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Exclusive Interview with Sergei Babayan

By Bozena U. Zaremba

Bozena U. Zaremba: Judging from how hard it was to schedule an interview with you, |
conclude you are an extremely busy person. Is it primarily music that fills your life?
Sergei Babayan: Yes, it is only music—mostly practicing—especially before a recital. At such
times, | turn my phone off because if | leave it on, | get distracted all the time and cannot focus.
That's why | am hard to reach.

Do you have a routine for your practice?

Routine? Yes, you could say that, but | don’t like the word “routine” because practice is a crea-
tive process. It of course depends on what you do. For instance, when | memorize, | learn by
taking some sections. | never play too many times, though. It is useless, because a pianist is
like a painter—you need to step back. You cannot just paint and paint; you need to look at it
from different perspectives. It is the same in music: When you memorize a piece, you learn
small sections, and you need to take a break. Reading a good book can be a good diversion;
so can taking a walk in nature. If we specifically talk about memorization, there are several
types of memory: tactile, intellectual, emotional. Then there is photographic memory, and all
these are used. But there is no routine to utilize these types of memory, because each day you
are in a different condition. Sometimes it is easier to do it photographically, but sometimes it is
easier to do it even without a piano, by looking at the score like a conductor. | try to draw from
my experience, and | always use the tools that worked for me in the past, but | also try to cre-
ate something new. So, yes, there is routine, but there is always breaking of that routine. Once
you repeat yourself and try to do what you did even five minutes ago, it is not interesting or
inspiring any more.

When inspires you more, practice or performance?

| love the process of practicing, especially immediately before a recital, maybe because of
stress and your desire to do your best and because you really focus on the program. For some
reason, before a recital you get so many new ideas to try out, you virtually get drunk with ide-
as, and when the recital comes, you get sober, and that sobriety tells you which ideas were
fresh and innovative and which were just an illusion. With my very close friend, we created an
idea of a so-called "three-day theory": Three days are needed to realize if your idea will work
or not, if it was just a delusion or a spark of genius. The greatest moments are when you dis-
cover something and then think, “How could | not know this before?” That's why work is so

Continued on page 2

Celebrating the 10t Anniversary of Chopin Nofes

Chopin Society of Atlanta has grown a cult following among local piano mavens.

— Pierre Ruhe, Atlanta Journal-Constitution, November 2007
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Exclusive Interview—Continued from page 1

important. | think it was Tchaikovsky who
once said “Inspiration is a guest that
does not willingly visit the lazy.” This is a
wonderful idea, and every composer
knows about it. There are days when you
create a masterpiece and days when you
don’t, but you work, you exercise, you
write canons, counterpoints, fugues. It
keeps you in shape so when the inspira-
tion comes to you, you are ready. Re-
cently | had to memorize Rachmaninoff’s
4 [Piano Concerto] in a very short time.
| had only one month before the concert.
Even with the best planning, there was
no time to learn the piece ahead of time.
| had other engagements, and had to
practice other programs. But eventually, |
appreciated those concerts very much. |
had been playing different programs eve-
ry day, one after another, and was in the
best pianistic shape, and as a result, |
was able to memorize it in only 18 days.

Is there a danger of overexerting one-
self?

Of course, especially when the work is
physically demanding, but | cannot imag-
ine overworking on Bach’s preludes and
fugues, though. If | didn’'t need to sleep
and rest, | could play those pieces 24
hours a day. | play this voice or that
voice, left hand or right hand, and | don’t
get exhausted physically or mentally.
They inspire me so much, and | feel
blessed, privileged to touch this music.
But with such works

as Liszt's Transcendental Etudes, Proko-
fiev's Concerto No. 2 or Rachmaninoff’s
Concerto No. 3, | cannot work more than
a certain number of hours. | need a
break.

Let’s talk about your fascinating,
though not unusual biography. You
were born in Armenia, when it was
still a Soviet republic, were educated
in Moscow, and now live in America.

I was born in the Soviet Union, unfortu-
nately and fortunately. Unfortunately,
because | absolutely detested the com-
munist regime. It was not even a matter
of choice. | did not feel comfortable living
there. Fortunately, because of Russia’'s
high and unique culture, music, literature.
And the [music] education was the best.
It was well-rounded. You would learn to
read music, learn solfége, as well as mu-
sic literature and theory. Here, | some-
times see disturbing things. They bring
me gifted students [to evaluate], and |
find out that they don’t know the basics:
cannot read music, have no knowledge
of harmony, cannot improvise, and don’t
know music literature. | recently had a
student who wanted to enroll in my stu-
dio at the Julliard [School] and didn’t
know Beethoven’s sonatas! | asked him
which key it is in, and he couldn’t answer
that basic question! It's crazy! In that re-
spect, education in Russia was absolute-
ly fantastic. | feel privileged that | was
part of that and will always be grateful for
that and to the teachers | had there.

