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Question: 

What do we have to consider when playing the music of great composers?

Vladimir: 

When Bach was asked in his lifetime what is most important when we play your music or generally when we play music, he simply answered: You play the right note at the right time with the right feeling. But what is the right feeling, and what did he mean by that? We will never know, and maybe that is the answer after all. 

Question:

How strongly where you [Dimitri and Vovka] influenced by your famous father to become professional musicians, and was there ever any pressure put on you?  

Vladimir: 
We never put any pressure on our children to become musicians, it was their decision to play music and to become professional musicians. We have five children, three daughters and two sons, and while Dimitri and Vovka decided to play music professionally, our daughters decided not to. You could not care less whether your parents are musicians or not if you feel that music is your vocation, and that your destiny is to become a musician. If you want to become a musician and feel that this is what you have to do, then do it. There is rather inspiration than pressure in our family. Inspiration is all over, and we inspire each other all the time. 

Dimitri: 
Getting us interested in music was not very difficult, because we had music from day one. We were constantly exposed to music at home, and we also travelled with our parents to their concerts until we reached school age. We grew up with music, and music was something natural like drinking water or eating food. However, the step to become a professional musician is of course a different one. Vovka and I decided to become professional musicians while our sisters decided not to. They are still very interested in music, they listen to music at concerts and are very musical, but they just decided not to pursue it as a profession. 

That ones parents are famous or great musicians does not imply that it puts pressure on their children to emulate their ideals. I think that the pressure we as dedicated musician put on ourselves to play as well as possible and to communicate as much as possible outweighs any outside pressure and influence, because we want to do as well as we can, and nothing will ever approach that kind of pressure. 

Vovka: 
You become a musician, because you love music and not because you love the admiration of the public. If you love music, it is secondary whether your father is a famous musician or whether he is musically gifted. For me my father was a model of what is possible, and he was a great inspiration in that sense. As far as his name and fame was concerned, I never really saw that as a primary issue. It was the music he made which was the most important to me and which stimulated my own desire to make music. 

Question: 

How much did growing up in Russia and receiving your musical education from there influenced your career? 
Vladimir: 
Russia is a very musical country, but we should not really think that it is the most important musical place in the world. It is true that many great pianists and violinists come from Russia, and I will always be grateful to the musical education which I received in Russia. 

But if you are an entirely Russian product, you could be endangered to not facing the rest of the world which has happened to many musicians. I emigrated when I was 26, and I benefited very much from the Russian musical education as well as from opening my eyes to the rest of the world. I feel very lucky to have been able to face the world, since many youngsters who stay in Russia become just a part of that climate without seeing or hearing anything else. They face some dangers of becoming isolated and can therefore not develop as artists as much as they could do. You need to have enormous talent like Sviatoslav Richter who never was abroad, but became internationally renowned anyhow. 
Question: 

Piano players in Russia are well-known for their great techniques. How important is the right technique and training when becoming a great musician? 

Vladimir: 
When I was a boy and started playing the piano, I could play just about anything. It was no problem for me, and I do not know why it is in my nature. If you ask Martha Argerich or Maurizio Pollini they will tell you that everything just goes. I think that musical talent is a mystery of nature, and we should not add so much importance to the school where one was taught. 

Somehow I could play by myself, and I did not need too many ideas of how to play the piano. Of course, I needed musical inspiration, and I needed to talk to people who understood music to learn from them what music is all about, but not how to play the piano. 
I just had to grow as a human being, as a musician, as an artist and open my eyes to the world while the rest was somehow there. I do not know why the Russian pianists have a particular great technique. 
Most importantly you need to be clear of what you are trying to express and why you are a musician. You can have all the techniques in the world, but nobody wants to hear you, because you do not convey a message. Do not attach too much importance to the technique, it is only a part of your musical being. 

Dimitri: 
I meet many pianists, violinists and cellists who are from a particular school or who are in favour of a certain school. I think that the great artists are the ones who rise above their school and make you forget where they come from, because they are just so great musicians. The musicians who one can identify instantly with a particular school are usually not so interesting, because they all sound the same. The really great ones rise above that, and they can come from anywhere. 
Music and concerts are very often like conversations. If you speak to somebody who can pronounce every word perfectly and speaks very fast, but does not say anything that interests you, then you are going to get bored. His speaking technique is not going to be the most important thing to you, but what he says will be important to you. The conversation is not going to touch you if the other person speaks hollow words. A technique of speaking or a technique of playing is necessary to communicate a message, but secondary in the end. 

