Priestess or Pilgrim?

At 50 (almost), Angela Hewitt is riding high. Bettina Neumann has been talking to her
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cach has been regarded by very many people as the pre-
eminent exponent in their time of Bach at the piano. Fischer was
seemingly born an old master. Gould was the Peter Pan of great
pianists. Hewitt, who turns 50 this month, has just grown and grown
and grown. With an energy to match the size of her vast repertoire,
which ranges from Couperin to Messiaen to Muldowney, she has
been celebrating her first half-century by touring the world with the
complete Well-Tempered Clavier, played in two marathon concerts.
This being only part of what she’s doing, the wonder is that she has
had any time whatever to reflect on her fiftieth birthday. But she has.

Of course it’s a landmark one can’t ignore. I certainly don’t fzel 50,
and I haven’t wasted a second of my life. It’s great to get to 50 and
teel that way — to know how much I’ve accomplished, and to feel
that I can keep going with as much energy as I have done. In fact
Ive rarely felt so good. And let’s not forget that Madonna is also
turning 50 this summer! At the same time, there’s a new kind of
perspective that you can’t ignore. It does focus your mind on the fact
that the years go by so quickly. In another decade T’ll be 60! So it
makes you focus as never before on projects that you really want to
do, while you have all your physical strength. And with that in mind,
you have to start being a bit more choosy about what you accept.’

And how different is Angela Hewitt at 50 from Angela Hewitt at 25?

As a person 'm probably much more open and more expressive than
T used to be — not that I wasn’t then. We all have our principal character
traits from the beginning, but they have to be developed. As regards
my career, ’'m much more open with my public, I communicate more
with them, in 7any ways — technology, of course, has played a big part
there, with my website and my blog. I'm much more open than most
artists, I think, in what I say about my concerts, my life, my writing
and my speaking about music... all things which I certainly didn’t do at
25. And my playing, too, has opened up, even in the last decade. If you
listen to my recording of the Well-Iempered Clavier from ten years ago,
it’s really quite different from the way 'm playing it now: today it’s
more colourful, the phrasing is more sophisticated; it’s freer. There’s a
greater depth of expression there now.”

No-one can mind being associated with Bach, but given the size
and breadth of Hewitt’s public repertoire — and her discography —
does it ever irritate her to be typed as a Bach ‘specialist’

“Not at all. For a start, there’s no greater music. And I feel that if
you’re a Bach “specialist”, and can play it successfully, the chances are
that you can play an awful lot of other repertoire successfully as well.
And this Bach world tour has just been amazing — every concert
memorable for me and for the audience. And each concert is such a
marathon in itself that it’s just one highlight after another. It would
be hard to get that same feeling with much other repertoire.’

Are there particular ways in which she wants to develop her career
over the next 10 years? New repertoire? New genres? Chamber
music, for instance?

‘Well I play a good deal of chamber music at my festival at
Trasimeno in Italy, and I used to play it a lot, but as you can imagine
during the period of my big Bach project I had to concentrate mainly
on that. And now I’'m going crazy preparing seven concerts for my
festival in the next six weeks while still in the midst of the Bach tour,
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so circumstances are still not ideal.

As to repertoire, I want to record a lot of the music I've been
playing since I was a kid. Some of these figure in my 50th birthday
recital at the Wigmore Hall in September, such as the Barber sonata,
the big Haydn Eb sonata, the Prokofiev fourth sonata, a Handel suite
— none of which people expect to me play. And I want to do another
Schumann record. But Pll never leave the Bach.”

From the size of her discography it secems a safe assumption that
Hewitt enjoys recording. I love it. First of all, we have ideal
circumstances. A great hall, a wonderful team, my own piano, and
plenty of time. All that, plus the opportunity for the most detailed
possible listening — and, of course, the opportunity to re-record! —
it’s a fantastic learning experience. I always come out of a recording
session knowing a lot more, and playing better.’

And what of the scene outside? Does she see any evidence for the
claim that the classical piano world is in crisis? ‘On the basis of this
tour, certainly not. I've had fabulous turn-outs in every place I've
played, for programmes that aren’t at all easy to listen to. And in the
Orient it’s such a youny audience. In Seoul I played to over 1,000
young people under 30, most of them probably under 25. But there
the parents encourage it, the kids think it’s cool, and something they
need and want to learn about, whereas in our society it’s frowned
upon as too elitist. But a lot is up to the artists. I've been to a lot of
concerts that don’t make ¢ want to go back for more. It just isn’t
interesting enough. The artist has to draw the audiences in. If you
make it interesting enough, they’ll want to go back.”

She does. They do.



