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An Interview with Vladimir Stoupel

By Alan Mercer

Berlin and Baltimore-based musician Vladimir Stoupel (b. 
1962) is no stranger to the Shostakovich repertoire. His 
first commercial recording, in 1990 on the Rodolphe label 
(RPC32600), was of Shostakovich’s piano works and was 
much acclaimed, featuring the Second Sonata, six of the 
Preludes, op. 34, and three Preludes and Fugues, op. 87. 
Recent CDs have featured two Rathaus sonatas combined 
with the two sonatas by Shostakovich, and a release by the 
Duo Ingolfsson-Stoupel including Stravinsky’s Divertimento 
along with Shostakovich’s Violin Sonata. What is perhaps 
less-known is Stoupel’s work as a conductor, with numerous 
critically acclaimed projects including performances of the 
Fleischmann-Shostakovich opera Rothschild’s Violin at the 
Konzerthaus Berlin, a staged version of Shostakovich’s From 
Jewish Folk Poetry, op. 79, the Shostakovich opera The Tale 
of a Priest and His Servant Balda, op. 36,1 as well as the 

premiere outside Russia of Weinberg’s opera Pozdravlyayem! 
(Congratulations!), op. 1112 in a German translation, in 
2012, also at the Konzerthaus Berlin. 

Born in the Soviet Union, Stoupel began studying the pia-
no at age of three with his mother, Rimma Bobritskaya,3 
making his debut at the age of twelve, playing Tchaikovsky’s 
First Piano Concerto in the Great Hall of the Moscow 
Conservatory. He later studied piano with Yevgeny Malinin4 
and privately with Lazar Berman,5 as well as conducting 
with Gennady Rozhdestvensky at the Moscow Conservatory. 
After leaving the USSR at the end of 1984, he studied with 
Professor Karl-Heinz Kämmerling6 at the University of 
Music and Drama Hannover, earning the coveted Artist 
Diploma (Konzertexamen) in 1990.

The DSCH Journal recently had the opportunity to catch 
up with him.

Interview
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DSCH Journal: Tell us a little about 
your family background: was it  
very musical?

Vladimir Stoupel: I was born into a 
very musical family; my great-grand-
mother and grandmother were  
piano teachers, and my mother, 
Rimma Bobritskaya, was a concert 
pianist and was the last assistant to 
the famous piano teacher Heinrich 
Neuhaus. I grew up surrounded by 
the musical and the cultural elite of 
Moscow life at this time. It’s always 
difficult to plot one’s childhood in just 
a few words; however, what was vital 
for me as a young musician were the 
many sources of musical inspiration 
that surrounded me. My mother had 
wonderful colleagues and friends, 
like the pianist Vladimir Krainev,7 
who gave me countless lessons that 
I loved; Igor Zhukov,8 who also taught 
me although I found his explosive 
teaching style difficult to cope with; 
and of course my professor Yevgeny 
Malinin, whose lessons were always 
well-balanced. Here I should espe-
cially mention Lazar Berman, who 
became my most important teacher. 
He didn’t teach me officially at the 
Moscow Conservatory—I took pri-
vate lessons with him, for almost 
seven years from the age of fifteen. 
He had a huge impact on my piano 
playing, as of course did my mother, 
who, as well as Malinin, was repre-
senting the famous Neuhaus-school. 
I’d say that from the age of fifteen I 
became self-sufficient, and I began 
to develop my own approach to the 
piano, deployed my own technique, 
and my own way of playing. 

During these important years I 
was supported by Igor Zhukov, and 
of course Malinin and Berman. I 
recall the time when Berman asked 
me why I wanted to begin with the 
final piece from the Transcendental 
Studies by Liszt: “Chasse-Neige.” 
When I answered that I liked this 
piece in particular, I was told that in 
that case I had no choice but to play 
all twelve pieces—which I did. Later 
I performed this work in the Berlin 

