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no confederates. He was committed to doing things, not staking out a political position. The value of these
activities was less important to him than the doing of them. It was during this period that he began to travel
extensively, accepting engagements to play at venues well known and obscure. He was setting in motion
the contacts which would lead to his most significant achievements as a concert organizer and programmer.
As a teacher he was completely supportive and forthrightly critical. He was exactly what a younger person
wanted and needed.

While his public profile at this time was as a performer, he was composing or, at least, arranging music
all the time. He presented his own music largely as a sidelight of his main occupation, performance. What is
clear from the piece recorded on this CD however is that he still regarded himself as a composer — and a
composer of ambitions. Elemental Figures is the most significant work of his latter years and one which
encapsulates the various strands of his sympathetic identities. The composition of Elemental Figures began
in 1974 with the second piece in the trilogy, Shaman. At this point this piece was titled The Long Eyes
of Earth, an independent evocation inspired by a Newsweek article on celestial observation using a new
generation of telescopes linked to an ancient people, the Native Americans of the Southwest. In a note from
the program of the first performance of Shaman in 1990, the composer wrote:

“Shaman is built on the Fibonacci number sequence
1-2-3-5-8-13 etc. with exactly 688 measures and an
upward sweeping “Indian rattle” motif which occurs
exactly every thirteen beats from beginning to end.
Each stave of the music has its own meter, either 2, 3
or 5, and the music expands in sound and volume to an
eventual spread from three to thirteen staves at the
climax. I have used two authentic Papago (Arizona)
Indian melodies; one a slow lullaby, the other a high
bright bird-like figure which is the robin’s song, heralding
in the American Southwest the coming of winter.”

Sympathetic identification is a powerful inspiration in the emergence of a creative voice. In the life and
work of Yvar Mikhashoff, the offstage figures with whom he configured a family tree suggest a desire to
escape a rather local environment for a wider stage and context. His biography reveals this quite plainly. Born
Ronald MacKay in Troy near Albany, New York in 1941, he began piano studies with Betty Weir and Stanley
Hummel in Albany. At the Eastman School of Music in 1959, he first majored in composition and cello, and
then changed to piano studies with Armand Basile. In the 1961 academic year, he studied piano at the
Juilliard School in New York City. He also had a career as a ballroom dancer from 1962-1965. The search for
an artistic vocation and identity is already diversified and confused.

In 1964 Mikhashoff entered the University of Houston for studies in piano with Albert Hirsh. He earned
a Bachelor of Music degree in performance in 1967 but continued with graduate study in composition with
Elmer Schoettle and obtained his Master of Music degree in composition in 1968. It was during this period
that MacKay adopted his grandfather’s name, Mikhashoff. At this time the crucial questions were;

—What is my name and what is signified by this?

—Am I a composer or pianist?

Receiving a Fulbright scholarship, Mikhashoff studied the music of the French Impressionists with
Nadia Boulanger. After his return to the United States, Mikhashoff entered the University of Texas at Austin
as a doctoral candidate in composition, not performance, and studied with Hunter Johnson, Kent Kennan,
Janet McGaughey and Karl Korte. He earned a Doctor of Musical Arts degree with a major in composition and
a minor in literature (!). In August 1973 he founded the Cambiata Soloists ensemble, resident in Albany. In
the fall of 1973 Mikhashoff was appointed Assistant Professor at the State University of New York at Buffalo,
hired to teach piano. If the various strands of his artistic interests were still multiplicitous, the direction of
his professional life was becoming more focused. He would remain at SUNY Buffalo on the performance
faculty until his death in 1993.

Let me, a SUNY Buffalo piano student of Yvar’s, though enrolled at the school as a Ph.D. composition
candidate from 1973-76, try to evoke his remarkable presence at that time. He agreed to play nearly everything,
often with mixed results because he was non-judgmental concerning what he was asked to do. This led to
extreme censure from those members of the faculty that demanded aesthetic loyalty. Concerning this, he had



clarify the voice-leading. The tonal language, too, while never quite loosening its scalar moorings, often approaches
such a free expression that conventional key analysis is difficult to maintain. Most importantly, however, is
the form of these pieces, tone poems, and as such primarily expressive rather than technical in inspiration.

