uli is sitting next to 
me and is beside himself because 
someone has made his piano finally 
utter what he’s prepared it for.  This 
has to be the winner.  Nobody has 
played like this yet. 

The session is rounded out again by 
Mario Mazo.  Stravinsky’s Firebird 
Suite arranged for piano by Agosti and 
the redoubtable Hammerklavier again.  
And once again, even though she plays 
the Beethoven with aplomb (and she 
fancies herself as a Beethoven 
specialist) it’s unexciting and her lack 
of stage presence is evident yet again. 

Finally, it’s over and the jury retires to 
reach a verdict on which six of the 16 
will perform again over the next week.  
And again, there’s an interlude, a 
discussion about the nature of 
competitions moderated by Irit Rob, 
an Israeli pianist with the 
participation of Idith Zvi, Tomer Lev a 
professor of piano at the Mehta-
Buchman music school at Tel Aviv 
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University, one of his students, and 
Alex Tamir, well-known both as a 
broadcaster and formerly one part of 
the Eden-Tamir piano duo.  The 
discussion goes on for an hour; I 
participate with a comment and 
almost fall through a door that opens 
as I lean against it.  Then just before a 
quarter to five, the jurors and 
participants file back into the 
auditorium.   

 

First of all, the Junior Jury reports 
back. I’d forgotten about them and 
still puzzle over the purpose of their 
being there at all.  They pick seven, 
not six, to enter the Final.  They 
include Misora Ozaki but there’s no 
Kondratiev and there’s no Koziak.  But 
they’re just kids.  What do they know?  
(Obviously, more than I do.) 

Anyway, that surprise over, we await 
the real results.  Rather than 
announce the six finalists, Arie Vardi 
does things in his own inimitable way.  
He announces that the 10 losers will 
receive an envelope with a cheque for 
$500.  He then proceeds to read out 
the names of the unsuccessful 
competitors in the same performing 

sequence that has stood throughout 
the competition.  Each takes the 
envelope and departs the stage.  I find 
this procedure quite demeaning. 

Towards the end, there are seven 
pianists on the stage—the five who 
have not been declared unsuccessful 
and the two last competitors to 
perform, Koziak and Mazo.  Vardi 
reads out Koziak’s name and the 
audience, many of whom have 
remained in the hall, erupts in a series 
of loud catcalls and boos.  The lady 
who harangued me yesterday is 
screaming abuse at Vardi and he 
visibly doesn’t like it. Yet even he 
cannot quite ignore it.  My job is to 
take photographs and, in retrospect, I 
find it amusing that while I’m moving 
around with the camera pressed to my 
face, behind it, I’m booing as loud as I 
can, for I am also one of the 
spectators.  But Vardi is trying to be 
oblivious to it all.  Suddenly a thought 
crosses my mind.  If he tries to leave 
now through the mob, there might 
even be a lynching — in which case, 
one of my photographs might get on 
the front page of Haaretz instead of 
being buried in the Culture section.  
Wouldn’t that be a scoop?! 

 

When the hullabaloo dies down, I 
approach Koziak and tell him how 
much I enjoyed his two performances.  
He seems quite stoical.  He tells me 
he’s happy with the judges’ decision. 
(When the competition is over, Hitron 
publishes an article in which he writes 
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that one of the judges told him that 
Koziak played a wrong chord in the 
Haydn and in the repeat, he played it 
again.  Obviously this is a no-no-no-
no, punishable by eviction.  Perhaps 
Marcin had noticed it and was thus at 
ease with the judges’ decision.  We’ll 
never really know.)   

I’m not happy with it, nor is anyone 
else left in the hall.  I continue taking 
pictures, muttering expletives under 
my breath, my Dublin accent 
emerging as tends to happen when I 
get angry.  And there’s a job to be 
done.  Tomorrow, the finals start with 
chamber music and the rehearsals — 
to the extent that they are rehearsals 
for they are more just glorified run-
throughs — start straight away.  The 
three string players — Sergey 
Ostrovsky on violin, Gilad Karni on 
viola and Zvi Plesser on cello — ready 
themselves.  Sergey gets hold of 
Baryshevskyi in the cafeteria and they 
discuss (I presume) how he wishes to 
play the Schumann Piano Quartet; I 
photograph Maria Mazo entering the 
cafeteria, obviously pleased with 
herself, and Steven Lin, with the help 

of Shuly Haberman, changing his 
travel plans — he obviously had not 
expected to reach the finals.  I take 
some more perfunctory pictures of the 
first rehearsal and that’s it for the day.   

