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[sinene Brown reports from the 15th International Tchalkovsk
Competition in Moscow, which attracted a huge online followmo
and sparked a passionate debate about the winners

HE 1STH INTERNATIONAL
Tchaikovsky Competition was held

in Moscow between 9 June and 3
July. It was widely hoped in Russia that
the 175th anniversary of Tchaikovsky’s
birth would discover a piano star to
match the 2011 winner Daniil Trifonov.
medallist

However, gold 27-year-old

East Siberian Dmitry Masleev was felt a

worthy overall winner of a piano section
whose excitement was felt further down
the winners’ list.

Masleev’s thoughtful and powerful
Tchaikovsky first and
third concertos brought him

playing of the
Prokofiev
ovations in the final, but public opinion
was undoubtedly with the last-placed

finalist, the Frenchman Lucas Debargue, a

and two bronze medals were

24-year-old devotee of jazz who had never
played a concerto with an orchestra before
see ‘One to Wartch’, page 15).

The prizes were unusually distributed
among the six finalists: no sixth and fifth
prize, but a fourth to Debargue, to whom
the Moscow critics independently awarded
a special prize for artistry. Two silver

awarded:
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ed online by more

viewers, and generating much
a and press interest.

Cor

three Russian

cernon

Boris Berezovsky, Denis Matsuev

ry Bashkirov, made it known that

they had wanted to place the Frenchman
higher, but been outvoted by the nine

nd j

other jurors the 1g system

installed in 2011 by Valery Ge

HIS WAS I'HE SECOND
test for Gergiev’s overha of
the Tchaikovsky Competition,

intended to rectify owir

in the 1990s and early 2000s of

eputation

corrupted by local interests and b

Replacing Russian teachers

globally renowned rs
been one reform cha s
in 2011 when home contestants

strong followings were put out of the
Competition by ‘foreign’ pianists.
2015 briefly felt
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round this

YouTube protest video.
2011

However, two §
Donohoe and Barry Douglas, returning

> reforms

to the 2015 panel, found that

ad bedded in well, reassuring opinion

both locally and internationally of the

authenticity of assessments. I'he jury

comprised previous Tcha kovsky
Competition Wi in Donohoe,
Dougl Berezovsky, Matsuev and

rikov, with Dmitri

The unorthodox Frenchman
Lucas Debargue captured the
Moscow Critics’ special award

Bashkirov and Sergei Dorensky (Russia),

Alexa

both

Toradze and Vladimir Feltsman
Klaus
Michel Béroff (France) and Verbier Festival
ector Martin

Donohoe

us), Hellwig (Germany),

at jurors had

taken into account all three rounds, solo
and work, and

concerto that too few

contestants had proved consistent in both

aspects, which

jor career required.

Douglas told me

in today’s

shrinking classical music profession, recital

opportunities were beco

1g regrettably
r, but

young pianists had to prove
themeelve 1 }
themselves truly special artists if they were
to survive professionally.

Bashkirov told me that he heard too

much athletic playing now geared at

expressive

n South Korean

UK. US, Italy and German)
Australia

from
one from Fran
Greece
selected

Donot Dougl

and

ased to 21 out of

36.

Guildt

Sasha Grynyuk, a

raduate (under Ronan O’Hora), did not

survive the preliminary round; Alexander

Ullman, a Royal College of Music (Dmitry

Alexeev) and Curtis graduate, went out in

the second round.
Explanations for the lack of

2 ] %) >
Russians included ‘demonising’ Russia

non-

over Ukraine, the Russian emphasis in the
Competition’s repertoire, and different
views on competition culture in the West.

In his awards speech, Gergiev said that
the Tchaikovsky C n!nprm\mn was no
longer a harsh win-lose arena but a place
for opportunity, and that all finalists could

expect career assistance. The first prno(

s a world winners’ tour under Gergicy
reaching London’s Cadogan Hall on 26

October and Birmingham Symphony Hall
on 28 October. } :



ONE TO WATCH

One of the family

1 he talk‘ll?g—pomt of this year’s International Tchaikovsky
Competition was an intense, unconventional Frenchman
[smene Brown assesses the maverick talent of Lucas Debargue

SELETAUGHT® PIANIST 1S NOT WHAT THE
International Tchaikovsky Competition is about.