Philharmonic Hall, in 1991. Berman 
was a real source of musical inspira-
tion, and through him I also learned 
a lot about contemporary music. I 
can also thank my living quarters, 
given that one of our neighbours 
was Sofia Gubaidulina—we were on 
the second floor, and she was on the 
sixth floor. Poor her, she needed quiet 
time to compose, but there I was, con-
stantly running up to her apartment 
to ask various questions. She had a 
wonderful collection of completely 
unknown instruments, and all kinds 
of recorders—big, small, bass, alto— 
everything. She even had an array of 
percussion instruments. It was a very 
small one-bedroom apartment, but 
it was stuffed with instruments. So, I 
proceeded to learn to play a recorder, 
and in fact this helped me a lot later in 
my career as a conductor. Of course, 
it’s not an oboe and it’s not a bassoon 
but at least some of the techniques are 
similar—breathing and fingering and 
so on—which are very important. It 
was an alto recorder in F and I still 
have it.  

DSCH: Did you play for Gubaidulina?

VS: Yes, it was on this recorder, and 
I recall how she just smiled when I 
arrived with my instrument. I played 
the “Italian Song” by Tchaikovsky 
which really made her laugh. Many 
years later, I had the honour to take 
part in her festival in Northern 
Germany, close to Hamburg, and 
another time I took care of the simul-
taneous translation from Russian 
to French for a long interview that 
took place with Gubaidulina at Radio 
France, which was broadcast live.

DSCH: I expect that you were very 
much exposed to the classical reper-
toire given your family and teaching 
associations? Did this include Bach, 
for example? Was his music played 
very much in the USSR at that time? 

VS: Yes, Bach was performed then—it 
was mandatory at school. Every six 
months we had to play a prelude and 
fugue; this was compulsory. Apart 

from this repertoire, I also encoun-
tered early music at the age of fifteen 
when I learned to play harpsichord, 
studying works by Rameau and 
Couperin. This music did exist—
thanks to Andrei Volkonsky,9 for 
example—but the main repertoire was 
from the 19th century. However, in 
my case I was much more surround-
ed by contemporary composers, as I 
mentioned earlier. My mother knew 
Schnittke very well, and I had the 
chance to talk to him on a couple of 
occasions: he was a very pleasant and 
a very interesting man. Luckily for his 
music, Rozhdestvensky performed a 
lot of his works. I was also active on 
the Soviet contemporary music scene, 
and I was able to present new pieces 
to the Union of Soviet Composers’ 
committees for audition. I was paid 
30 roubles per performance and so 
had the chance to perform with many 
musicians and musical ensembles, 
including with an orchestra featur-
ing one of the contemporary Soviet 
composers of the time—Leonid 
Afanasyev.10 He was a phenomenal 
personality; in fact, he’d been a for-
mer fighter pilot before he took up 
composition! He wrote a piano con-
certo in the style of Russian-Soviet 
songs, which I premiered with Yuri 
Silantiev’s orchestra and later toured 
across Siberia, in 1980. Afanasyev also 
wrote a very popular Soviet song, “I 
am Looking into the Blue Lakes” from 
the film Shadows Disappear at Noon.

DSCH: Did you also have conductors 
in the family?

VS: No, not really. The passion came 
from just having seen conductors in 
action: I was fascinated by the orches-
tra’s possibilities. As Liszt used to say, 
“the piano is an orchestra”—so as well 
as playing piano, I became very much 
interested in conducting—this was 
when I was sixteen or seventeen, and I 
quickly put together a small orchestra. 
I also conducted concerts when I was 
working as a conductor in the music 
school, working with little kids, it was 
a lot of fun. It was called the Prokofiev 
Music School in Moscow. 



Alan Mercer • An Interview with Vladimir Stoupel

dsch journal • July 2023 • Nº 59 • 45

In the Small Hall of Moscow Conservatory, ca. 1983. From left to right: Yuri Popov, Angela Cholakyan, 
Elena Zhukova, Nino Katamadze, Maria Rowena Arrieta, Yevgeny Malinin, and Vladimir Stoupel.

Gennady Rozhdestvensky and Vladimir Stoupel in the Green Room at the Konzerthaus Berlin, May 2009.
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DSCH: And your first conducting 
lessons? 

VS: Probably at the same age—sixteen 
or seventeen. I did have the opportuni-
ty to attend Rozhdestvensky’s rehears-
als early on—in fact my mother asked 
him if I could sit in. Later, I also had 
many lessons from him. 