I get out of the place and drive home, 
where I continue my rant.  It takes 
two stiff rums to settle me down a bit 
— and then, of course, I recall that it’s 
only a piano competition and no 
more.  And I think of the pianists who 
failed to win major competitions — 
perhaps most notably Mitsuko Uchida 
and András Schiff, who won 2nd and 3rd 
prizes respectively at the Leeds 
competition in 1975, or Louis Lortie 
who came 4th in 1984 — and those 
who did and remain virtually 
unknown after.  That also has a 
calming effect on me.  But I am still 
clearly angry, anger by way of 
frustration, because wrong notes or 
not, it made not the slightest 
difference to the recital. 

But I am reminded of the comments 
of Shuli & Shuly: “It’s a competition 
and there are always surprises” and 
“Nothing surprises me any more”. 

 

Friday May 23 

I skip the chamber rehearsals.  There’s 
not much point really as they are little 
more than run-throughs.  I had asked 
to cover the chamber music as both 
Shuli and Tami are chamber 
musicians, really.  On the other hand, 
these pianists, I would imagine, have 
little time for chamber music even if 
they have the inclination.  The 
emphasis must be on solo recitals and 
concerti.  Yesterday afternoon, on the 
way up from the cafeteria, I asked 
Steven Lin if he had ever performed 
the Brahms Piano Quartet he’s going 

to play today and his answer was: 
“Once, many years ago.” 

Three of the competitors have opted 
for the Brahms, Op.25 Piano Quartet 
with the furious Gypsy Rondo at the 
end; one has chosen the Schumann 
Piano Quartet, one Mozart’s first 
Piano Quartet and one has chosen the 
Beethoven Op.16 in its version for 
Piano and Wind Ensemble. 

So, on Friday afternoon, we at least 
have a varied programme: the 
Schumann, performed by 
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Baryshevskyi, Lin with the Brahms 
and Colafelice with the winds. 
Baryshevskyi looks like he’s struggling 
a bit, concentrating on getting the 
notes right while glancing over at the 
string players from time to time.  Lin 
looks much more comfortable and to 
be part of a chamber ensemble, as 
does Colafelice with his wind partners. 

That over, I have an hour and a half to 
get home, clean up, get organized and 
make my way over to the Hilton Hotel 
by 18.30.  When the roles were being 
allocated a fortnight ago, Shuly asked 
Alex and me whether either of us 
would be prepared to do Friday night 
when a meal was planned for the jury 
at Bellini, an Italian restaurant in 
Neve Tzedek, an old part of Tel Aviv 
near Jaffa.  I thought it might be 
interesting, so I agreed.  But, in light 
of the fact that the hour suggested 
was around 20.00, I asked whether I 
should eat before coming.  I wasn’t 
really trying to cadge an invitation; it’s 
just as it was such an awkward hour 
that I needed to know how long I was 
expected to stay around. 

In the event, the jury members 
decided they didn’t want to eat Italian 
but something “Oriental”, i.e., Middle 
Eastern, so the venue had been 
changed.  What I didn’t know until a 
couple of days before was that the 
dinner was to be preceded by a 
walking tour of Sarona, a former 
German Templer settlement in 
southeast Tel Aviv, which has been 
restored (sort of) and moved (sort of).  
The buses would leave the Hilton at 

18.30.  I actually surprised myself my 
managing to be ready with 15 minutes 
to spare so I waited in the lobby for 
the guys to turn up.  As they assemble, 
I chat with some of them and 
eavesdrop on conversations and it’s 
very much an old-boy kind of network 
with a lot of mutual backscratching.   

As I’m waiting, I see that Uli and 
Gerrit and the lady from Fazioli have 
been invited along, too, so I feel 
there’ll be someone to chat with when 
we get there.  The walking tour is 
mildly interesting but an hour and a 
half is really a bit long and the tour 
guide has her set menu, as it were, and 
can’t improvise.  People are tired and 
hungry.  In the group, I discover that 
there are two women I haven’t seen 
before.  One is Alina Rubinstein, a 
New York psychiatrist and Arthur’s 
daughter; the other is Annabelle 
Whitecroft, a former concert manager, 
who when she was 33 and Arthur was 
90 went to Switzerland to live with 
him for his last five years.  Annabelle 
is today Lady Weidenfeld, married to 
George, of publishing fame. 

