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Editor s Note: For many years David Dubal, the world-famous authority on music for the piano, has hosted a series of
piano concerts at the Kosciuszko Foundation House. This past fall the series was dedicated to “Chopin, Sand and their
Circle,” and two of the evenings were co-sponsored by NYDAI s 7 International Chopin & Friends Festival. These events
are recognized as uniquely important by the piano cognoscenti of New York City, and we have invited the well-known New
York pianist Joseph Smith to share with us his thoughts about them.

Evenings with David Dubal
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only a single piece all of your nervousness is poured into a
few minutes. You will not be able to retreat into silent medi-
tation for a few minutes before you start playing. If you
have been able to try out the piano at all, it may have been
hours earlier. You cannot even adjust the height of the piano
bench in advance; the previous player has just been using it.

Perhaps the most important factor is that you are facing an
audience that includes not only piano enthusiasts and teach-
ers, but the other pianists who are performing that very
night. They will range from avidly ambitious students at the
height of their dexterity to elder statespersons who have
spent a lifetime considering and reconsidering the literature
of the piano. This is peculiarly scary, but it can also be pecu-
liarly satisfying. You know that the people listening to your
performance will have well-considered criteria — your col-
leagues can hear things that the public cannot. These criteria
allow them to criticize, but they also allow them to appreci-
ate. They are better able to distinguish what belongs to the
piece itself from the effect of its performance; they can hear
past trivial blemishes. This is both a tough and a supportive
audience.

On the last day of the series, David reminded us of the mul-
tifarious connections between the pianist-composers of the
Romantic age. No, they were not one big happy family —
they were a big, troubled, dysfunctional family! There were
friendships, alliances, quarrels, jealousies, factions. Yet there
was some overall sense of community as well. These men
knew that their peers were the people best able to appreciate
their work. Chopin may have scorned Schumann’s music,
but when Schumann said that his favorite Chopin composi-
tion was the startlingly idiosyncratic first Ballade, Chopin
knew that he had been genuinely understood. Liszt tran-
scribed songs by Chopin, Schumann, and Mendelssohn
while those composers were alive. The works which com-
posers of this circle dedicated to one another were fre-
quently among their most important — for example, both
Schumann’s Fantasy and Chopin’s Op. 10 Etudes are dedi-
cated to Liszt, and Liszt’s Sonata and Chopin’s Second
Ballade are dedicated to Schumann.

Anyone who is serious about playing the piano necessarily
spends many hours alone in a room depressing keys — and
often himself! Some pianists regard this time alone as a grim
duty; others welcome it as a daily vacation from mundane
existence. In either case, this way of life inevitably entails
some degree of isolation and loneliness. Practicing is an
activity that is impossible even to discuss with anyone who
does not play seriously. For example, a layperson will not
understand that repetition is not primarily a means of
imprinting the correct notes; it is a constant search for
greater beauty. (“Why do you keep repeating that one
phrase? It sounds fine to me.”) In short, there are areas of
one’s life that only another pianist can really understand. But
one’s relationships with other pianists may be complicated.
The green-eyed monster constantly lurks in the background.
Discussion of one’s work may lead to philosophical or tech-
nical disagreements that can threaten fragile egos. Under
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these circumstances it is hard to have a sense of community.

Granted, the closed society of a music school or conserva-
tory has its own way of producing community and comrade-
ship. The person in the next practice room may be a rival,
but when you go out for a bag of potato chips or a cigarette,
friendly remarks emerge. (““Oh, I hear you working on that
etude — is it as hard as it sounds?” “You had your lesson this
morning; what mood is our teacher in?”) The most signifi-
cant limitation to community in the music school, however,
is the hierarchy of age. Older people, the teachers and
administrators, have great power over young people. They
sit on panels to choose students, and on juries to judge them.
Exactly here is the most special aspect of David’s evenings
— the meeting of the generations as fellow performers. It
often happens that one will hear a teacher and his student on
the same program. You never know who may turn out to be
playing: someone you heard, or heard about, long ago; a stu-
dent of someone you know; someone who has been either
kind or discouraging to you or to someone you know. But
tonight you are all colleagues. (I couldn’t help smiling when
an older, very gifted pianist strolled over to me afterwards
and remarked, “You know — this is really hard!” This pianist
had been on the faculty of a school I had attended, and in
my mind he had become a particular object of terror.)
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When you are young, you tend to think of “us” and “them”
— “us” being young and vulnerable, “them” holding power
over “us.” David’s evenings affirm that it is all “us” —us in
different places on the same path. We are all trying to play
the piano more beautifully and meaningfully, and are all
hungry for respect and appreciation. In the very special
forum that David provides, we are reminded as nowhere
else that we pianists are a community.
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