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ead anyreview of US
pianist Jonathan Biss—
who jets into Glasgow

to perform with the

BBC Scottish Symphony
on 28 January-and the adjective
thatcomes up again and again

is “intellectual”. It’s probably
understandable, given his eyebrow-
raising currentlist of activities: still
onlyin hismid-30s, he’snotonlya
respected soloistin demand across
the world (and part-way through
anine-year project torecord the
complete Beethoven sonatas), but
also a writer of books on Beethoven
and Schumann, a piano teacher, and a
lecturer at Philadelphia’s presnglous
Curtis Institute of Music.

But “intellectual” is alsojust
oneside of the story. The other
isamischievous sense of fun,
epitomised in a tongue-in-cheek
“official” biography on his website
thatdescribes a pre-natal first
performance and nods to Woody
Allen-style obsessions, neuroses and
failings. It'san intelligent humour
thatshould find an ideal outletin his
Glasgow gig.

“There’s no question thatif
somebody asked metosayin one
word whatIam and whatIdo,I'd say
I'mapianist,” Biss explains. “ButI'm
interested in making my relationship
with musicand with the piano as
broad as possible. On a purely selfish
level Ilearn a huge amount from
teaching and from writing - from
being forced to put my complicated,
abstractthoughts into words.”

What's really brought Biss into
thelives of thousands, however,isa
remarkable online video course, in
conjunction with the Curtis Institute,
in which he explores the piano
sonatas of Beethoven (it’s available
toallatwww.coursera.org/learn/
beethoven-piano-sonatas). “If Curtis
is famous for anything, it’s for being
small and elite,” he says. “But the
point of this course is thatit’s open
toanyone. An amusing statisticis
thatmore people have now taken the
Beethoven course than have gone to
Curtisin its entire history.”

Beethoven haslong beenakey
figure in his life, Biss admits: he
explored his relationship with

Jonathan Biss says Mozart is often winking at the listener

the composer in his 2011 ebook
Beethoven’s Shadow, and he’'snow
embarking on a new project to work
with five international composers,
including Scottish-based Sally
Beamish, in new responses to
Beethoven’s five piano concertos.
“T've been playing those concertos
for years, soIthoughtitwould be
interesting to take five composers
whoareas different as possible from
one another, and without giving

" them any specific instructions, ask

them to write something that takes
Beethoven as a starting point, and just
seewhathappens.”It’s still early days
for Beamish’s new concerto, due to be
unveiled next season, and although
the overall proj ectisapartnership

“Everything othatmakes
melove Mozartisin
thisconcerto”

with the St Paul Chamber Orchestra
in Minnesota, Biss says a Scottish
performanceislikely. “I metup with
Sallyin London last time I was over,
butTI'll get tosee her this time as well,
now in her natural habitat.”

It's not Beethoven he’s bringing to
Glasgow, however, but Mozart, and
the Ninth Piano Concerto, arelatively
youthful work. “Obviously Beethoven
is central to my life,” Biss explains,
“butsetagainst his obsessiveness and
bloody-mindedness, the incredible
theatricality and balance of human
emotionsin Mozartis actuallya
sheer joy. There are days when I

thinkIcould play nothing but Mozart
forever and probably be entirely
fulfilled as a musician.”

The particular Concerto Bissheis
performingis perhaps notas well
known as Mozart’s later masterpieces
in the genre, but for Biss, it's second
tonone. “Everything that makes me
love Mozartisin this concerto—the
sense of theatre, and of play, and real
tragedy in the slow movement.” And
it's Mozart’s sense of fun that Biss
responds particularly strongly to,
in a concerto where the composer
constantly sets outto surprise the
listener with unprecitable twists
and turns, the pianistnudging a
sly commentinto the normally
orchestra-only introduction, and
swerving the frenetic finale sideways
into an unexpectedly elegant courtly
dance. “Ifind that Mozart is so often
winking at the listener, and there’sa
lot of thatin this piece.”

How important does he think
humour is for musicians? “Oh my
God, Ithinkit'svital to have a sense
of humour. It drives me absolutely
crazy that the side to music that's
notjustfunny but actually sillyis so
underplayed and under-represented.
Andit's very hard work beinga
musician—we do tend to be neurotic
and obsessive, probably necessarily
—solthink remembering notto take
yourselftoo seriously is areally useful
thing.” Intellectual? Well, maybe—
butwith a bristling combination of
intelligence and humour. B

Jonathan Biss plays Mozart with
the BBC SSO at the City Halls,
Glasgow, 28 January
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