After about 90 minutes in Sarona, we 
board the buses again and are taken to 
the restaurant, Saïd, in Or Yehuda.  It 
looks very much like a place for locals 
but people tell us that they come from 
as far away as Beersheba to eat here.  
All the jury members have arrived 
except Martin Engström, whose 
family has arrived from Sweden and 
Yoni Rechter who is staying at home 
for the duration and not at the hotel.
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We are led through the restaurant and 
kitchen to a room at the back, where 
there are four large tables laid out.  
I’m one of the first through so I pick a 
table at which no one else is yet 
sitting.  I do this on purpose, because 
it is a form of the “bus driver 
syndrome” that I remember from 
taking visiting academics on field 
trips.  You arrive at the restaurant — 
but what do you do with the bus 
driver?  Leave him to look after 
himself or invite him to sit down and 
eat with everyone else.  And tonight, I 
am sort of a bus driver.  (Incidentally, 
Idith asks me not to take any pictures 
inside the restaurant because one of 
the jury members doesn’t like to be 
photographed eating; I had no 
intention of doing so anyway.) 

Well, the jury members arrange 
themselves in whatever groups suit 
them.  I am joined by Idith (not a jury 

member) and Uli.  Gerrit apologises 
for not joining us but we understand, 
because his job — I mean, what he 
gets paid to do— is networking and he 
needs to know what’s going on.  Idith 
and Uli and I are joined by the two bus 
drivers and the tour guide from 
Sarona — so there!  Before the 
competition ends next Thursday, I 
tentatively arrange with the Steinway 
gentlemen to have lunch together on 
the Tuesday, which we all take to be a 
free day.  But events will intervene to 
ensure that that will not happen. 

The atmosphere is, how shall I say, 
convivial if in a giocoso sort of way and 
the food is pretty good. I manage to 
rein in my eating so as to limit the 
meal to two Gavascon when I get 
home.  A good time seems to have 
been had by all.  And the lady bus 
driver drives me all the way to the 
front gate. 
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Saturday May 24 

Three more chamber music concerts.  
The Brahms Quartet twice — Cho and 
Osokins — and the Mozart with 
Mazo.  Cho starts off the proceedings, 
oozing, seeping, leaching confidence.  
They play the Rondo prestissimo and 
the audience raises the roof.  I don’t 
like it, however.  The facial 
expressions, the agony and ecstasy are 
all there, even before he starts playing.  
Someone says that Cho is the only one 
who manages to drag the string 
players to carry out his will.  But that’s 
not what chamber music is supposed 
to be about.  Cho is a soloist and the 
string players become his 
accompanists but the Brahms Piano 
Quartet is not a concerto and he is 
supposed to be an equal among four.  I 
don’t think he could do that if he tried 
and he wasn’t trying.  Virtuosity it 
may have been; chamber music it was 
not. Uli draws my attention to Marcin 
Koziak, ejected from the competition 
two days ago, standing in front of us, 
warmly applauding his erstwhile rival.  
The most heartwarming picture of the 
whole competition. 

 

One of the things that happen at 
competitions is that on occasion you 
have to hear the same piece more than 
once and sometimes in immediately 
succession.  It happened with the 
Bartók sonata in Stage I.  And here it 
is again, with Andrejs Osokins from 
Latvia following Cho.  I haven’t heard 
Osokins live yet (he hasn’t played on 
my watch) and I am impressed.  This is 
real chamber music.  Not showy like 
the previous contestant but real 
music.  The audience applauds politely 
but I’m yelling “Bravo”! 

The session ends with Maria Mazo 
performing the Mozart K452.  I just 
can’t warm to her playing at all even 
though she really seems like a lovely 
person. 

And that’s it. We take our leave of 
Recanati Auditorium at the Tel Aviv 
Museum of Arts, which has been a 
second home for the past fortnight 
and prepare for the migration to the 
Bronfman (formerly the Mann) 
Auditorium — or the Culture Palace as 
it is called in Hebrew— less that a 
kilometre down the road.  Migration 
means the competition office, the 
pianos, everything.  The pianos are to 
be moved at 2 in the morning and 
nobody is really looking forward to 
that. 

Noam Ben-Zeev of Haaretz newspaper 
is interviewing Uli and Zohar Harpaz, 
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the Steinway tuner in Tel Aviv 
(already twice postponed) at 17.30.  
This is something that I initiated and 
feel quite pleased with myself.  
Perhaps, in retrospect, I should have 
left things alone.  Anyway, at 5 o’clock, 
I call Noam and ask him if the paper 

has sent a photographer [Anat had 
told me that usually they do].  They 
hadn’t and I offer to come back to the 
Museum to do the necessary.  The 
drive to and fro and the couple of 
minutes taking the pictures takes 
about 25 minutes and I’m home again. 