HE
titanic
Dubbed the ‘piano Olympics] the event takes place every
four years and attracts dozens of Russia’s most competitive pluver;
The winners tend to be mighty young pianists of deep sch()oiing.
indomitable techniques and large repertoires.
Hence the surprise of the 2015 Tchaikovsky Competition lay
not in its winner, the orthodox Dmitry Masleey, ;

but a young

Frenchman who broke every convention. Placed fourth in the
final, the wiry, bespectacled Lucas Debargue, 24, was already the
public’s favourite; his playing has
a mercurial, improvisatory quality
that had captivated listeners, both
live and on the medici.tv streams.
His left hand was extraordinarily
fleet yet sonorous, but his technique
was most unusual, with high
hands, fingers sticking up in the
air, wildly improvisatory cadenzas
and strange fingering — and he
sometimes strayed off the score. His
playing of Liszt and Tchaikovsky
concertos in the final round was
also disconcerting: the orchestra
seemed  surprised, the pianist
looked in(cnsuly on edge.

lf emerged that Debargue had never played with an orchestra
bct.or.c the Competition. He had spent just four years in professional
training and described himself as an ‘autodidact; which his Russian
mfh““‘ml‘lrmcd in a press interview. I met him in the tense hours
b'tkm‘ the results, when the sudden bubble of public attention
SL(SS::\:TH l]l:iburs[ in disappointment. ) ¥ :
i m(icn lf) me that, a‘gcd. 10, hti had being transfixe db?{ :hs
Db )“unl of Mozart’s l’mr?u (nnccr,m‘N() 21 .md C,(;(}L-
life a;\d [5‘ J"u lessons. T{)cr\. his _purcms dlvof'cc (lls‘l'lfptu‘ lnl.;
il L\xt\)ldcm cn.mnunal rct(ug,c he tun'k in mus_u. ;,vfnl el l
ok uh(;(,‘ i l(tfu! apiano on which to practise, lh,cbq.lfu t‘ 1.(. oc.la‘
had cost . Ln ~ompitgne when he w)as AlS,m‘am )k "GLUS-L 131\:::
inaiy b;,‘d is 'tnk'l.lds.ch moved to Paris .'m(' l:)f(;] hll]) .dalhvsglll(i“
2 ireal ¥ lll ,working in a supermarket and halfheartedly g
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Paris (_m*“c‘:. fi Shereshevskaya, a professor e e

- atoire’s centres. A Moscow alumna, she foun

a truculent, vulnerable character; yet she thought he might be a
potential diamond and gave him a goal: to work towards the
2015 Tchaikovsky. Assisted by the Fondation de France, a social
foundation for gifted music students, he won the respected French
2014 Adilia Alieva Competition, but still had no concerts. The
Tchaikovsky was (as it is for many competition entrants) an all-or-
nothing gamble.

The ecstatic reception that Debargue had in Moscow confirmed
Shereshevskaya’s excellent judgment. The judges’ verdict was
that he is a unique phenomenon, though not yet ready for the
industrial-strength workload of a
true professional.

One juror, the veteran Dmitry
Bashkirov, said that Debargue’s
artistry was something so special
that with two more years of solid
technical training he could become
a major pianist.

I felt that the judges acted
sensitively. Debargue was a winner
already, and he evidendly felt that too.
As he told me, he felt*part of a family;

Self:confessed
autodidact: Lucas
Debargue in Moscow

musically, at last. No more the lonely
Paris outcast in his garret, ‘with my
little beer at night, the windows, the
books, the cigarettes... Now there is something happening’

He agreed he recognised the riskiness of his technical armoury,
but cited the panache of jazz pianists such as Thelonious Monk
and Erroll Garner as his inspirations. ‘There is a kind of sacrifice.
The more you are safe the less you are musical. That'sa rcal.scri?lls
problem. Only a few pianists know the secret how to bring p‘?rtcct
technique to perfect sound and perfect soul. Listen to Horowitz or
Sofronitzky — we need nothing else, but th

The Russians have embraced the poetic, ]
Gergievimmediately gave him a recital in the White Nights Festival
and Irina Antonova booked him for her legendary Dc'ccmber
Nights festival in Moscow- Britain will hear him on'thc 1bl\.n|k()\'sk)'
winners’ tour in October. The ‘selFraught’ aspect still worries many,
but Debargue’s individuality - and indeed his story — may prove 3
ple to feel music’s power as any amount of

ey were never perfect!
risk-taking Frenchman:

greater II)'JgHC( for peo

conventional preparation. D

Lucas Debargue will perform with the Mariinsky Orchestra under

Valery Gergiev at Birmingham Symphony Hall on 28 October
International Piano 15