So what bothered you most?

It was a certain lack of respect for other
human beings, which was far from my
philosophy though | did not know the
western world because | had no oppor-
tunity to travel. But somehow from the
literature and intuitively, | knew | would
feel more comfortable in London, Paris,
or New York than | felt in Moscow. So
when | won my first competition, | didn’t
have any second thoughts and left. | im-
mediately fell in love with people, their
kindness and desire to help each other. |
appreciate the way people respect other
people’s space and privacy.

Do you still feel Armenian?

Absolutely. | am Armenian; | grew up in
Armenia; | listened to Armenian folk mu-
sic and the language. | was always
drawn to the high Armenian [language].
In Armenia there are seminaries, where
priest learn this higher Armenian lan-
guage and where education is of a com-
pletely different caliber. | remember |
once | went to a lecture given by a young
priest from such a seminary on architec-
ture and paintings that are in some
churches. | was mesmerized by the way
he spoke Armenian, completely hypno-
tized, and | understood what a fantastic
language is part of me. Unfortunately, |
never learned Armenian on that level of
seminary education, but | read books
and | adore it. | am Armenian 100%. Ar-
menia has an incredible past and a tragic
past, of course. | am proud of the Arme-

Continued on page 4
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Shaping Future Artists and Music Lovers

Educating young people about the beauty of classical music and of art in general is an essen-
tial part of the Chopin Society of Atlanta’s mission. We make every effort to bring classical
music closer to the young audience, to make them aware of its charm, majesty, and power,
as well as its entertaining and joyous qualities. We want
to inspire them to the extent that if they play an instru-
ment themselves, they will be motivated to practice more,
to enjoy it more, and to try playing new pieces. And even if they don’t play an instrument
or ever become professional musicians, we want to make sure music will be an im-
portant part of their lives. Please read this lovely essay written by nine-year-old Melody
Pand after our most recent recital by Eric Lu. Also, below you can see and enjoy
the artwork of young artists—in the medium of visual art—the prize winners of our
“Chopin in Art” contest.

| attended Eric Lu’s piano recital on May 31st. He gave
me the impression that he is a very serious pianist. Each piece was carefully played to be
heard clearly and musically. What most impressed me was how he played the 24 preludes by
Chopin. Some were very relaxing, and some were quick paced. My favorite one was the Prel-
ude No. 16. Eric Lu made it look so easy to play, and | could hear that every note had an im-
portant part. | was amazed by the tempo he played at; it just blew me away. This is a piece |

look forward to learn to play in the future. The music he choose for the program was very i
beautiful, and it encouraged me to practice more. It was a wonderful recital that | will not soon forget.
BREAKING NEWS:

On October 12th, it was announced that Eric Lu has placed in the top 20 of the 17th Fryderyk Chopin
International Piano Competition in Warsaw and will compete in the 3rd round for a spot in the final!

PRIZE WINNERS OF THE “CHOPIN IN ART” CONTEST

Olivia Mikrut

bl @

gy e

. Cady Pridgeon
_(3rd Prize: middle
“school)

The writer of the essay and the contest winners were awarded iTunes gift certificates. The excerpt
has been edited for space and clarity. Please see our website for details about how to participate in

these contests. Photos from Eric Lu’s recital by Agnieszka Sulewska.
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Exclusive Interview—Continued from page 2

nian culture and rich tradition in philoso-
phy and poetry. As for classical music,
we have [Vartapet] Komitas, this fantas-
tic, great gem of Armenian music. At the
same time, | don’t have a sharp national
identity, | feel absolutely cosmopolitan.
The music that inspired me to be a pia-
nist was Rachmaninoff, and the music |
first fell in love with was Tchaikovsky.
The music that first spoke of love was
Chopin. Of course, Bach and Mo-
zart were always with me. | think classi-
cal music is cosmopolitan, but growing
up in Armenia had a huge impact on me
and made me different.

Talking about Chopin, what is so spe-
cial about his music?

