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MAXIM VENGEROV AT WIGMORE HALL
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The queue for returns snaked round the foyer and
up Wigmore Street: this was the return of Maxim
Vengerov to Wigmore Hall after a sabbatical in which
injury had necessitated a temporary but rewarding
switch from bow to baton. The air was electric in a
hall in which there was standing room only.

And so was the opening of Bach’s Partita No. 2
in D minor for solo violin (BWV1004). Vengerov
stood alone on stage, four-square, ballasted and
authoritative of physical presence. His Allemanda
is commanding in its broad outlines and full-
bodied tone, enlivened by tiny nuances of
dynamic chiaroscuro. And in the Corrente, dotted
rhythms leap high, flinty with double-stopping.
Each sustained note of the Sarabanda has a
wonderful dying fall, and a single line of melody
appears like a gleam of supple, golden thread
from the richly harmonised double-stopping.

Each one of Bach’s three solo Partitas was
almost certainly composed during his Weimar
years, then completed and edited at the Cöthen
court, in a fair-copy manuscript. And each one
treats the form – a suite of French dances – in a
different way. This one follows the most common
pattern, but follows the Giga with a Ciaccona, or
chaconne, a triple-time dance often used as a
finale in French opera and ballets. It consisted of
a solemn recurring main theme, with contrasting
episodes – often variations over a repeated bass
figure. Listen for the simple descending four-note
scalic figure here; then wonder at the robust
intellectual arguments with which Vengerov
seems to debate the theme, and the flights of

virtuoso figuration which illuminate it. Bach left
many of these figures in shorthand, encouraging
the player to realise the skeletal arpeggiated
chords as desired.

In his recollections of his father, Carl Phillip
Emmanuel Bach wrote that ‘in his youth, and until
the approach of old age, he played the violin
cleanly and penetratingly … he understood to
perfection the possibilities of all stringed
instruments’. You can judge for yourself what the
composer would have made of Maxim Vengerov’s
performance.

The Wigmore interval was festive, with cele-
bratory drinks and receptions for the audience.
And then Vengerov returned, this time with his
pianist Itamar Golan, for a second half consisting
of Beethoven’s Violin Sonata No. 9 in A major
Op. 47, the Kreutzer. The work takes its name from
its dedication to a friend of the composer, the
French violinist Rodolphe Kreutzer, who was never
to play the Sonata in public. The first performance
of the work, at 8am on a May morning in 1803, in
the Augarten in Vienna, was by the violinist who
commissioned the sonata, one George Polgreen
Bridgetower, a British citizen, born in Poland to an
African father and a European mother. Beethoven
himself was at the piano.

Beethoven’s own description of the work –
one which marked a new sense of assurance, and
a new stature in his instrumental writing – was of
a ‘Sonata written in a very concertante manner,
almost as if a concerto’. And Vengerov and Golan
take Beethoven at his word. Each player seems
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entirely absorbed by the evolutionary potential
of every moment, showing a truly imaginative
freedom of reaction and response to each other,
particularly in the central variations.

The finale for this Sonata was already in
existence, having been originally written for his
Sonata Op. 30 No. 1. And Beethoven worked back-
wards, as it were, from this rejected movement,
extracting certain features from it for the first two
movements of the Kreutzer. The opening Adagio
sostenuto is one of the composer’s most striking
and original introductions: chords played by
unaccompanied violin with multiple stopping, and

suddenly changing from A major to A minor within
only four bars. This slow introduction is linked to
the Allegro (its own velocity frequently slowed
by pauses and a hymn-like second subject) by a
little two-note, appoggiatura-derived figure, on
E–F. This will be reversed (as F–E) to start the
serene melody on which the theme of the slow
movement’s variations is based. In Beethoven’s
customary manner, the first two variations
decorate the theme in increasingly small note-
values. The third variation is conversational and
chromatic; the fourth rhythmically teasing and
testing.
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In the Presto finale, Vengerov and Golan recall
the redoubling of energy and sudden shrinking
back which characterises the Sonata’s opening.
Thus they affirm the balance between confident,
extrovert gesture and sudden withdrawal and
inwardness which is at the expressive heart of this
work.

The Kreutzer Sonata is an impossibly hard act
to follow. But Vengerov and Golan’s encores could
have gone on all night, had they been led only by
the Hall’s long applause and standing ovations.
They limited themselves to two. First we hear the
Scherzo-Tarantelle Op. 16 by the Polish composer
and violin virtuoso Henryk Wieniawski. Paris-
trained, and invited by Anton Rubinstein to teach
in St Petersburg, Wieniawski was notorious for
teaching his students a peculiarly stiff type of
bowing which enabled a violinist to play a ‘devil’s
staccato’ with ease. The composer’s two violin
concertos are some of the most difficult in the
repertoire; the Legende Op. 17 and the Scherzo-
Tarantelle remain his most frequently performed
works. And the composer’s memory is honoured
in Poznań every five years in the International
Violin Competition which bears his name.

Finally comes Brahms’s dark and fiery
Hungarian Dance No. 1 in G minor, frequently
heard in the composer’s later solo piano and
orchestrated versions. Each one of the 21 dances
he composed – originally for piano, four-hands –
has been arranged for a wide variety of
instruments and ensembles: it is Joseph Joachim
we have to thank for the arrangements for violin
and piano.