 

Sunday May 25 

I have elected to photograph the 
rehearsals with orchestra.  When 
divvying out the responsibilities. I 
didn’t want to take responsibility for 
screwing up the photography at the 
end so I left that to Alex and the 
organisers hired Maxim Reider for the 
final concert and the reading of the 
results and awarding of the prizes.  

Uli Gerhartz looks a bit disconcerted 
when I get to the Bronfman 
Auditorium.  Moving the pianos 
hasn’t gone too well.  There was a 
delay in getting the pianos on the 
stage and when he could eventually 
get around to working on the 
instrument, the place was crawling 
with television people (the final stage 
with orchestra is being recorded for 
broadcast on Mezzo and the final two 
nights will be broadcast live on Israel 
Educational TV).  When video people 
get to work, they take precedence over 
everyone else, it seems, including the 
people whose job it is to prepare the 
pianos.   

Today and tomorrow the six Finalists 
each perform a classical concerto.  
There are three concerts this evening 
with the Israel Camerata Jerusalem 
and three tomorrow evening.  I 
mistakenly think that there are 
therefore three rehearsals today and 
three tomorrow.  But not so.  All six 
rehearse today! 

And then I notice that something 
strange has happened to this 
competition.  At the start, there were 
36 competitors, and then 16.  
Camaraderie had developed among 
the pianists, the organizers, the 
audience.  Recanati Auditorium isn’t 
huge — just 522 seats and you could 
see the same people almost every day.  
There was a definite festival 
atmosphere.  But down here at 
Bronfman, where there are 2,500 
seats, it’s different. The stage is far 
away.  There are 10 TV cameras.  The 
competition has abandoned its festival 
aura and become a spectacle, a feeling 
that only increases when the audience 
fills the place up in the evening. 

I’ve also stopped guessing who might 
win the competition for I obviously 
don’t understand what makes a 
competition winner and what doesn’t.  
The repertoire for this concert 
includes Mozart Concertos #20—27 
and Beethoven 1 & 2.  For the 
Romantic Concerti on Wednesday and 
Thursday, the selection is more varied: 
Beethoven 3, 4&5, Chopin 1&2, 
Schumann and Grieg, Liszt 1&2, 
Brahms 1&2, Tchaikovsky 1, 
Rachmaninov 2&3, Ravel, Bartók 2&3 
and Prokofiev 2&3.  From our bunch, 
three have chosen Mozart 21, two 
plump for Beethoven 1 and one 
Beethoven 2.  For the romantics, we 
will hear Prok2 (as it’s called in 
Pianoland) twice, Rach3 twice, 
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Tchaikovsky once (mercifully only 
once) and Beethoven 4. 

I sit and click through the six 
rehearsals.  I must have been in a sort 
of reverie, as I don’t remember much 
about them and frankly, I’m not 
terribly interested any more.  During a 
break, I ask a couple of the orchestra 
players which of the six they think is 
the winner.  They hesitate and I 
simply say that they’ve been playing 

with them all.  They reckon that Cho is 
best.  So much for me and my 
judgement!  They look absolutely 
knackered after six hours of rehearsal 
and three concerts to come and they 
say so too, but that at the end of the 
evening, they will be smiling.  Such is 
the life of professional musicians! 

I don’t attend the concerts tonight 
and I don’t attend tomorrow’s either. 
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Monday May 26 

Contrary to prior planning, today is a 
free day.  No rehearsals, no concerts.  
Time to catch up … on what?  Given 
that I misunderstood the rehearsal 
times for the classical concertos, I 
check with Shuly Haberman about 
rehearsal times for the Romantic 
concerti to be played on Wednesday 
and Thursday nights and discover that 
they are on Tuesday from 10.00 till 
13.00 and 14.00 till 17.00.  That 
messes up lunch with Uli and Gerrit 
tomorrow and I’ve also asked 
Krzysztof Chorzelski of the Belcea 
Quartet to join us.  If there are 
rehearsals with only a one hour break 
then it’s going to be difficult for Uli to 
get away! 

