
The Warm-Up – Brendel Tribute
Kate Molleson: Hello and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Mollison, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. We'll turn our attention now to three concerts celebrating the work of the much-loved late pianist, Alfred Brendel.
Pierre-Laurent Aimard, Steven Osborne, and Paul Lewis will all be paying tribute to the great pianist with individual concerts celebrating his legacy. We're gonna hear from Steven Osborne, as well as the former Brendel pupil, Paul Lewis, about their concerts.
Steven Osbourne: I'm Steven Osborne, and I'm performing a piano recital at the Edinburgh International Festival with works by Schubert, Judith Weir, and James MacMillan. It's always a privilege to play in the Festival, but to play one of these three concerts which are honoring Alfred Brendel is a, a huge honor. Partly because I didn't have as strong a kind of personal connection with Brendel as the other two, Paul Lewis and Pierre-Laurent Aimard.
When I was a kid, it was his recordings that I listened to most for piano playing. My parents would buy, like, each Phillips, uh, Schubert record, as it was then. His playing had a huge effect on me. The, his ability to cut through everything that's extraneous and get to the real truth about what the music says, you know, as he saw it.
The incredible ability to characterize things very precisely. A wonderful instinct for how you shape a piece so that the whole thing feels somehow satisfying. I, uh, went for a piano lesson with him once, which was an amazing lesson. I think for a year afterwards, I thought every day about it because of just simply physically how he approached the keyboard, which when you're up close to him, seemed very crude.
It was like watching a butcher play the piano. And yet, knowing what it sounded like from a distance, it was really a big lesson that if something sounds beautiful where you are, then actually from a distance, it's kind of, there's not much substance there. Like, he created this very penetrating sound by actually having quite a lot of roughness just, you know, when you're right next to him I don't really have a great justification for the precise shape of the program.
I mean, these Scottish pieces are, you know, they're quite gentle and they're each very characteristic. Like one, the James McMillan is like a little music box piece. The Judith Weir's Chorale for Steve is a very interesting piece, which has a, has a chorale, which you only really hear at the end, and the chorale itself sort of comes in the middle of the texture very, very slowly through the first half of the piece.
It's a, it's a lovely idea for a piece and it works beautifully. These small scale things are very engaging and somehow I find them a very nice foil to the bigger pieces. Um, I always talk to audiences whenever I can. I'm going to introduce the concert a bit and talk a bit about Brendel and his influence on me.
It's a shame that the culture has gone largely towards just walking on, bowing, and sitting down, and then bowing again at the end and walking off. When I'm playing, I'm trying to create this sort of space where there is the possibility for our shared attention and our, like, a kind of communion with this amazing music.
And it's a strange thing because on the one hand, it depends on my engagement with the music firstly. But if I have that and I draw people in, it feels like it's then more than just me. It feels like there is some special thing in our joint experience which goes beyond what I'm doing. You hope that there's some kind of transcendence in some way that happens, that the people are sort of taken a little bit out of their normal state of feeling and being, which, I mean, the best concerts can do
Paule Lewis: I'm Paul Lewis. I'm a pianist, and I'm playing a piano recital at this year's Edinburgh International Festival. My lessons with Alfred Brendel were always very intense. Um, he was a very demanding teacher, very exacting in what he, he wanted from you. It wasn't really about you. You know, he wasn't that kind of teacher that, that tapped into the student and thought, "Okay, what is it that makes this, this student tick?"
And it was only about the music. I mean, it was all 100% about the music. Sometimes, you know, you would get into such incredible amounts of detail that it was quite overwhelming. I remember the first time I went to his house, we worked on Liszt Dante Sonata that I'd played since my mid-teens, so I thought I knew it quite well, and we just spent five hours on it straight through.
And it was, it was quite devastating, the effect of that actually, and it took me a while to kind of process everything and, and put it, put all the information in its place, and then sort of translate it into something that, that was in, you know, that, that was my language. Um, so it was, it's quite overwhelming playing to Alfred back in those days.
And another thing that I learned quite early on was that you had to, to latch on to what he was talking about as quickly as you could because if you didn't, you would find yourself digging deeper and deeper into that hole it was gonna take you much longer to, to get out of.
The two Mozart sonatas I've chosen for this program are more vocal in their character. You know, you look at the Mozart sonatas, some of them are very orchestral and dramatic in character, like the C minor, the, the A minor, the two big dramatic, uh, minor key sonatas. Some of them are more instrumental like the, you know, 331, the famous Alla Turca march.
You can hear all the percussion effects. But, but these two, they're very sung sonatas. You know, they're very melodic in, in nature. So I combined it with, with Schubert. Schubert, of course, the, the greatest Lieder composer. There's always a very vocal element to-- So much of Schubert's work is inspired by the human voice.
And Chopin, in a different way, is one of the greatest, uh, piano singers. You know, he really- his, his music looks for that cantabile, that, that, that clear, um, cantabile quality that, that you can produce, um, strangely on an instrument that, that involves, you know, hammers hitting strings. You know, he, he wants you to look for th- for those legato cantabile sung lines.
So in those different ways, um, Schubert and Chopin also both relate to the human voice. There's also something operatic in the last Mozart Sonata 333. There are passages in the last movement which feel very operatic in character, and in one of the Schubert pieces, actually, there's a quote from Schubert's opera Fierabras in the second of these three pieces.
So there's also an, an operatic connection there. So that's kind of what ties the program together. Alfred's approach to any composer that he would've played, it's the same as, as mine too. It's really you, you look to, I would say, characterize the music from the inside. And what I mean by that is that you don't play the music and think to yourself, "What can I do to make this interesting?"
It's not about the performer. We're all human. We all have personalities, so the fact that we are humans walking out onto a stage and doing it, there'll be something of our personality in there really. But it's more about how you connect the core of that music and its character to the audience. That's the role of a performer.
What would Alfred make of this tribute? He wasn't someone that, that expected anyone to fawn over him. He really disliked all of that. But I think he'd be very flattered if he's, yeah, if he's around, if he's in the room somehow, I'm sure he'd be, be giving me notes after the performance. But, but that's okay, um, because, you know, I'm, I'm all ears.
I always have been.
Kate Molleson: Steven Osborne, Paul Lewis will speaking about the tribute concerts to the late great Alfred Brendel. Go to eif.co.uk for more information and updates.

