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Pianist Daniil Trifonov — This Generation's Sensation
— Brings His Mentor, Sergei Babayan, To Boston

February 26, 2018 By Keith Powers
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Daniil Trifonov

Daniil TrifonovDaniil Trifonov’s February calendar says it all.
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Fourteen concerts, with eight different programs. Two major concertos, five solo
recitals, five duo piano concerts. Two concerts accompanying a singer. One trip
to Europe. One trip back from Europe. A brief stop to pick up a Grammy.
Somewhere in there he celebrates his recent marriage, to pianist Judith Ramirez.

In between, he puts the finishing touches — “all that’s left is the orchestration
now,” he says — to his latest composition, destined to be a double chamber
concerto, for himself and violinist Gidon Kremer. That work, along with his E-flat
piano concerto, which he debuted with 2014 in Cleveland, adds composing
achievements to his chock-a-block musical resumé.

Here is a piece from his Grammy-winning Liszt recording, "Transcendental":

There’s a clever saying: If you want something done, ask a busy person. That
certainly seems a valid appraisal of Daniil Trifonov.

The 26-year-old Russian-born pianist has stormed into the classical music



spotlight. He’s no stranger to Boston, with multiple appearances for the
Celebrity Series, and multiple appearances with the Boston Symphony Orchestra
as well, including two breathtaking — and completely different — performances
at Tanglewood this past summer.

He’s back in Boston on Saturday, March 3, playing the final date in a Europe-to-
America tour with his mentor, Sergei Babayan

Sergei Babayan

Sergei BabayanSergei Babayan. It’s a two-piano Celebrity Series
recital at Jordan Hall, and if you don’t have a ticket in your pocket as you read
this, you should go right now and try to get one.

Every generation has its great pianists, and every generation also has one who
stands out among those greats. It once was Rubinstein. It was Horowitz. It was
Richter. It was Cliburn. It was Argerich. It was Kissin.

Now it’s Trifonov. Born in Nizhny Novgorod, Trifonov was a prodigy. To wit: He
lost one of his baby teeth during his orchestral debut. Fast forward through
various prizes — the Chopin Competition, the Rubinstein Competition, the
Tchaikovsky Competition — and Trifonov was soon making debuts on the
greatest stages, including Carnegie Hall in 2013.

http://sergeibabayan.com/en


In 2009, the young pianist had come to the Cleveland Institute of Music to study
with Babayan, an eminent pianist and a quiet legend among pedagogues. The
relationship continues to this day — “I still take him things that I am working
on,” Trifonov says on the phone from Vienna, where he is preparing the
Schumann concerto with the symphony there.

“I didn’t even know him when I went to Cleveland,” he says. “It was a
recommendation, from my teacher in Russia, Tatiana Zelikman, who had met
Sergei in the past.

“The first thing I said to him was that I wanted to prepare for the Chopin
competition, which was about a year away. He was cautious at first — the Chopin
is not easy, by any measure. But I brought him the third sonata” — no simple

What started your love of music?
Daniil Trifonov began his musical journey as a composer. On November 15, hear
him perform the NY premiere of his own concerto with the Mariinsky Theatre
Orchestra and Valery Gergiev at Carnegie Hall. http://bit.ly/2yLdp8u
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work, its four movements ranging from pensive insights to audacious fingerings
— “and he became convinced.”

Trifonov speaks respectfully of Babayan, but it’s obvious that it’s a peer
relationship at this point. They are performing together, after all, and Trifonov is
clearly the headliner on this marquee. Their program includes two suites by
Rachmaninov, the rich Mozart D major sonata, the Schumann Andante and
Variations and a brief but touching interlude, Arvo Pärt’s “Pari Intervallo.”

“Most of the planning came from tonalities — a lot depends on that,” he says of
the program. “The Schumann Andante is in B-flat major, and then we shift to E-
flat minor for Pärt. And then we slide into the D major Mozart.

“The Mozart is the new piece in our repertoire,” he says. He then shifts gears to
talk about the particular challenges of two pianos onstage — as opposed to
piano and orchestra, or pianist alone.

Babayan and Trifonov - Suite for two pianos - Rachmaninov - Verbier Festival

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=csXoj-AI0Sg


“The amount of polyphony gets doubled,” he says, “and you have to depend on
your ears to sense what is happening acoustically. It’s not easy to find balance.
But one of the most important things, and we do this in rehearsal, is a common
interpretation. In this repertoire especially it’s noticeable — but there is much
cohesion between us.

Story continues below
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“To a certain extent, Sergei is still my teacher,” he says. “But there has to be
initiative from both performers.”

Trifonov has established a home in New York — “the travel considerations are
important,” he says, “but also by now I feel more accustomed to the city” — and
his musical life there is rich. He is curating this year’s Perspectives series at
Carnegie Hall, half a dozen programs of his own choosing. He’s also had a
robust relationship with the New York Philharmonic, and performs twice on this
September’s season opening weekend.