DSCH: Do you think you have any 
traits of Rozhdestvensky’s conduct-
ing style? 

VS: If I learned something from him, 
it was how to think—how to think 
about the music—how to find the 
pulse. And the hand—you must know 
when the hand meets the sound, but 
you also have to know how to make 
the hands independent, as well as 
the eyes. Working with him was 
quite an experience. I remember the 
most moving interpretation of the 
Tchaikovsky Fifth Symphony with the 
Berlin Konzerthaus Orchestra around 
2017: it was incredible—I was literally 
crying. It was astonishing, to drive a 
professional musician to tears, and 
with the Tchaikovsky 5—it was quite 
an achievement! 

In 2009 I had a very interesting expe-
rience with Rozhdestvensky in Berlin: 
there was an interview with him at the 
Konzerthaus where they also screened 
the film about him made by Bruno 
Monsaingeon. For this interview I was 
asked to translate the questions and 
answers, as I have some experience in 
Russian-German simultaneous trans-
lation (the languages do have simi-
larities through their structure and 
so on.) And one of Rozhdestvensky’s 
points was how it might be possible to 
convey a specific human experience 
to someone who could not possibly 
have any idea about this kind of life 
and experience. In fact, he spoke a lot 
about the subject. How to “guide” a 
Western orchestra who by definition 
had never experienced Soviet times—
to feel, if not to understand complete-
ly—the very particular Soviet atmo-
sphere. As I was conducting The Tale 
of the Priest and his Servant Balda at 

the Konzerthaus, or pieces such as 
Fleischmann’s Rothschild’s Violin, 
which Shostakovich completed as 
you know, the question was always: 
how to share your experience with 
the performers? Rozhdestvensky cit-
ed numerous examples of this ques-
tion. Can a non-Soviet person ever 
provide a meaningful interpretation 
of a Shostakovich symphony? The 
answer is, of course—yes! I would 
like to mention, for example, the 
British conductor whom I know very 
well, and with whom I’ve worked: 
this is Howard Griffiths.11 Howard 
performed Shostakovich’s Fifteenth 
Symphony with his orchestra in 
Frankfurt (Oder): it was just incred-
ible—I was amazed. I told him what 
I felt—that the belief that a Soviet 
upbringing is essential to understand 
and to perform the music of that time 
is really exaggerated. Or even worse—
it stops people from even trying. 

And this is extremely important—for 
all our colleagues over the world not 
to limit themselves, and to be able 
to experience the music of different 
cultures: “Because I’m French I only 
play French music,” and so on. Other 
reasons can come into play, of course. 
For example, I’m not particularly 
familiar with British or American 
music, although I am working on this 
important repertoire. I do play a lot of 
French music—I love French music—
but I am sure that my approach to 
French music is different from a 
colleague who has a French upbring-
ing. Even being a French citizen for 
almost forty years, I was not part of 
the French Conservatory musical 
education, and experience. My feeling 
is that every musician brings his own 
experience to a piece—this is why 
we have different interpretations of 
works. This is of course totally neces-
sary—otherwise we would only have 
Alfred Brendel playing Beethoven 
and no one else—which would not 
be a healthy situation! His interpreta-
tion is phenomenal, of course, but we 
shouldn’t stop there. Especially that 
the development of concert perfor-
mance practice never ceases, just as 

people come along regularly, arguing 
that Beethoven shouldn’t sound as it 
does on a modern piano, because in 
Beethoven’s time the instrument was 
a pianoforte. Which is interesting to 
listen to, of course. 

DSCH: Can you describe the specific 
influence of Russian music on you, 
during your youth: either prominent 
works, repertoire, or performance?

