An Afternoon with Janos Starker
Hungarian Embassy

Kindler Cello Society of Washington

April 14, 2007

2 p.m.

Bob Battey opened the event with thanks to Ambassador Andras Simonyi for his gracious kindness in facilitating the event and making the Hungarian Embassy available to the group. We were honored to spend the afternoon with Janos Starker, one of the greatest string players of the twentieth century. Normally Mr. Starker would hear four students in a two-hour masterclass. For this event, he heard two students in one hour, followed by an hour of questions and answers. Starker pointed out that Bob’s past was “tainted by studying with me.”

Kacy Clopton opened the program with the first movement of Beethoven’s A major sonata. Starker praised the performance as very high class, high level. If he were in the audience, he’d “just say bravo.” He then turned to commentary, focusing on the role of the thumbs, which both need to be flexible. Bending the right thumb will, for example, enrich the sound on the C string. We need to feel every part of the bow differently in the right hand. 

In his studio, Starker has a sign reading 

One Finger At A Time.

On the left hand, the playing finger is the only one that should be pressed down. It operates in a unit with the left thumb, while the non-playing fingers should be in playing position but not playing tension. The non-playing fingers are often on an adjacent string. “Hitchhiking” with the left thumb sticking out off the neck is wrong. 
In other comments, Starker suggested

· Not collapsing the index finger in thumb position.

· Exploring different vibratos.

· Using less vibrato on notes with natural overtones. These include, for example, fingered A’s, D’s, and so forth. Notes that are ‘dead’ and need more vibrato include F, B-flat, and A-flat.

· Using arm weight in the lower half of the bow

· Using forearm rotation in the upper half of the bow

· Not pressing into the frog. Pressing too much with the right thumb just puts wasted energy into the frog.  

Starker also discussed use of the knees. For extra power, he said, “Use your God-given knees.” The knees can create counterpressure. Pressing with the knee against the cello can help, for example, make a down-bow crescendo from the middle of the bow to the tip. When playing on the C string, one can use the right knee. 

Summer Hu played the Popper Hungarian Rhapsody. Starker discussed the composer, saying that he was born in Prague, was not Hungarian, and died 12 years before Starker was born. Starker opined that Popper did not know how to notate Hungarian songs and did not speak Hungarian. Starker grew up with Popper’s protégées. 

As to spiccato, the bow jumps best at its balance point. Don’t manipulate the fingers, and imagine that the arm is suspended. One must avoid lateral movement up-and-down. The index finger shouldn’t block the motion. 
Starker advised young cellists, “The younger you are, the bigger responsibility you have. You have to be the nicest person to those who are less talented.” He cautioned against facial gestures, which can interfere with the musical message, as can any theatrical approach. He mentioned that popular music is popular because of its extremes in tempo – very fast, very slow. “I tell my students to use these if you can’t play it right!”

***

Here are some highlights of a wide-ranging question and answer session. 
Asked about repertoire for young students, Starker proposed a “modified Suzuki. When they can use their brains, incorporate the ‘Organized Method of String Playing,’” which Starker authored. He suggested the Vivaldi sonatas, Dotzauer, then “as many Popper etudes as possible,” then Piatti. Etudes are, in his opinion, a significant way to learn the métier. Competitions force students, in his view, into repertoire that’s too advanced. They put students in the position of “Learning to jump before learning how to walk.”

Asked what is the secret of good intonation, Starker replied “Conscience.” Double stops help the most. Harmony determines intonation. He mentioned the book “How Equal Temperament Killed Modern Music,” which he apparently first found compelling and then less so. Tune the instrument properly, and check harmonics. Practice your double stops, to adjust the earn. Always feel positions, not single notes, and then rely on your conscience. People tend to correct the note, but the better approach is to correct how you got there.

In terms of talent, Starker said that “God is not a democratic institution.” Some people have strength, some a good ear, some have musical imagination. The goal is to develop and mix all of these together. He is a swimming enthusiast, which depends on sheer physical prowess. The regulated breathing of full and empty lungs is like the tension-release aspect of cello playing. 
We must anticipate actions. Anticipation is a part of music itself. The anticipation of playing must have all the same characteristics as the music making. 

Starker confessed that he eats Hungarian salami for breakfast, smokes, and drinks too much. Why does Hungary produce great cellists, such as Feuerman, Virizlay, Madyar (a student of Eugene Kapeli for whom Bartok wrote)? [Note: some names approximate.] There are also great Hungarian conductors, such as Szell and Dorati. Budapest was once the focal point of music making. Liszt collected performing artists and the Akademie attracted teachers. The effect of that period is felt even now. Mihaly Virizlay, former principal cellist with the Baltimore Symphony, was a student of Starker’s. “We’re different, thank goodness,” the maestro said. 
Starker discussed his introduction to the Kodaly solo cello sonata. Starker went to Madyar’s house and heard him practicing it. Starker’s mother bought him a copy as an Easter present. The sonata was written in 1915 and published in 1921. Casals, at age 39, said to Kodaly of the piece, “I’m too old for it.” Kodaly’s early prediction that in 25 years “every cellist will play the piece” was inaccurate only due to World War II. In 1956, it was required at the Casals competition in Mexico. 

Starker replied to a question on how the accent of the Hungarian language might affect the accent of Hungarian music. The accent is on the first syllable. Kodaly is definitely a Hungarian composer, while Bartok sounds international. It is good to know French to play Ravel & Debussy, German for Brahms, Beethoven, and Mozart. Starker said, “When I get tired I’m really very Hungarian sounding.” 
Asked about how to teach students vibrato, and especially how to slow it down, Starker suggested that the topic requires a chapter in a book. In a “rolling” vibrato, the thumb is the axis. In an arm vibrato, the thumb moves as the upper arm initiates the motion. He uses a tactile approach to teach vibrato, moving the student’s arm and also putting his left hand on the back of the student’s right hand to create the feeling on the skin. It takes more action to create a good sound on the C string.

Looking ahead to 21st century cello playing, Starker sees placement of the thumb under the fingerboard in thumb position. Young cellists should develop this skill, also middle-aged ones but not the very old! 

An audience member asked, “When you were performing, how did you communicate with the audience?” Starker answered that there are two approaches: make music for yourself or speak to the listener. Some people are extroverted, some introverted. Decide whether you are singing for yourself or for other people. People sometimes criticized Starker because he didn’t move while playing. He pointed out that he moved with the music. “People notice if you move not with the music. That’s all part of the performing arts.” He expressed appreciation for the variety of approaches and some relief that he was out of the performing world. Prior to his Washington appearance later that evening, he last performed in Kobe, Japan with 1,038 cellists in 2005. 