But Boston audiences have seen plenty of Trifonov as well. And comments about
his startling musicianship, and extraordinary technical abilities, are almost as
common as comments about his appearance. He doesn’t make it look easy, like
the stately Pollini or the austere Kissin. And he doesn’t perform with the
uncensored joy of a Gil Shaham, or Yo-Yo Ma.

Trifonov covers the piano in sweat. Hunched over, deep in concentration —
unnervingly so — Trifonov takes some getting used to. He uses full-body
contortions to reach the right pressure point for each note, realizing the music
almost like a modern dancer. By the end of his recitals, he seems drained, like
after a hard workout. When I saw his Celebrity Series debut, in 2012 at Pickman
Hall, I initially thought that he could never continue playing in such an
exhausting manner.

That perception was correct — to a point. The two programs at Tanglewood this
summer showed remarkably different sides to Trifonov’s playing. A solo recital at
Ozawa Hall — including the devilish Schumann Toccata — offered more of the
same sweaty energy.

But a reading of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 just a few days later, with Andris
Nelsons and the orchestra, was shocking, by comparison, in its restraint.
Trifonov sat erect, his hair remained coiffed, and the playing mirrored his
appearance: refined and elegant; emphatic but poised.



“Each composer brings out different things,” he says when asked about his
physical approach, or approaches. “There are specific physical laws that come
from the sound — certain necessities. Some things work for some composers,
some work for others.

“In Rachmaninov, and a lot of the music of the 20th century — Prokofiev too —
the shoulders are most essential. By that time the pianos were gaining more
sound, and the composers were using it to further the limits of playing. It’s much
different from earlier years, even from the Romantic years.”

His compositions fill the cracks in Trifonov’s itinerary — “you can’t schedule
ideas,” he says. “But that’s what first interested me — composing. In the
beginning I didn’t care about performing, just as a way to bring my ideas to life.”

His piano concerto, premiered in Cleveland in 2014, has rich textures, but
derivative materials. The giant weight of Rachmaninov, Prokofiev and others
presses down on Trifonov’s own originality. But it is forcefully conceived, with
broad interplay between orchestra and soloist — no small feat, in a work written
by and for a virtuoso.

Daniil Trifonov - Piano Concerto in E Aat minor

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kY_Q6RgtC3E


His next major composition was destined to be a double concerto — violin and
piano — “and it will be someday,” Trifonov says. It is scheduled to premiere on a
tour beginning in June. “But for now it is actually two pieces. A piano quintet
first, but eventually a work for chamber orchestra with solo instruments. I try to
work on pieces on tour, but I don’t have a stretch where I can work on one
project many days at a time.”

That is one thing we can all understand.

Daniil Trifonov and Sergei Babayan perform music for two pianos by Rachmaninov,
Schumann, Mozart and Pärt on Saturday, March 3 at Jordan Hall, via Celebrity
Series. For tickets and information visit Celebrity Series' website

Celebrity Series' website

Celebrity Series' websiteCelebrity Series' website.
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Forecast: Sunny Start To The Week, Stormy Weather On The Horizon
The week starts off sunny, with some unseasonably high temperatures, but the
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Police Identify Woman Fatally Stabbed In Winchester Library
Dean Stryker, 22, of Winchester, was killed Saturday when she was stabbed at Winchester
Library.
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Martin Luther King Jr. spoke at Temple Emanuel in Worcester in 1961. For
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a crisis.
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Patton Oswalt Tours His Late Wife's Book Searching For The Golden State
Killer
Michelle McNamara was about two-thirds finished with her first book when she
died at the age of 46 in April 2016. Her collaborators finished the book, which is
being published...
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New England Alumni Of Marjory Stoneman Douglas Join Student Movement To
End School Shootings
While much of the energy behind the #NeverAgain movement was sparked by
mourning students and survivors, several groups have jumped in to help them
keep the momentum going. Joining those...
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Massachusetts Joining Interstate Gun Safety Coalition
Gov. Baker says Massachusetts is joining the "States For Gun Safety" coalition
along with New York, New Jersey, Rhode Island and Connecticut.
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State Trooper Shoots Suspect During Arrest Attempt Near I-93
Numerous 911 calls were received Saturday evening about the 25 to 35 people
driving erratically with off-road bikes and all-terrain-vehicles on Interstate 93.
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The DA says the 22-year-old woman was seated at one of Winchester Public
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Library's reading rooms Saturday morning when 23-year-old Jeffrey Yao stabbed
her with a 10-inch knife.

WBUR News Feb 24, 2018

Brookline Pays $180K To Settle Former Police Officer's Racial Discrimination Complaint
The Boston Globe reports that the town of Brookline will pay the former officer, Estifanos Zerai-
Misgun, $135,000. The rest of the money will go toward his attorney's fees.
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