Having evoked the young Mikhashoff at the outset of his teaching career at SUNY Buffalo, let me recall
him in 1984 appearing at that bastion of high modernism, Darmstadt’s Fereinkürse, as an uninvited recitalist.
Having shown up without prospects but with an international reputation, he was given an impromptu midnight
gymnasium time slot to take his chances with an unplanned event. The room was packed, the young audience
intrigued by the late extension of the day’s activities. Yvar strode to the piano, blue blazer, loud tie and bou-
tonniere in place and launched into...Ginastera’s Danzas Argentinas. What would be the young disciples’
reaction to this decided “outsider art”? They went wild with enthusiasm, as though releasing a collective
pent-up reaction to days of high seriousness and sobriety. This was Yvar in a nutshell — happily true to himself,
open to whatever response his idea of music might provoke. Although his life ended much too soon, a fate he
was fully aware of in his final year, he lived it his own way — without regret or self-recrimination. Elemental
Figures is his magnum opus, a perfect reflection of his inner and outer self, the composer and performer, the
awkward boy of Albany and the world traveler one and the same.

— Nils Vigeland

Pianist and composer Yvar Mikhashoff had an international performing
career that led him to promote new music and American music around the
world. He organized many festivals and broadcasts throughout the world,
notably at the Almeida Theater in London and De Ijsbreker in Amsterdam.
Mikhashoff was one of the founders of the North American New Music
Festival in Buffalo and its co-director, with Jan Williams, for 11 years. He
commissioned works from composers including John Cage, Lukas Foss, Otto
Luening, Poul Ruders, James Sellars, Christian Wolff, and many others. He
edited works of Henry Cowell, Lejaren Hiller, and Virgil Thomson and, in
collaboration with the composer, transcribed many of Conlon Nancarrow’s
player piano Studies for chamber ensemble and piano four hands. The Yvar

The overt virtuosity of the piece is evident pianistically and in this way recalls Franz Liszt, Yvar’s ideal
of performer/composer. The intricacy of the notation however reveals another facet of Yvar’s imagination, that
of conjurer, and in this regard he evokes the composer and composition which ultimately shaped the final
form of Elemental Figures, Maurice Ravel and Gaspard de la Nuit. Again, the composer’s own words:

“I began to compose this triptych in 1987, having long
wished to write a work which would represent a con-
tinuation of the virtuoso tradition begun by Liszt which
disappeared with the works of Debussy and Ravel....
In sum, the trilogy is a spiritual child of Ravel’s Gaspard
de la Nuit, but in modern terms.”

The parallel design of Ravel’s work and Mikhashoff’s is multi-faceted and extensive. All the pieces of
both trilogies are associative with poems — in Ravel’s case by Aloysius Bertrand and in Mikhashoff’s by Paul
Schmidt (1934-1999), though it should be noted that the writing of the Schmidt poems came after the music.
Schmidt, actor, translator and scholar, was a longtime friend of Mikhashoff and performed with him often in
their revival of the art of melodeclamation.

Apart from the literary association of the two works, many purely musical similarities also exist. The
tempos of both Ravel’s and Mikhashoff’s trilogies are very similar as are the basic pulse distributions. The
texture of Ravel’s Ondine, a long spun-out melody surrounded by elaborate figuration, is identical to
Mikhashoff’s Diviner. Ravel’s Le Gibet is built on an ostinato, as is Mikhashoff’s central movement, Shaman.
Scarbo, the finale of Gaspard, is a diabolical waltz continuing the Liszt Mephisto series, matched by
Mikhashoff ’s Sybil. The technical demands are similar in both works. Ondine and Diviner elaborate the
challenge of projecting a clear melodic line against expansive filigree. Le Gibet and Shaman tax the pianist’s
ability to maintain a steady unchanging pattern against an evolving registral and rhythmic expansion. Scarbo
and Shaman confront the continuation of waltz time in the face of over-the-top figural complexities.