The Ben-Zeev article on pianos, 
technicians and tuning appears in 

today’s paper along with two of my 
photographs, 1,200 words and some 
serious stuff.  I scan the article and 
send it to Dov & Uli — for Dov to read 
and for Uli to know that it’s appeared.  
In the afternoon, Uli replies saying 
“Pity I don't know what it says...” and I 
write back: “Sometimes they translate 
an article from the Culture section for 
the English edition — but I wouldn't 
bet on it! If they do, it would probably 
appear tomorrow or Wednesday. If 
not, then I will translate it for you.” 
And then I think: he really should 
know what’s been written about him 
and I set about translating the article 
into passable English.  I finish it by 
evening and am stuck with a couple of 
technical terms near the end, ask Dov 
to translate and eventually send it 
early on the Tuesday morning. 

 

Tuesday May 27 

At 10 this morning, I receive an email 
from Uli.  It reads:  
 
Dear Stanley, 
 
I thank you very much for doing this for 
me whilst being so busy. This article has 
caused a real furore with the Fazioli 
dealer. I am now glad to know what was 
actually written. 
 
Stressful times. 
 
Best as always, 
 
Uli 

Apparently, the Fazioli dealer, a 
somewhat aggressive man who I met 
on the first evening and to whom I 
took an instant dislike, accused the 
Steinway people (as a consequence of 

the newspaper interview) of causing a 
potential client about to purchase a 
Fazioli to change her mind.  This, of 
course, as I mentioned to the Steinway 
people when I met up with them later 
in the morning is absolute nonsense 
as the woman concerned might have 
actually heard the instrument in 
concert or decided that she didn’t 
want to spend the money or whatever.  
Nobody makes a decision based on a 
newspaper interview [alone].  
Whatever, it was unpleasant. 

I decide I’ll get down to Bronfman 
towards the end of the first 
competitor’s rehearsal (Baryshevskyi) 
and I pick up a poster I’ve prepared for 
Uli en route.  I arrive at about a 
quarter to eleven and the rehearsal is 
over.  As I enter the hall, I 
immediately sense that something is 
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up.  Gerrit is sitting in the front row 
earnestly talking with Steven Lin.  The 
Fazioli is onstage and the Steinway is 
at the side, covered up—but only 
Maria Mazo is scheduled to play it.  
Shuly Haberman, Gerrit Glaner and 
Asher Fisch, the conductor for the 
final concerts, are in serious 
discussion.  Uli Gerhartz looks as if 
he’s been struck by a thunderbolt.  
Gerrit tells me that everything that 
was said in the newspaper article has 
been turned on its head by reality. 

In a nutshell, what appears to have 
happened is that there has not been 
enough time to prepare the Steinway 
thoroughly for big concerti in a large 
hall.  The Steinway has been played on 
54 times in 13 days, the Fazioli just 10 
times.  The piano has taken quite a 
battering and needs serious work — 
but given the presence of TV crews 
and various others on stage, there 
hasn’t been enough preparation time.  
Moreover, Asher Fisch hasn’t 
conducted in the auditorium since its 
renovation and its new acoustic.  Very 
simply, the orchestra drowned out the 
piano so that Baryshevskyi  couldn’t 
hear himself play.  The next 
competitor up, Lin, took fright so it 
was decided that the two of them 
would play on the Fazioli.  In the 
event, so did Colafelice and Cho (as 
well as Mazo, which was what she had 
chosen).  This is catastrophe, or as 
near to catastrophe as could be, (for 
the Steinway people, that is).  

But the fun is not yet over.  The 
Fazioli is on the stage but it’s locked 
and can only be opened by the Fazioli 
technician who wasn’t expecting to 
have to do anything until much later 
today.  Asher Fisch suggests to the 
orchestra that they take a second 
break now rather than later and they 
threaten to curtail the rehearsal if it 

overruns the allotted time. About 20 
minutes later, Akira Ochi, the Fazioli 
technician arrives at the hall, looking 
as if he’s been aroused from his sleep 
by the Gestapo and dragged down to 
the auditorium.  He is visibly 
breathing very heavily.  But things 
quieten down and the rehearsal with 
the Fazioli gets under way. 

 

I listen to Lin rehearse the Prokofiev 
with the orchestra.  Even on the 
Fazioli, it’s hard to hear him, 
especially when he’s playing treble. 
Fisch jumps off the stage and runs up 
into the middle of the hall to assess 
the situation.  He screams at the top 
of his voice for the orchestra to stop 
but they continue playing.  They can’t 
hear him.  The noise is very high 
decibel.  Most of the problem seems to 
be with the brass, which is far too loud.  
A solution would be to move them 
closer to the wall but the TV cameras 
occupy that space.  (A better solution 
would have been to have them play 
offstage!)  