VS: I was deeply impressed by my very 
first operatic experience—I attended 
Ruslan and Ludmila at the Bolshoi. I 
was seven or eight years old, and it 
was my first time at the opera. Thanks 
to Nesterenko we had special seats 
right behind the conductor. Little did 
I know that later, at the age of fifteen, 
I would turn pages for Nesterenko’s 
pianist Vladimir Krainev, and that 
one day I would perform with 
Nesterenko himself, all over Europe. 
We became very close friends. I will 
never forget our concert in 1991 at 
the Konzerthaus Berlin, when we 
performed, among other pieces, 
the Suite on Verses of Michelangelo 
by Shostakovich. Another strong, 
early stimulus was Scriabin, doubt-
less influenced by the fact that Igor 
Zhukov was a great Scriabin special-
ist: he recorded Scriabin’s piano music 
many, many times—including three 
complete recordings of his sonatas, 
which was possible during the Soviet 
era. I became fascinated and later 
recorded all ten sonatas myself—but 
only once! I play them in concerts 
too, and I find Scriabin extremely 
interesting. Schnittke impressed me 
a lot, especially his Dead Souls—I 
was at the premiere and attended 
rehearsals: this is such a fantastic 
work. Schnittke really was holding a 
mirror up to reflect Soviet society—he 
was a genius, just as Gogol was. 

DSCH: Was Shostakovich’s music part 
of the Conservatory curriculum? 

VS: No, his music was not a require-
ment at the Conservatory, although of 
course you could perform it. I played 
his Preludes a lot: and once I even 
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got to speak with Shostakovich, for 
all of thirty seconds! It was during 
rehearsals for Nose in 1974 with 
Rozhdestvensky—I managed to sneak 
into the hall thanks to the pianist of 
the Moscow Chamber Music Theatre 
who was a very close friend of my 
mother. 

DSCH: What did you speak about?  
 
VS: I asked Shostakovich about his 
tempi/metronome markings, some 
of which were very surprising! I 
couldn’t manage to play a certain 
prelude at the written tempo so I 
asked Shostakovich what I should 
do. He replied that I should always 
play the music as “you feel it.” Another 
example is Shostakovich’s First Piano 
Sonata which is an extremely difficult 
work—and it’s a great piece! However, 
it took me six months to reach his 
metronome markings—a whole half 
a year! I so wanted to achieve this 
feat, and I think that I may be one 
of the few pianists who plays at the 
indicated tempo. I also recorded his 
Second Sonata—this was my very 
first CD—a French CD—as well as 
some preludes, and fugues. It was an 
extremely important milestone for 
my own personal development. In 
Moscow we were all taught to play a 
certain repertoire in a very specific 
way. I had grown so very tired of this 
style, that when I arrived in France 
in December 1984 it took me quite a 
bit of time to adjust, which I guess is 
normal, as I now found myself in a 
very different world. I almost stopped 
playing piano for a short period of 
time: I wanted to find my own way, 
in my own new world. I went to the 
great art museums; I walked through 
Paris trying to understand the light 
and the colours—it’s very important if 
you want to play French music. If you 
want to play Brahms—there’s a very 
particular light in Hamburg—there 
you have the green, oxidised roofs, 
which combined with the Nordic 
sun—well, suddenly you under-
stand so many aspects of Brahms’ 
music. For me, light is very import-
ant! I came back to the piano with 

Shostakovich—the Second Sonata, 
and now it was my own approach. The 
B minor Sonata is a great work—and I 
return to it every couple of years—but 
you know this is enough—after this 
time you’re looking for something 
new. So, I assume that Shostakovich 
was the right thing for me at that time. 
I recorded the CD, and this was the 
beginning of my own approach to the 
piano repertoire. Since then, I have 
also been seeking musical discov-
eries—along with my wife, violin-
ist Judith Ingolfsson, we have been 
able to bring works to light that had 
not even been published—such as a 
sonata for violin and piano by Paul 
Arma.12 I also made recordings of 
works for piano by Karol Rathaus, 
such as the premier recording of his 
Third Sonata. These discoveries led 
to performances as well as record-
ings, and this is very important for 
me. People send manuscripts quite 
often—new or unpublished works. 

DSCH: To come back to the 
Shostakovich piano works, how 
do you view the evolution in 
Shostakovich’s composing career 
for the instrument—from the early 
works such as the Aphorisms or the 
First Sonata to later works such as the 
Preludes and Fugues?

