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International soloist and conductor Heinrich Schiff presented a cello master class for the Kindler Cello Society and the National Symphony Orchestra on Saturday, November 17, 2007. The well-attended event presented three students in the NSO youth fellowship program:

· Eunjin Kim, student of NSO cellist Glenn Garlick, played the allegro non troppo, Shostakovich Sonata in D minor, op. 40, 

· Erick Adamshick, student of NSO cellist Loran Stephenson, played the lento and allegro maestoto from the Lalo concerto
· Erin Snedecor, student of NSO cellist Rachel Young, played the Bach Suite in D minor

Miriam Avalos Teie was the marvelous collaborative pianist. Here are assorted highlights from Maestro Schiff’s comments. 
Sheer Pleasure. Playing the cello is a joy. Enjoy the vibrations in the instrument and in the room. Enjoy the left hand’s “finger drop” and the flexibility to vary the vibrato. Enjoy all position changes. “Spread beauty around yourself,” said Schiff. 
Sound Quality. To work on the quality of sound, practice slowly. The instrument should be resonant and well speaking. The movement in the bow should flow, which makes the notes more flowing and transports the sound. Playing with a good tone quality makes pitch easier to correct. 

Practicing. Play the hard places very slowly, even up to the golden moment of going onto the concert stage. Learn from close “millimeter-type” work. Daily exercises have a non-artistic goal that makes you really focus on your instrument. Schiff practices Feuillaire exercises and Sevchik transcriptions daily. Etudes are between daily exercises and pieces. They are good for artistic development of young people. Schiff mentioned Duport #9 as an example. “Life can be beautiful with exercises and etudes,” he quipped. 
Left Hand. Use the best bowing when playing with the 4th finger. After about six weeks of sustained practice, the 4th finger can be “the best.” Schiff often invents his own special exercises. 
If other fingers are helping the playing finger, make sure they are not pressing at all. But do vibrate them. 

Shifts are of the hand, not the fingers. A shift “up” is actually, in physical terms, a shift downward. We let it fall rather than lifting. Remember that position changes upward are actually falls.
Vibrate all fingers all the time. If your muscles can handle it, vibrate even while the bow is in the air. Imagine vibrato as a movement alongside the fingerboard, not at a 90o angle to it. The left hand should usually be cantabile, even if the bowing isn’t.
Right Hand & Arm. Pressing with the right hand leads to fatigue. Playing too far from the bridge is a problem, but it is not as immediately recognizable as playing too close to the bridge. Playing too far from the bridge is an “easier” problem, but it’s still wrong. 

The fingers on the right hand should feel centered and not limp. Remember to vibrate even when you lift the bow. 

The right elbow is the “swing machine.” The elbow links the two parts of the arm. The right hand fingers can provide additional flexibility, but more comes from the elbow. The wrist is the “indicator” for the elbow’s swing machine. Keep the right shoulder down, in “home” position, as much as possible. 
Shifting. In the 1960’s, Korean composer Isang Yun  was imprisoned and sentenced to die. He was later freed and became a hero. His music is now widely performed in Europe. In his cello concerto, the phrases often end with glissandi. They involve moving the left hand finger on the “old” bow, before the bow change. 
For shifts, there is an old bow and a new bow, plus an old finger and a new finger. There is regional variation in how shifts are done. In any case, the slide may be fast while the bow stays slow. Listen to shifts in Jascha Heifetz recordings.   
Lalo Concerto. Lalo was French, of Spanish origin. Schiff is a big fan of the Lalo concerto. He wondered what else, other than the Symphonie Espanole, Lalo wrote, and discovered that everything else is poor quality. He found a recording of a symphony on which the liner notes even described the piece as weak. Since the cello concerto is so good, one might expect the cello sonata to be good too. Schiff described the sonata, however, as “unbearable bad.” 

In the opening of the Lalo concerto, the cello should play late (not early) and as loud as possible. The word aggressive derives from “to go to” in Latin. The cello is never a winner against a full orchestration. The first three cello entrances in the concerto are a “whole opera plot.” The first movement theme is both rhythmic and melodic, extremely cantabile. Remember that a fermata is out of time, while a tenuto is in time. 

Schiff has conducted the piece and gotten the orchestra to really add to the character. (He illustrated with Bronx cheers.) Playing the concerto is really at the limit of the cello, even more so than the Shostakovich concerto. 

Questions & Answers
The first question from the audience led Schiff to discuss different schools of bowing. The Navarra school focuses on finger work on the right hand. Schiff believes, however, that in playing the fingers never do more work than the arm. The best approach, he says, is to train your fingers to be flexible in order to support what the arm & elbow & other parts do. The Russian school has a loose grip and freedom in the arm. Everything with weight, power, and intensity has a shock absorber function. We need to transport power with elasticity. 

Asked about how to teach vibrato in relation to students’ hand sizes, Schiff replied “I go with my ear and eyes.” Vibrato should be centered and swinging, leading up to the shoulder as a whole system.

Asked about using no vibrato at the end of the Shostakovich concerto, Schiff said that he likes a very little bit of vibrato, rather than a “frozen” sound with none at all.

Asked about differences in playing solos, sonatas, and concertos, Schiff said that playing with orchestra requires the most practice. 

Schiff replied to a question about Brahms’ markings. He said that piano dolce is less expressive than piano espressivo and more expressive than piano. He quipped that wind players interpret dolce as solo. The word espressivo sometimes frees the tempo. Piano espressivo is the most expressive. Webern’s music, he added, often has more markings than notes. In sum, there are no definitive answers that apply in every place. 