Wow! That's such a huge question.
Where do | start? Many things are spe-
cial, as in all geniuses. First of all, the
intensity of the way he felt life and the
way he could express this in his ingen-
ious music, in harmony, in his melodies.
When | try to find elements that are
close to me, it would be the certain nos-
talgia, and love, and pain, and happi-
ness, and elegance, and effortlessness,
and the impeccable taste and perfection-
ism to the extent that you start to won-
der, was it a human being who wrote
this music or was it dictated from above?
He has a capricious nature; when you
do a little too much, it immediately “takes
revenge on” you. Beneath the seemingly
simple and transparent expression,
there is a most complex emotional
world. Then comes this effortlessness,
as in Mozart. And then, of course, there
is his disease and [physical] frailty, and
deep nostalgia and pain as he was
forced to leave his homeland, and going
back was not an option. These are the
things that touch me deeply. And he was
a philosopher, but not in an intellectual
sense; it is more intuitive, and you can
see this in some of his slow movements.
So what can | say? He is among the
greatest.

In your rendition of a mazurka that |
heard, you seemed to be treating
Chopin’s music with great caution,
just as when one handles a delicate
flower, afraid of hurting it.

Because when | play Chopin’s music |
feel like | am touching something sacred.
This music does not let you be brutal or
vulgar. It immediately punishes any in-
sensitivity or insincerity. You can never
say you have it. The moment you be-
come conceited and say, “Yes, | know
what to do,” it punishes you. In the same
way, sometimes you play it for many
hours and you start to think you should
not be playing this music, and you be-
come depressed and are almost ready to
give up, and then it suddenly comes to
you with new ways [of expression]. So
the relationship is like with a beautiful
though extremely capricious woman.

2015 is the year of the International
Fryderyk Chopin Piano Competition in
Warsaw. Some of the online watching
options, such as YouTube, will be
available for the first time. Are you
going to watch?

Yes, definitely. | was a guest at the Com-
petition in 2005, and the atmosphere in
Warsaw [during the Competition] is fan-
tastic. Every little shop you go to, you
hear Chopin’s music. But during the last
Competition, in 2010, when one of my
students, Daniil Trifonov, was there, |
could not be in Poland, so | was following
it through a live broadcast online. | must
say | did not miss the concert hall. The
camera is very close to the pianist, you
can see the hands and the face, and if
you have good-quality speakers you get
a heavenly experience. | don’'t need to be
there when somebody’s coughing or
dropping the keys, or a phone is ringing.
When you watch online, you can focus.
You can stop any time and go back, and
if you don’t like the pianist, and very of-
ten after hearing a pianist for two sec-
onds, | realize that | don’t want to hear
this pianist ever again, | am not stuck in
the hall for another half of an hour, pre-
tending that | am listening.

What about the equality of sound?

When somebody speaks from the heart
and his sound is sensitive, we will hear
immediately that something is special,
and if somebody does not have it, no
matter how much he or she tries—with
the best microphone, the best acoustics,
or the most expensive piano—no tech-
nology will help. It will not work anyway.

Suite 12

Johns Creek Center for the Arts & Design
10700 State Bridge Road

Johns Creek, GA 30022
www.chopinatlanta.org

And if you get the most important es-
sence of Chopin’s music, if you have a
noble and sincere heart, it will come
through, no matter if you are in Warsaw,
New York, or Atlanta.

You have many piano competition
prize winners among your students.
How do you prepare your students
for competitions?

This is a long subject, and we don'’t
need to go there, but | would like to say
this: It depends on the person. Certain
people are born to be good performers,
just like some people are good actors,
some are good directors, some are
good at both. For me, teaching is like
being a director who has to bring out
the best from the actor. So if | have any
rule, | try to see through the personality
and encourage them to find their own
voices, open them up, and not only
to help them become stronger in what
they have natural affinity for, but also to
overcome their weak sides.

Do you enjoy teaching?

| will repeat what | once said in one of
my interviews: If you take away teach-
ing from me, | can survive; this would
be no tragedy. But if you take away my
concerts, | will not be able to teach on
the same level.. | will lose my source of
inspiration. Teaching is the same as
playing except that you try to bring the
best out of someone else and try to
make that person’s talent shine.

The motto of Sergei Babayan Interna-
tional Piano Academy that you
founded and led for years states that
“artists must live and work at a fever
pitch in the incessant pursuit of ideal
beauty and the highest degree of art-
istry.” Do you expect every student
to comply with this mission?

Yes, of course | do, but | am realistic.
By asking the impossible, you get what
is possible. If | lowered the standards,
we would probably get nothing. It is in
human nature to do less, so one needs
self-discipline. | have those expecta-
tions of myself, too. Talking about that, |
need to go back to practice [laughs].J

See our website for the full version
of the interview.