I go home and ponder this turn of 
events.  Lunch, obviously, is an idea 
from the distant past and the three of 
us agree to meet up later in the day for 
coffee if events permit.  We manage 
coffee and cake at about 5 pm and 
Gerrit wonders how he’s going to 
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explain the turn of events to the 
powers-that-be at Steinway.  Uli is 
shattered and keeps muttering that 
nothing like this has ever happened to 
him before.  I ask, innocently, why 
there wasn’t a piano for the recital hall 
and a different one for the concert hall 
and am told that that’s the way it’s 
done in the UK — but doing that here 
would have involved more money, 
either for the purchase of a new piano 
or extending the competition by a day 
or two, in which case the added 
expense would be to pay board and 
lodging for the jury members, 
technicians etc.  The Fazioli, Gerrit 
says, can at least be heard — but what 
can be heard doesn’t sound like the 
Steinway.  There is a difference and 
the Steinway sound wins out — but a 

glance through various websites would 
suggest that Fazioli has won the 
Rubinstein Final by 5 pianos to 1!  
There really was a second competition 
going on here. 

Vivien & I drive down to the Museum 
about 8 p.m. with Shuli, but this time 
to hear the wonderful Belcea Quartet, 
visiting Israel.  It’s great not to have to 
hear piano.  They play Webern’s 
Langsamer Satz, Shostakovich 14 and 
Schubert’s Rosamunde.  They’re tired; 
we’re tired.  But it’s still a good 
concert even if the audience was 
expecting Brahms instead of 
Shostakovich.  On the way out with 
Vivien and Shuli, I panic.  I must have 
left the camera on the seat; then we 
remember that I’m off duty! 

 

Wednesday May 28 

I turn up for the penultimate concert 
just before 19.00.  Baryshevskyi 
performs Prok2 and then Lin 
performs Prok2.  I’m not familiar with 
the piece but I hear two rather 
different performances, of which to 
my ear, the second is more “musical”, 
whatever that means.  There’s an 
interval after the first performance 
but none after the second but I have 
to deliver some photographs by nine 
o’clock, so I rush out as soon as Lin 
has finished, get to the competition 
office — only to find that Tomer isn’t 
there and hasn’t left his computer 
there either as he had said he would.  I 
can’t get back into the hall in time for 
the start of Colafelice playing Rach3 
but I am permitted into the upper side 
gallery, where I have a completely 

different view of events from my place 
on the steps in the hall. (The 
organizers, having got their volunteer 
photographers, have forgotten to find 
a place for us to sit, so we sit on the 
steps — and the security people in the 
hall are unhappy about two of us 
sitting together lest we block the aisle 
in case of an emergency.  We stay put 
and suggest that they raise the issue 
with the competition organizers who 
want the photographs.)  From high 
upstairs, I manage to do what I 
haven’t managed to do all fortnight 
and take a picture of the judges seated 
together in a single line.  At the end of 
the concerto, the audience goes wild; 
Colafelice, a born entertainer, buttons 
his jacket, holds his hands behind his 
back and takes his bow. 
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Thursday May 28 

This is it then.  The last day.  I am 
drained.  I really can’t take any more 
piano music  but I have three more 
concerti to hear.  Vivien comes with 
me and we are invited to a cocktail 
party when it’s all over.  I suggest to 
Shuly and Idith that I thank the 
organizers of the competition at the 
cocktail party on behalf of the 
volunteers for allowing them to be 
part of the act —and, to my 
astonishment, they agree.  

But I get ahead of myself.  We have 
still to hear Cho, Osokins and Mazo 
strut their stuff.  Cho, indeed, struts 
on to the stage and gives is 
Tchaikovsky 1.  It’s a piece I absolutely 
hate — BOOM, BOOM, BOOM! — DA-
DA-DA-DA!  Apparently, I am told, he 
played so loud during rehearsal on 
Tuesday that the radio and TV people 
objected as it was distorting the 
sound.  He gets through it and the 
audience (except me, that is) go 
absolutely wild.  It’s then that I realize 
that the competition has moved from 
being simply a spectacle to the realm 
of being gladiatorial combat.  The two 
and a half thousand people aren’t 

particularly interested in the music 
(the woman in the seat beside the step 
I’m sitting on was playing a game on 
her smartphone all through the 
Tchaikovsky and the Rachmaninov 
that followed).  They want to see a 
survivor, a winner.  (She applauded 
and shouted as loud as anyone else at 
the end even though she really hadn’t 
listened.)   