After acknowledging Mikhashoff’s self-admitted debt to Ravel in these pieces, it’s important to reflect
on the unique value of his piece, separate from the earlier work. Firstly, the most modern aspect of the work
is its difficulty. Whatever the terrors of the earlier work, they are only compounded in the latter. The density of
texture in Elemental Figures is such that it requires in numerous passages in all three pieces four staves to



As a dedicated champion of contemporary music, Choi has premiered and commissioned more than
100 works by young composers as well as established masters. A composer himself, being involved with the
creative process is an integral part of his artistry. He was the first pianist to perform Pierre Boulez’s Incises
in North America and made the South American premiere of Luciano Berio’s Sonata for pianoforte solo. He
also regularly appears in concert at IRCAM, the world’s most renowned institution for contemporary music.
Composers he has collaborated with include William Bolcom, Elliott Carter, Brian Ferneyhough, Bright Sheng,
Christian Wolff, Chen Yi and John Zorn. He is also a core member of the new music ensemble Brave New Works.

Already a prolific recording artist, Choi’s debut CD, the complete piano works of Elliott Carter
(l’Empreinte Digitale in France) was given 5 stars by BBC Music Magazine. He has also recorded two CDs
of the piano music of Jacques Lenot for the Intrada label, having won the Grand Prix du Disque from
l’Académie Charles Cros for Volume I. Other labels he can be heard on include Albany, Arktos, Crystal
Records, Naxos, and QuadroFrame.

Choi began his studies in Toronto with James Tweedie and Vivienne Bailey. He obtained both his
Bachelor and Master Degrees at Indiana University, receiving the Performer’s Certificate studying with
Menahem Pressler. Further studies were with Ursula Oppens at Northwestern University, where he completed
his Doctorate of Music. An accomplished teacher, he is also in demand as a master class clinician. Previously
on the faculties of Bowling Green State University and the Oberlin Conservatory, he is Assistant Professor and
Head of Piano at the Chicago College of Performing Arts at Roosevelt University.

Mikhashoff Tango Collection (1983-91), which is housed at the University at Buffalo Music Library, contains
copies of musical scores for 127 tangos for solo piano from 127 composers. Composers commissioned for
this project include Milton Babbitt, Conlon Nancarrow, Luis de Pablo, Frederic Rzewski, Robert Berkman,
William Bolcom and Nils Vigeland. He recorded for the New Albion, Mode, RCA Victor, CRI, and Spectrum
record labels. His compositions are published by Southern Music Company, C.F. Peters and the Mikhashoff
Trust for New Music, which was created by his estate to support composers and performers of new music.
More information about the Trust, as well as about Mikhashoff’s compositions and recordings, can be found
at: www.mikhashofftrust.org.

Winner of the 2002 Orléans Concours International and Laureate of the 2003
Honens International Piano Competition, Canadian pianist Winston Choi is
an inquisitive performer whose fresh approach to standard repertory, and
masterful understanding, performance and commitment to works by living
composers, make him one of today’s most dynamic young concert artists.

Choi maintains an active international performing schedule. In
demand as a concerto soloist, he has appeared with l’Orchestre National de
Lille, l’Orchestre Symphonique d’Orléans, the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra,
the Victoria Symphony Orchestra, the CBC Radio Orchestra, the Kitchener-
Waterloo Symphony, the Kamloops Symphony Orchestra, the Cheyenne
Symphony Orchestra, the Peninsula Music Festival Orchestra, La Orquesta
Sinfónica Nacional de Colombia, the Fort Collins Symphony Orchestra, and
the Kalistos Chamber Orchestra, among others.

Known for his colorful approach to programming and insightful commentary from the stage, Choi has
appeared in recital at the National Arts Centre of Canada, the Glenn Gould Studio in Toronto, New York’s Carnegie
Weill Recital Hall and Merkin Recital Hall, the Kennedy Center in Washington D.C., the Kravis Center in Florida,
and the “Cicle Grans Solistes” in Spain. Choi performs extensively in France, having played venues such as
the Salle Cortot, Lille’s Festival Rencontre Robert Casadesus, the Messiaen Festival, and Festival Musica in
Strasbourg. Frequently in demand throughout his native Canada, he has been awarded numerous grants from
the Canada Council for the Arts. His numerous performances can often be heard on CBC radio broadcasts. 
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Maurice Ravel
G A S P A R D  D E  L A  N U I T

1 Ondine [6:14]
2 Le gibet [6:09]
3 Scarbo [9:20]

Yvar Mikhashoff
E L E M E N T A L  F I G U R E S

4 Diviner [8:41]
5 Shaman [8:57]
6 Sybil [11:53]

Total Time = 51:36
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