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Interview with Heidrun Holtmann about her CD “Music from Israel”
How did the concept for this CD evolve? 

I selected a topical area and embarked on a search for composers who themselves and sometimes also members of their family had lived in societies dominated by tyrannical regimes. Under these conditions, these composers created works originating from their demands for freedom, humanity and justice. Across all eras and cultures, human beings have always sought respect for the same essential and necessary ethical values. Through the intellectual and creative nature of their work, artists frequently have a special opportunity and enhanced spiritual strength to retain their mental independence and communicate their perceptions, thoughts and hopes.
How did you encounter the three Israeli composers and determine the compilation of their works on the CD?

The music of twentieth century Jewish composers naturally plays a prominent role within this context. Among these figures were also Europeans who were forced by the terror of the Nazis to emigrate to Palestine where they subsequently helped to develop musical life in the state of Israel such as Josef Tal and Tzvi Avni. I have supplemented the works of these two composers with pieces by the much younger Gil Shohat whose compositions have made a profound impression on me.
What features and characteristics were particularly addressed by these composers?

When I first encountered their works, I was fascinated by their quality and concepts and also the information they were able to convey about their culture.

How can these compositions be evaluated from a pianistic point of view? Are there similarities with other composers in Europe and elsewhere, or can we recognise a distinct ‘Israeli’ style?

The selection of works on this CD provides the listener with a significant (but naturally incomplete) insight into the broad spectrum of Israeli piano music.

The music of Josef Tal, the oldest of the three composers, is from a stylistic perspective the most modern and abstract. He creates absolute music with no specific reference to non-musical topics.
Tzvi Avni utilises melodies with Jewish and oriental origins. In contrast to Tal, he frequently forges a connection between his compositions and modern painting (Avni is also a painter) or to Jewish religion and ethical issues. This is for example clearly audible in his EPITAPH Sonata with its ethereal timbres depicting the eternal longing of the “heart of the world” for the unachievable “source of the world” as described in the short story by Rabbi Nachman.
Gil Shohat also draws inspiration for his compositions from works in other artistic genres as exemplified by his “Improvisations on Paintings” composed at the age of sixteen. Shortly later, he produced the work “The Kiss of Salome”, a fantasy based on a play by Oscar Wilde. Shohat also described this composition as being “an improvisation, a musical impression and fleeting vision…” He possesses the ingenious ability of expressing the works of other art forms in music even though this is transmitted through already existing compositional methods which he then utilises in his own personal manner.
Have you had the opportunity of meeting these composers personally?

I met Josef Tal in Berlin during the presentation of his autobiography “Tonspur”. He told me that he dedicated his variations “Cum mortuis in lingua mortua” to his father, the Rabbi Julius Grünthal who was murdered in the concentration camp Auschwitz. Josef Tal categorises this composition as an early work – he wrote the piece at the age of 35 – which is also difficult to play: this observation is correct…
I have remained in permanent contact with Tzvi Avni since our period of close collaboration during the planning and first performance of his Piano Concerto.

“Here is a great designer at work,” was the verdict of the magazine Magazin Fono Forum in February 2009, “free from mere demonstrative dexterity”, and the specialist periodical Piano News also praised her recently issued CD with nocturnal pieces ranging from Chopin to Bartók: “Heidrun Holtmann is the mistress of the night who entices many-facetted tonal colours from her instrument.” After her concert at the Schleswig-Holstein Music Festival in the summer of 2009, the critic of the Kieler Nachrichten enthused: "In Heidrun Holtmann’s performances, a kitsch filter has been installed … Her tautly controlled leggiero and legato are compelling and she possesses a highly developed sense for filigree melodic rhetoric and deliberately placed tonal accents.” www.heidrun-holtmann.de
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