Andrejs Osokins played Rach3 
brilliantly — on the Steinway — and 
the audience reacted with even greater 
fervour than it had last night when 
Colafelice played the same piece or 
tonight at the end of Cho’s 
performance, calling him out for five 
bows.  Finally, winding up the night 
and the competition was Maria Mazo 
who played Beethoven 4, the ultimate 
anti-climax — but again, what do I 
know? 

And then, there’s another bit of 
absurdity.  I had promised Anat 
Meromi, the PR for the competition, 
that I would deliver her photographs 
of the last three contestants as soon 
as Mazo had finished.  We had met 
over two weeks before for about two 
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minutes and although we had 
exchanged emails and had telephone 
calls every day for a fortnight, neither 
of us could remember what the other 
looked like.  She asked every older 
man with a camera if he was I and I 
was looking for a youngish woman 
with fullish figure holding a laptop.  
Eventually, we found one another and 
the transfer was done. 

It was now time to go back into the 
hall and await the results and after 
lots of blah-blah-blah on the large 
screens from the two TV presenters, 
the jury, the junior jury and the prize 
donors, along with other worthies, are 
paraded onto the stage and take their 
seats.   

First of all, there are the speeches.  
The first person up to speak is Ms. 
Limor Livnat, the Minister of Culture 
and Sport, not one of Israel’s most 
popular politicians but one who’s been 
around a long time.  The audience 
doesn’t want a politician; they want to 
see the gladiators and they express 
their discontent vocally, perhaps too 
vocally.  Ms. Livnat, on the other 
hand, might have bothered to attend 
the whole evening rather than having 
her arrival announced just before 
Andrejs Osokins came out to play and 
with some more tact, she might have 
stayed around for the awards 
ceremony.  The less said, the better! 

Next up is Idith Zvi, the Artistic 
Director of the competition who 
thanks all concerned, etc., etc.  Idith is 
followed by Alina Rubinstein who tells 
us how wonderful it is to be back in 
Tel Aviv after a long absence, etc., etc. 

And then, the baton is passed to Arie 
Vardi, who likes to orchestrate 
proceedings.  First off, he tells us: 
“Habemus papam”.  Well, not in so 

many words — but there is a winner.  
But before we get to that, there are 
the minor prizes to be dished out.  I 
really have no idea who they’ve 
chosen; it could be anyone for any 
reason.  But if I was a gambling man, 
which I’m not, I would have bet that 
Baryshevskyi would be the one most 
likely to win nothing. 

The Junior Jury has chosen Cho as 
their winner.  I’m not in the least 
surprised at this decision.  Colafelice 
gets the Advanced Study award for the 
most outstanding pianist up to 22 
years of age.  He also picks up the 
award for the best piece by Chopin 
and the best performance of a classical 
concerto.  The Audience Favourite 
prize is goes to Maria Mazo; again, no 
surprise there and it may have 
something or may not have anything 
to do with her music-making.  But 
congratulations anyway.  Baryshevskyi 
gets the prize for the best 
performance of an Israeli composition; 
he played that right on the first day of 
the competition and how they 
remembered that out of 52 recitals is 
beyond my ken.  The chamber music 
prize is shared between Cho and 
Osokins (justice is done!) 

The three Finalists prizes (in no 
particular order) go to Colafelice (well, 
his best years are ahead of him and 
he’ll do well), Osokins, and Mazo (well, 
well, well, — after all the rumours 
floating around that the results had 
been decided a week ago). 

That leaves us with Baryshevskyi, Cho, 
and Lin.  Third prize goes to Cho, a 
surprise to many.  Vardi reminds us, 
thick as we are, than when he 
announces the name of the winner of 
the second prize that we will know 
who has won the competition.  Are we 
that stupid?  Second prize goes to Lin, 
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who is all smiles. The most 
bamboozled and bewildered looking 
person in the auditorium — and there 
are many — is the winner of the 
Arthur Rubinstein 14th Piano Master 
Competition, Antonii Baryshevskyi of 
Ukraine.  Surprises, then, until the 
end, and I would have lost my shirt 
and much more had I been a gambling 
man, which, of course, I’m not.  Of 
course! 