VS: The First Sonata gives us a glimpse 
—an idea—into what Shostakovich 
may have composed if he had not 
been exposed to the pressure of the 
Soviet system. I’m not a musicologist 
but I assume that the difficult context 
in which he lived inevitably affected 
his compositional development. All 
the same, there are “modern” fea-
tures in the later works such as seri-
al music, like in the violin and viola 
sonatas and in the quartets, as well 
as minimalistic influences. I would 
say that we should be mindful of our 
tendency to assume that this idea of 
“development” necessarily correlates 
to improvement, and that this is bound 
to be a positive thing. At the end of the 
day, in the case of Shostakovich, it was 
always the same person behind the 
music, and somehow, he managed to 

stay true to himself. Of course, there 
is a tendency to “interpret” some of 
the works, sometimes with political 
connotations, and yes, he was obliged 
to write certain works to satisfy the 
Communist Party. But the question 
remains: if we consciously separate 
his music from Soviet politics, what 
would remain? For the sake of argu-
ment, let’s remove Stalin, the Soviet 
Union, and politics from the picture; 
my view is that much of Shostakovich’s 
music would remain. Extremely deep 
and thoughtful and fearful music 
which describes the human experi-
ence—regardless of the political sys-
tem. The philosophical aspects of his 
works will survive—those full of love 
and faithfulness. There’s also a certain 
child-like naivety in Shostakovich; for 
example, the concluding movement 
of his suite for bass and piano based 
on Michelangelo’s verses: he quotes a 
simple children’s song—it’s quite an 
amazing and transcendent moment. 
I think that Shostakovich was able to 
open a door leading to the abyss—and 
that’s a terrifying prospect. Yet at the 
same time he found a way to walk 
alongside this abyss without tumbling 
into the void. And this is something 
I think about when I play his music.

DSCH: The same image is sometimes 
applied to the end of the Fourth 
Symphony.

VS: It is indeed. This is a kind of lone-
liness, of solitude, that Shostakovich 
experienced through his life.

DSCH: You perform both the violin 
and viola sonatas in the same pro-
gramme, along with your wife Judith. 
This must be quite a challenge. Was it 
a specific project that you had been 
working towards? 

VS: In fact, this programme was part 
of a festival that we organise in the 
south of France—an event we cre-
ated in 2009. In 2013 we performed 
all the Shostakovich works for piano 
and strings as well as the First Piano 
Concerto. I remember that we were 
advised that it would be better to 



An Interview with Vladimir Stoupel • Alan Mercer

48 • July 2023 • Nº 59 • dsch journal

include some better-known, more 
“accessible” works as well as the 
Shostakovich, which we did; but 
what was interesting was the feed-
back we received. Many people in 
the audience told us that they pre-
ferred the Shostakovich to the Fauré 
that we had programmed following 
this same advice! So yes, we played 
both sonatas, and it’s very interest-
ing because they both tell the story 
of life—they both tell the story of the 
life of Shostakovich. They have similar  
elements, including some serial music, 
but as we all know, the Viola Sonata is 
something of a summary of his life, 
comprising many quotations—even 
including at least one from each one 
of his fifteen symphonies. We even 
went so far as to identify where each 
quotation occurs—it’s important to 
know this when you’re playing this 
piece. And the use of serial music 
is also important, especially in the 
last section, where I feel the music is 
ascending, like a ladder leading into 
oblivion, without a conclusion. Which 
begs another question—should a con-
cert programme tell a story? Should a 
concert comprise the music of a single 
composer or are there benefits from 
having different composers? I recall 
how once we conceived a programme 
juxtaposing two major works for vio-
lin and piano: Beethoven’s Kreutzer 
Sonata and the Shostakovich Violin 
Sonata. We have played this pro-
gramme many times since.

DSCH: How do you plan this festival 
in southern France? 

VS: It’s a good question—especially 
as now we are thinking of moving 
the dates out of the summer months, 
because the weather is becoming too 
hot, unbearably hot, through climate 
change. We always focus on a single 
theme—one example was the cen-
tenary of the end of WWI, which 
allowed us to discover some com-
posers whose works are rarely played, 
and we even produced some CDs on 
this theme, adding other works from 
WWII. So now we are looking at new 
ideas for our annual project. 

DSCH: Which includes bringing to 
public attention the work of compos-
ers whose music has been neglected 
or completely forgotten? 

VS: Yes, absolutely. And there is so 
much music to play, and to discov-
er. We always need to look at how 
to develop the festival, whilst keep-
ing the notion of “discovery” in the 
programming. 

