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REVIEWS Concerts

London recital 
roundup
Wigmore Hall Charles Owen 
12 May; Kasparas Uinskas 1 April; 
Konstantin Lifschitz 28 April; Sam 
Armstrong 17 April; Nicholas Angelich 
25 April; Alexander Melnikov 26 April.
Queen Elizabeth Hall Marc-André 
Hamelin 13 April; 
Kings Place Leon McCawley 15–17 April

Charles Owen keeps his seraphic gaze on 
the ceiling while rocking and bouncing 
on his stool like a little toy soldier – but 
when the music is by Bach, this body 
language translates into something 
wonderful. At Wigmore Hall, his account 
of the Partita No 6 in E minor began 
with a reading of the ‘Toccata’ in which 
the voices sang and sweetly multiplied, 
before going on to characterise the dances 
with crackling energy and immaculate 
brilliance. If his handling of Ravel’s 
Le tombeau de Couperin lacked the 
necessary crystalline quality, he made up 
for it with a performance of Schubert’s 
Sonata in A minor D845 of exemplary 
inwardness and authenticity. 

If only Kasparas Uinskas had heard 
Owen: what this Lithuanian pianist 
did with Bach’s Fourth Partita – and 
then with Schumann’s Études en forme 
de variations – suggested that he’s not 
yet understood the fi rst rule of pianism, 
which is to listen to your own sound. 
This recital was an object-lesson in how 
not to do it, with voice-leading, judicious 
pedalling and the weighting of chords 
being clearly alien concepts to Uinskas. 
His many supporters cheered, but to 
say the performance was coarse-grained 
would be to put it mildly.

Uinskas might equally listen to 
Konstantin Lifschitz, who turned 
Bach’s The Art of Fugue into an evening 
of unforgettable beauty and strangeness. 
I have never before felt such a visceral 
thrill in Contrapunctus XI as the densely 
chromatic themes were piled one on top 
of another, ever faster and more furiously. 
As the second half of the work developed, 
one had the feeling of being led by an 
explorer through mysterious realms – and 
the break-o�  moment came like falling 
from a cli� . The chorale Lifschitz chose as 
follow-up – the last work Bach completed 
– was perfectly apposite. We should hear 

UK 

more from this 35-year-old Ukrainian.
The same can be said for the young 

British pianist Sam Armstrong, whose 
recital – sponsored by the Kirckman 
Society – revealed him to be a major new 
talent. I have never heard so persuasive 
an account of Berg’s Sonata Op 1 as his, 
and the spells he wove with Debussy’s 
Etudes, Book II and L’isle joyeuse were 
gloriously subtle; elsewhere, Brahms’ 
Sonata No 3 in F minor was infused 
with drama and beautifully controlled. 
What a pleasure, too, to have an encore 
that broke the mould – in the form of a 
dizzy elaboration of Embraceable You that 
exuded both Broadway charm and the joy 
of unbuttoned virtuosity.

Nicholas Angelich is a pianist whose 
playing I normally enjoy, but though he 
found lovely colours in a Bach/Busoni 
chorale and in Brahms’ Three Intermezzos 
Op 117, his performance of Schumann’s 
Kreisleriana was a let-down. Much of it 
was so fast, loud and heavily pedalled that 
the music became a blur. Only in the last 
two sections did he fi nd poetry. 

Playing in the same hall the following 
night, Alexander Melnikov gave a recital 
as memorable as that of Lifschitz. First, he 
showed what a velvet touch – as opposed 
to the usual cannon-fi re style – can do 
with Schubert’s ‘Wanderer’ Fantasy; then, 
he subjected Brahms’ Fantasien Op 116 
to the most exquisite textural probing – 
each of the seven works emerged with 
its own magical aura. The rest of his 
concert consisted of a performance of the 
fi rst 12 of Shostakovich’s 24 Preludes and 
Fugues, in which he vindicated his claim 
to have something new to say about 

this underrated masterpiece of 20th-
century pianism.

Melnikov has a lucid, pliant touch 
and an ability to seize the character of 
each of these teasingly allusive pieces. 
Shostakovich’s references to Prokofi ev’s 
playfulness, to Stravinsky in neo-classical 
mode and to Bartók’s peasant dances 
were beautifully integrated into the fl ow, 
and the Scriabin encore was played with 
gossamer delicacy. Next time, he should 
do the whole 24.

Marc-André Hamelin is justly famed 
as the man who can play anything 
e� ortlessly, but he began his recital at 
Queen Elizabeth Hall with a delightfully 
quirky rendition of Haydn’s little Sonata 
in E minor HXVI/34. Moving on to 
Schumann’s Carnaval, however, he 
revealed the limitations of his art. 
This performance had nothing of 
Schumann’s wayward poetry: instead, 
Hamelin imposed his own vision with 
clinical e�  ciency. Only with three 
Debussy preludes did his gi� s fl ower in 
their full glory. 

Meanwhile, over at Kings Place, 
Leon McCawley gave a marathon 
performance of Mozart’s complete 
sonatas. There’s absolutely no vanity in 
his playing, which is bright, clean and 
unfailingly communicative. In his hands, 
the Mozartian oeuvre emerged with 
striking vividness. There is a dimension 
into which McCawley never goes – his 
very English approach excludes magical 
evocations – but he brought out the 
sonatas’ hints of chamber music and 
opera with delightful ease and grace.
MICHAEL CHURCH m.church@btinternet.com

Charles Owen: 
‘Crackling energy and 
immaculate brilliance’
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