 

Straight after the end of the awards 
ceremony there is a cocktail party but 
as soon as we arrive and I sense the 
atmosphere, I realize that “saying a 
few words” would have been entirely 
out of place and absolutely pointless. 
Cocktail parties are not really our 
thing.  Everybody is there and they’ve 
all divided up into small groups and 
are having a great time.  Idith sidles by 
and says to me that she sometimes 
wonders what goes through the minds 
of the judges as they reach their 
decisions.  Baryshevskyi is there and 
he’s been buttonholed by Wojciech 
Grochowalski, the head of the Polish 

Artur Rubinstein Foundation who 
asks me for a photograph of the two of 
them.  I oblige and ask Antonii if, once 
and for all, he can let me have a smile.  
He tries and partly succeeds.  Perhaps 
he’s still in shock. 

We say our goodbyes to Gerrit and Uli, 
the defeated team from Steinway.  
Gerrit is taking it all with a grain of 
salt.  “They’re all signed up Steinway 
artists”, he tells me.  I’m sure it’s not 
all that simple and I’m also sure that 
we haven’t heard the end of the piano 
debâcle. 

Just as we are about to depart, a 
robust looking young woman grabs 
hold of me and says: “You’re the 
photographer.  You must take some 
photos of the Pratt party.”  I have no 
idea who this woman is but glowing in 
the fact that I’ve been recognized as a 
photographer, I comply and follow her 
to a table where Jeanne Pratt, from 
Melbourne, doyenne of music 
competitions, is joined by Knesset 
Member and former President of Ben-
Gurion University Avishay Braverman 
and Haim Topol and family.  Ms. 
Pratt’s foundation has donated the 
$40,000 for the Arthur Rubinstein 
Prize and Gold Medal, and probably 
much more.  I know all about looking 
gift horses in the mouth and not 
biting the hand that feeds one, but 
Jeanne Pratt really isn’t the best ad 
for designer clothes and cosmetic 
surgery.  She, how shall I say, stands 
out in a crowd. 
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That over, Vivien & I drag the elegant 
Gill away from socializing and drive 
her and us home.  And that’s more or 
less where this epistle started. 
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SOME CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

So what do I take away from this 
exercise?  It was a wonderful 
experience to work with professionals 
— Shuly, Idith, Hila, Anat, Uli, Gerrit 
and to have been brought into contact 
again with Itzik Canetti, to have met 
Maxim Reider.  Personally, I have 
received a lot of encouragement and 
learned a lot.  It was probably the best 
photography lesson I’ve ever had.  
Real work in real time.  Photography is 
still a hobby — but with a difference.  
My attitude is more professional, even 
if I’m not. 

But questions linger in the mind.  Why 
have competitions?  Surely 
competitions are the antithesis of 
making music, of artistic creation?  I 
suppose they are a necessary evil and 
more than the money prizes, there’s 
the prestige and the exposure and the 
invitations to perform, sometimes at 
leading venues. 

But how much overlap is there in 
competitions?  How many 
competitions do the musicians 
participate in before they retire from 
the competition scene and get down 
to trying to make a living through 
regular performances? If you were to 
look at the contestants at major 
competitions, what is the level of 
overlap?  

And the same applies to the judges.  Is 
there a coterie of judges who travel 
the world sitting in judgment for a 
fortnight or three weeks, discussing 
candidates that some of them have 
maybe heard several times before?  To 
what extent is the judging objective?  
Can it really be objective?   

And what happens the winners and 
losers in competitions?  Do all the 

winners go on to have glittering 
careers? Are all the losers cast into 
oblivion? What happens the ones who 
don’t succeed? 

What does it take to produce a 
competition?  How are budgets raised 
and does the process differ from 
competition to competition? How 
does the Rubinstein competition 
compare in this respect with, say, 
Leeds, Dublin, Queen Elisabeth, 
Tchaikovsky, Van Cliburn and others? 
Is there an organization where 
competition producers and artistic 
directors meet to discuss common 
issues or is it everyone for itself? 

Is there any correlation between when 
contestants perform in a competition 
and their likelihood of winning?  
Theory would suggest that those who 
perform later might have a better 
chance although this did not happen 
in Rubinstein 14.  I suppose it’s a bit 
like looking at home advantage in 
soccer games or electing to bat or bowl 
first in cricket. 

And what about repertoire?  Do 
candidates travel around from 
competition to competition with 
basically the same repertoire or do 
different competitions make different 
demands on the contestants? 

There are just so many questions that 
can be asked about piano 
competitions, and music competitions 
in general, that need answering.  
Perhaps it’s worth following some of 
these up. 

 