DSCH: Tell me more about your 
“Weinberg connections.”       . 

VS: Weinberg was extremely close 
to Shostakovich, who even signed a 
paper to adopt Weinberg’s children 
in the event Weinberg was sent to 
the Gulag. Fortunately, it didn’t hap-
pen. I saw the premiere of the opera 
Congratulations! in Moscow at the 
Chamber Music Theatre, where so 
many great productions had taken 
place. This was in 1983—I left the 
USSR in 1984. It was conducted by 
Anatoly Levin and this premiere was 
so striking—for me, it was a huge 
inspiration. In 2012, as part of the 
Berlin Konzerthaus’ centenary cel-
ebration of Kurt Sanderling’s birth, 
I was invited to perform this opera. 
Together with my team, including 
Henry Koch, I prepared a completely 
new chamber orchestra version of 
the opera. As far as the live perfor-
mance of the opera was concerned, 
this was very tricky—I was behind a 
curtain, conducting into the camera 
and the singers were taking my cues 
from screens. I had a loudspeaker 
to help me hear the singers. As well 
as that, the orchestra concertmaster 
was constantly coughing during the 
rehearsals—he managed to perform 
for the premiere but then was too 
sick to continue. We had three per-
formances booked in total, and so 
he needed to be replaced. 

The part of the first violin is very 
long—36 pages with huge caden-
zas—very typically Jewish in 
Weinberg’s style: not really Klezmer 
but very modern and expressive, and 
technically very demanding. I called 

a couple of colleagues in big Berlin 
orchestras, but they were all busy 
the next day. So, in the end Judith 
jumped in—she had listened to a few 
rehearsals and had heard me work-
ing on it on my piano at home. She 
was up to speed in three hours, and 
I can tell you—this was the  best per-
formance! She played in the second 
and the third performances. We met 
in similar circumstances in 2005 in 
New York, when we played our first 
concert together. She also jumped 
in as a replacement at the last min-
ute with a demanding repertoire, 
this time with Schubert, Bach, and 
Schumann. That turned out to be the 
beginning of our partnership as the 
Duo Ingolfsson-Stoupel.

Getting back to Weinberg, I did a 
long interview with German radio 
Deutschlandfunk Kultur which was 
recording the production, that was 
later released on CD. One of the 
points I tried to make was that we 
should really consider Weinberg as 
a composer in his own right, not a 
Shostakovich epigone. Even though 
some elements of his musical lan-
guage bear an inevitable resemblance 
to those of Dmitri Dmitrievich, 
Weinberg remains absolutely and 
totally different from Shostakovich. 
For example, take the beginning of 
this opera Congratulations! per-
formed in this strikingly dark atmo-
sphere—it’s a different darkness, it’s 
not a “Shostakovich darkness.” 

DSCH: In the same way that 
Ustvolskaya’s music was initially influ-
enced by Shostakovich, although she 
later “went her own way”—have you 
performed much of her music? 

VS: I played a lot of her work, such as 
the 1946 Concerto for Piano, String 
Orchestra, and Timpani; then I played 
later works such as her Octet and all 
three compositions for piano and 
various instruments—all very dif-
ficult pieces. There is an incredible 
amount of suffering in her music—
and an incredible amount of belief 
and hope—but it’s very hard—it’s 



Alan Mercer • An Interview with Vladimir Stoupel

dsch journal • July 2023 • Nº 59 • 49

very hard to play and also not easy 
to practice—there are not that many 
notes so it’s essential to have enough 
rehearsals with an orchestra.

DSCH: What would you say are your 
greatest achievements?

VS: My recordings of the complete 
Scriabin Sonatas, the staging of 
Weinberg’s Congratulations!, and the 
publication and recording of some 
rare French music, for which I was 
honoured with the distinction of the 
Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the 
French Government. I’m also proud 
that the French festival is still going 
after the Covid years; and proud of my 
own energy and desire to continue to 
pursue these projects.

DSCH: How does your profile as an 
ex-Russian national give you a view 
of Russian culture nowadays? 

