CD Review

In this generous cross section of familiar pieces on two C.D.s, Itzhak Solsky, we meet a pianist of humor, warmth, and rare maturity. Solsky finds the pivotal moment in each piece that casts new light on the entire composition. So sharply defined are Solsky’s contrasts of mood, texture, and repetition that time disappears; entire movements pass without surfacing for air. 

From the opening Bach Partita in Bb, Solsky plays with a creative freedom that springs from rock-solid rhythm and a keen sense of timing. Beats become steps in the character of each dance: festive Prelude, flowing Allemande, running Corrente, stately Saraband, and final flying Gigue. Bach is joyously alive in a dazzle of styles. The tempos are rapid but with such crystal clear articulations that listeners easily become absorbed in his color-coded play of voices. 

The Haydn Sonata in Eb, Hob. XVI 52, has a light grandeur, as the pianist plays tag with sound and slience, shouts and whispered dynamics. Solsky explodes the mood in a Presto of manic energy and virtuoso playing. He declares Haydn’s humor through the nuanced spatter of compact figures and short motives over a driving bass, flashing keys like confetti. Chopin’s “Winter Wind” Etude has a chilling hail of fingers spattering over a determined march of chords in the bass. A poetic, firmly cohesive reading of the Chopin Sonata in B Minor ends the first C.D.

The second C.D. continues with a bel canto reading of Chopin’s Barcarolle with matched trilling thirds that begin soft then ignite each fuller variation of the theme. Among all these riches I have only one reservation. The opening Allegro molto e con brio of Beethoven’s Sonata in C Minor, Op. 10/1 comes across sounding shallow. 

It is as if the thrusts and threats and pauses of its accented theme were more mimed than felt. The Adagio is pale pastorale, the Prestissimo gnomic rather than hateful. Perhaps Solsky dimmed the drama before the next sonata. Here Solsky’s imagination holds through the Maestoso allegro con brio, constraining the angry reiterations of its ending to an eerie calm before the simple song of the second movement. 

Solsky compares these variations with those of the Appassionata, “the quick notes here are not meant as an ornamental device, but represent a fundamentally new kind of quickened motion.” He notes “simplicity after complexity, which could best be described as distilled experience.”

I can hardly wait for more of Itzhak Solsky’s distillations. (Romeo Records 7243/4; www.arkivMusic.com) – Robert Dumm (Clavier mag.)