Vovka: 
The idea that there is a great Russian school of piano technique or in fact instrumental technique, might be related to the fact that like the Chinese, the Russians also produced wonderful Olympic sportsmen which was the result of an incredibly rigorous and methodical training of people to perform a certain function. 
Such training occurred in the field of sports as it did in the instrumental realm. That Russia produced great instrumentalists was perhaps because of the rigidity of the system at the time, but as my brother said, ultimately it depends on the individual artist whether he or she is able to become something great. Of course, it is perhaps useful to have a very rigorous technical training behind it, but eventually it is only a means to an artistic end. 

Question: 
What was emphasized in your training that contributed to becoming an excellent musician? 

Vladimir: 
The emphasis was to try to understand what the composer wanted to express with his piece and to figure out the message of the piece. I had three teachers in Russia, and they basically all tried to explain to me what music is all about. Why does it exist, and what is music trying to express to people. Try to put that into being, and try to remember why you are a musician. Be a musician because you want to send out a message and not just to play passages brilliantly. The composers wanted to say something to the people; they did not compose passages for musicians to play brilliantly, but to convey a spiritual message.  
You need to study to become a good piano player, but if you find out that you do not gain control over your hands and fingers, then maybe playing the piano is not for you. Then it is not in your nature, and you should not try to change your nature. If there is some talent and you continue teaching, then there is a chance. There is not one definite way of learning and teaching, each one is different. Nowadays China has an incredible program for pianists and violinists, but are there now millions of Chinese playing great? No, there are not. You can teach them maybe to play fast and correct notes, but there will be only a few who will express something unusual, because that depends on how you are born and what nature gave you. Talent cannot be taught since nature is stronger than anything else. Nature created Mozart and Beethoven, and if you would have taught another 500,000 people at the same time to play good music, do you think that there would be more Mozarts and Beethovens? No, there would not be. Of course it is important to teach, but you will not be able to evoke talent that is not in your nature. 
Many people who play for me ask me for my opinion about their musical future. In most of the cases I can tell clearly whether there is a chance for him or her to become a great musician. If I see no chance, I tell them that if you love music stay with it, but you will never become a great performer ever, and it is up to you to decide. They will stay with music if it is an important element in their life even though there is no chance to become as great as Pollini, for example. If you love music then stay with it, it will give you so much. 

I had a Russian friend who was not a musician, but who thought that music is unbelievably important to people, and he decided to introduce a weekly one hour lesson of musical appreciation in an ordinary school in Moscow which was attended by 12 to 17 year old pupils. After the first lesson half of the class left the course, because they considered it to be rubbish and went home. The other half stayed, never left the course and became great music lovers. Interestingly, they did better in all other subjects than those who did not attend the music lessons. There are similar programs in the UK, and those who attend do better in all other subjects. It is scientifically proven that if you devote a lot of mental attention to music, it expands your brain, and you will do better in any other areas of learning. Personally I believe that all arts can contribute to such an expansion. 

Dimitri: 
I was just comparing randomly what it takes to be a great musician and what it takes to be a good sportsman. For any domain, may it be music or sports, you need a certain physical talent, something your body can or cannot do. I could not be a professional tennis player, because I do not have the physical talent. I play the clarinet, and there are certain muscles you can train if you already have a certain talent for the movements that you need the muscles for. On top of that, as a musician, you need to know where the music came from, why the composer wrote it and what he is trying to express. This has nothing to do with your muscles, and the extraordinary difficulty of being a professional musician is to combine those two things; the physical and the subtle. 

Vovka: 
Very often a method produces an unconscious and automaton like player who plays the notes well, but without being consciously involved with the music. There are people who can play music fantastically well, but who are almost unaware that there is something musical going on, and this may be a result of a too rigorous method in technical training. I want to emphasis that eventually it depends on the individual musician to seek something from the music and to express something in the music, and maybe only in that way can you reach certain artistic goals. 
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