VS: There is no such thing as the 
supremacy of Russian culture; 
unfortunately, in the USSR we were 
all raised in a way that Tchaikovsky 
was considered the best composer, 
that Russian culture is the best cul-
ture in the world, and that you can’t 
live without speaking Russian because 
how can you live without Tolstoy and 
Dostoyevsky? But seriously, one of the 
things I do observe right now, and 

which is the reason why the broad-
er Russian population is supporting 
the war in Ukraine: it’s because they 
were brought up with this notion of 
Russian supremacy. The Ukrainians 
were viewed as people speaking 
Russian with a funny accent, just like 
the Georgians or Armenians—it was 
simply an imperialistic viewpoint, like 
Britain in 19th century India with its 
colonialist and supremacist approach. 
Every culture is different and needs 
to be considered and understood on 
its own. For sure, there’ll always be 
nationalists, and in many countries. 
But honestly, would you say that 
Maupassant was a better or worse 
writer than Tolstoy? Of course not—
they’re simply quite dissimilar. Take 
Fleurs du Mal by Baudelaire —it’s 
such a complex work—is it better or 
worse than Pushkin? No, it’s totally 
different. Last September in 2022, 
I presented a lecture concert with 
the title “Harmony, Polyphony and 
Destruction: In Search of Hegel’s 
Spirit in Music” as an honorary 
member of the Hegel Society, play-
ing Schubert, Scriabin, and “La Valse” 
by Ravel. I would say that these three 
composers represent my three cultur-
al pillars: German/Austrian, Russian, 
and French. 

DSCH: It seems to me that you are try-
ing to be several personalities at once. 

VS: No, I am just carrying multiple 
cultures in my identity. 

DSCH: What about Volkov’s book 
Testimony: do you have any strong 
feelings on the book?

VS: I read it many, many years ago. I 
don’t really know what to say about it. 
I found some anecdotes in there that I 
recognised from the Conservatory—
perhaps Shostakovich was simply 
repeating these anecdotes. I think a 
lot of things that he related to Volkov 
are true. I know that my late friend 
Nesterenko had a very bad opinion 
of the Volkov book because he felt 
that Volkov was trying constantly to 
inflate it, and I have this impression 
too. I cannot really be the judge of 
it—but if it consisted of just a hand-
ful of pages maybe it would be more 
credible. What is sure is that Volkov’s 
book did end up binding the music of 
Shostakovich to Soviet politics in the 
general mentality. And that’s where the 
problem starts for me: I cannot—and 
do not want to—force this attitude 
onto my fellow chamber music players, 
nor onto the musicians I’m standing 
in front of when conducting. I don’t 
want to impose this fear, this angst of 
the Soviet past. The humanistic con-
notations of Shostakovich’s music are 
far wider than that, and it’s perhaps 
what we should focus on, and build 

Vladimir Stoupel conducting the dress rehearsal of Weinberg’s opera “Congratulations!” 
at the Konzerthaus Berlin, in September 2012.
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from that, rather than constantly 
hanging a portrait of Stalin over the 
stage. Besides, we shouldn’t forget 
that Shostakovich survived Stalin by 
22 years! During these years he wrote 
extremely important works: sympho-
nies, quartets, the Violin Sonata, the 
Second Violin Concerto, both Cello 
Concertos, the Viola Sonata, and many 
others. The atmosphere of the 1960s 
and 1970s was very different from the 
that of Stalin’s time. It was a period in 
the history of the Soviet Union during 
which the “here and now” almost 
ceased to exist—we lived between the 
glorious past and the bright future! I 
think that in many of his works from 
this period, Shostakovich captured 
this “void”—the absence of the pres-
ent time.

DSCH: Tell us something about Judith’s 
teaching activities and working with 

young musicians in the USA, and to 
what extent did your “Russianness” 
influence her own work? 