In Brahms’s day, the impetuous and soulful
style of music in the ‘Hungarian’ style was
considered fashionably exotic – though its folk
origins were often dubious. Tunes considered
by Brahms and his contemporaries to be
authentically Magyar were more often than not
taken from popular Zigeuner (gipsy)-style music
played by street musicians and in cafés. Brahms
was known to sit for hours under trees at the Café
Czardas in Vienna’s Prater, drinking beer and
listening to gipsy bands. Friends remembered the
composer’s eyes flashing with delight when he
played his dances. The ‘Hungarian’ style seemed
to liberate him, just as, in years to come, jazz
would release new creative energy in many
‘serious’ classical composers. Brahms liked to
think of his Hungarian Dances as ‘genuine gipsy
children, which I did not beget, but merely
brought up with bread and milk’.

Brahms also enjoyed socialising and music-
making with many Hungarian exiles, such as the
violinists Joseph Joachim and Eduard Reményi,
whose family had fled to Germany after Austria
and Russia had put down the Hungarian revolt
in 1849. The authentic Hungarian peasant music,
though, was to remain undiscovered until the
days of Bartók and Kodály.

Notes by Hilary Finch © 2013
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Beginning his career as a solo violinist at the age
of five, Maxim Vengerov has won prestigious inter-
national competitions, collaborated with the
world’s finest conductors and recorded a huge
range of the violin repertoire for record labels
including Teldec Classics and EMI, receiving many
prestigious awards and nominations including
Grammy and Gramophone Artist of the Year.

Vengerov has been inspired by many different
styles of music, including baroque, jazz and rock,
and in 2007 took four years off performing the
violin to study conducting. Having returned to the
violin in 2011, he now performs regularly around
the globe both as soloist and conductor with
major orchestras and in recitals and chamber
music.

Vengerov has a great passion for teaching and
encouraging young talent. He has become the
Ambassador and visiting Professor of the Inter-
national Menuhin Academy (IMMA) in Switzerland
and has held the post of Menuhin Professor at
the Royal Academy of Music London since January
2012. As chairman of the prestigious Wieniawski
Competition, Vengerov has auditioned over 200
musicians, travelling to nine capitals of the world,
selecting the finalists for the competition in 2011;
he has already been re-elected to become
chairman in 2016.

In 1997 Vengerov became the first classical
musician to be appointed Goodwill Ambassador
by UNICEF, which provided him with the unique
opportunity to inspire children worldwide
through music. In this role he performed for

MAXIM VENGEROV
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underprivileged children in Uganda, Thailand and
the Balkans, and helped raise funds for many
UNICEF assisted programmes.

Vengerov has been profiled in a series of
documentaries, including Playing by Heart,
recorded by Channel Four Television and screened
at the Cannes Television Festival in 1999, and
Living the Dream, which was released worldwide
and received the Gramophone Award for Best
Documentary in 2008. In September 2008 he was

invited by the BBC to conduct the BBC Concert
Orchestra and be a member of the jury in the
Maestro series, a programme designed to give the
general public an insight into the fascinating
profession of a conductor. Maxim Vengerov
regularly serves on juries, most recently at the
Yehudi Menuhin Violin Competition and the
Donatella Flick Conducting Competition.

Maxim Vengerov plays an ex-Kreutzer
Stradivari (1727).
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For more than two decades, Itamar Golan has
been partnering the most outstanding instrumen-
talists of our time. His work has brought him great
critical acclaim, and he is one of the most sought
after pianists of his generation, playing on the
most prestigious stages around the world.

Born in Vilnius, Lithuania, his family
emigrated to Israel when he was a year old. There
he started his musical studies and at the age
of seven gave his first concerts in Tel Aviv. He
was repeatedly awarded scholarships from the
American-Israel Cultural Foundation which
enabled him to study with Emmanuel Krasovsky
and his chamber music mentor, Chaim Taub. Later

under a full scholarship from the New England
Conservatory of Boston, he was chosen to study
with Leonard Shure. 

From his earliest years Itamar Golan’s passion
has been chamber music, but he has also
appeared as soloist with major orchestras
including the Israel Philharmonic and the Berlin
Philharmonic under the direction of Zubin Mehta,
Royal Philharmonic under Daniele Gatti, the
Orchestra Philharmonica della Scala, the Vienna
Philharmonic under Riccardo Muti and the
Philarmonia Orchestra under Lorin Maazel.

Itamar Golan has collaborated with Maxim
Vengerov, Vadim Repin, Julian Rachlin, Mischa
Maisky, Shlomo Mintz, Ivry Gitlis, Ida Haendel,
Kyung Wha Chung, Sharon Kam, Janine Jansen,
Martin Frost and Torleif Thedéen, among many
others. He is a frequent participant in many
prestigious international music festivals, such as
Salzburg, Verbier, Lucerne, Tanglewood and
Ravinia, and has made numerous recordings for
labels including Deutsche Grammophon, Warner
Classics, Decca, Teldec, EMI and Sony Classical.

In 1991 Itamar Golan was nominated to the
faculty of the Manhattan School of Music, making
him one of their youngest teachers ever. Since
1994 he has taught chamber music at the Paris
Conservatory. He resides in Paris.
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Maxim Vengerov violin

Itamar Golan piano
Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London, on 5 April 2012

JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH (1685–1750)
Partita No. 2 in D minor BWV1004 for solo violin 32.24

01 Allemanda 05.21
02 Corrente 02.45
03 Sarabanda 03.56
04 Giga 04.16
05 Ciaccona 16.02

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)
Violin Sonata in A major ‘Kreutzer’ Op. 47 39.12

06 Adagio sostenuto — Presto 14.38
07 Andante con variazioni 15.47
08 Presto 08.45

encores
HENRYK WIENIAWSKI (1835–1880)

09 Scherzo-Tarantelle Op. 16 04.38

JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833–1897)
10 Hungarian Dance No. 1 in G minor 03.17

arranged by Joseph Joachim (1831–1907)

Total time: 79.52
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