VS: Not surprisingly, she has her very 
own approach to this music—she grew 
up in Iceland, then the USA, and is a 
product of the Franco-Belgian violin 
tradition, having studied with pupils 
of Eugène Ysaÿe and Lucien Capet, 
such as Jascha Brodsky, who himself 
left Russia during the Revolution. She 
had her own important influences; 
you would have to ask her to tell you 
about them. It is very interesting! 
That said, she has played a lot of the 
Shostakovich repertoire with me: not 
only the sonatas, but also the Seven 
Romances on Poems of Alexander 
Blok and the entire chamber music. 
It is a mutual enrichment; we influ-
ence each other. It was a great expe-
rience for me to conduct the Violin 

Concerto by Aram Khachaturian 
with her as a soloist. I discovered 
so many beautiful things in this so 
popular concerto, which I knew from 
the Soviet times, through her very 
specific approach. I hope one day to 
conduct Shostakovich’s Second Violin 
Concerto with her as soloist. I’m not 
sure why, but I’m much more inter-
ested in this second concerto that the 
first one.

DSCH: Perhaps due to the first con-
certo’s relative omnipresence? 

VS: There are many things in the sec-
ond concerto that attract me: did you 
know that there are no trumpets in 
the work, only the horns, which of 
course need to go very high. One day, 
I hope soon!

Duo Ingolfsson-Stoupel, in Switzerland, August 2019.
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Notes:
1	 Originally, the work constituted music for a full-length black-and-white animated cartoon after the 1830 fairy 

story by Pushkin. The film, directed by Mikhail Tsekhanovsky, was not completed, and only 165 feet survived the 
bombing of the Leningrad Film Studio in 1941. The work was composed in 1933 (“Prologue”), and in 1934 (“Scene 
in the Bazaar,” and the remaining numbers). In 1935, fifteen numbers were re-orchestrated. Eleven of the original 
numbers in piano score were discovered in the 1990s and orchestrated by Vadim Bibergan. The Suite was revived 
on Shostakovich’s birthday in 1979 by Rozhdestvensky and the Leningrad Philharmonic. 

2	 Поздравляем! (Congratulations!), op. 111, is a 1975 opera by Mieczysław Weinberg to his own Russian libretto after 
the Yiddish play Mazel Tov by Sholem Aleichem. The plot follows closely the text of Aleichem’s play, but emphasis-
ing the class conflict to placate the Soviet censor, for whom otherwise a Jewish topic may have proved problematic. 
The opera premiered in Moscow in 1983. 

3	 In February 1991 Rimma Bobritskaya (b. 1937) recorded the album “Miniatures For Young Pianists” including 
works by Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, and Shostakovich at the Moscow Conservatory. Harmonia Mundi, RUS788034. 

4	 Yevgeny Vasilievich Malinin (1930–2001) taught until 1998 and was head of the piano department at the Moscow 
Conservatory (1972–78).

5	 Lazar Naumovich Berman (1930–2005) was a Soviet Russian classical pianist. Emil Gilels described him as “a phe-
nomenon of the musical world.”

6	 Professor Karl-Heinz Kämmerling (1930–2012) was a renowned German academic teacher of classical pianists, 
training at the Mozarteum in Salzburg and the Hochschule für Musik, Theater und Medien Hannover.

7	 Vladimir Vsevolodovich Krainev (1944–2011) was a Soviet-Russian pianist and professor of piano to whom Alfred 
Schnittke dedicated one of his piano concertos.

8	 Igor Mikhaylovich Zhukov (1936–2018) was a Soviet-Russian pianist, conductor, and sound engineer.
9	 Prince Andrei Mikhaylovich Volkonsky (February 1933–2008) was a Soviet Russian composer of classical music 

and a harpsichordist. He was a key figure in the Early Music Revival in Russia.
10	 Leonid Viktorovich Afanasyev (1921–1995) was a Soviet composer. For his postgraduate course at the Tchaikovsky 

Moscow State Conservatory in 1951–1952 he attended classes given by Aram Khachaturian.
11	 Howard Griffiths (b. 1950) is a British conductor, born in Hastings, who studied music at the Royal College of 

Music, London. From 2007 to 2018 he was chief conductor of the Brandenburgisches Staatsorchester (BSOF) in 
Frankfurt (Oder).

12	 Paul Arma (1905–1987) was a Hungarian-French pianist, composer, and ethnomusicologist who studied under Béla 
Bartók from 1920 to 1924 at the Franz Liszt Academy of Music, after which time he toured Europe and America 
giving concerts and piano recitals. He left Hungary in 1930, eventually settling in Paris in 1933, where he became 
the piano soloist with Radio Paris.




