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THE GUARDIAN
Friday October 15 1993

Yvar Mikbashoff

HE DEATH of Yvar Mikha-
shoff, the American pianist
and composer, at the age of
52 came as a shock, but not
as a surprise to those who knew
him. Born in Troy, New York, and
like the mythical Trojan warrior
Achilles, Yvar seemed inexorably
drawn to the short, exciting life in-
stead of the long, dull one, What he
packed into his years was already
the stuff of legend: a world-class
pianist famous for brilliant and un-
usual programmes, a composer, ar-
ranger, teacher, promoter, interna-
tional authority on American music,
artistic director for the North Amer-
ican Music Festival and the Almeida
Festival in London. A witty racon-
teur, he was at once charismatic,
Dionysian, hedonistic, and mania-
cally driven, both on stage and off.

For more than 15 years he trav-
elled worldwide performing massive
programmes on virtually every
major festival in North and South
America, Europe and Asia. He
thrived on risk, so every recital
quaked with it. His first important
appearance in London, for instance,
was “The Great American Piano
Marathon: 70 works from 70 years in
7 hours”, kicking off the 1985
Almeida International Festival of
Contemporary Music. A few days
later he played “50 Tangos — 50
Composers — A Tango Marathon”
which lasted all afternoon. Then,
with hardly time to change his drip-
ping shirt, he went on to play an-
other two dozen new works during
the rest of the festival.

His attempts at the impossible
meant that occasionally some per-
formances fell slightly short of the
mark but his musicianship, energy,
and commitment made up for it. His
epic piano programmes were fuelled
by an encyclopaedic knowledge of
the dark and dusty corners of 20th
century repertcire. He was a fos-
sicker, ferreting out pieces many
composers themselves had forgotten

Yvar Mikhashoff . . . epic piano programmes fuelled by an encyclopaedic knowledge PHOTOGRAPH: FRANK MARTIN

they had written. This detective
work was often rewarding, unearth-
ing unusual and exotic musical
@ For me his most i

'or me his most engaging pro-
grammes were the zmmlﬁ recitals
where some of his choice finds were
on display. His easy chat and anec-
dotal wit set the scene Serfectly. I've
never forgotten the little vignette
just before the performance of a
newly exhumed piano work by 93-
year-old Otto Luening, In the dark-
ened hall Yvar turned dramatically
to the audience and told us: “As'a
teenager, Otto lived in Switzerland
where he got a job acting in James
Joyce's theatre group, studied piano
with Busoni, took painting lessons
with Giacometti and had lunches
with Lenin. He was a young man
starting his career on a promising
footing.”

t

Yvar Mikhashoff was a born
showman, but came into the world
with the name Ronald MacKay. As a
student he realised he needed a big-
ger handle, and soon traded it in for
his Russian grandfather’s. After
studying plano and completing a
doctorate in composition he joined
the faculty at the State University of
New York where he taught piano
between tours. He quickly grew into
an international figure,
radio and television programmes
and recording solo piano and ensem-
ble works on the Nonesuch, CRI,
Spectrum, Paula, EMI, and New Al-
bion labels.

At Almeida from 1986 he was in-
strumental in getting Conlon Nan-
carrow, the reclusive player-piano
composer, to Britain for the first
time since 1936. He also brought to
London Virgil Thomson, nte

Young, Nicholas Slonimsky and
many other musical personalities he
knew from around the world. Yvar
commissioned hundreds of compos-
ers, encouraging the widest possible
range of aesthetics. Nothing was too
strange to tackle. The Piano Con-
certo he commissioned from me
made use of “fist and arm clusters”
on the keyboard, which he tore into
with obvious delight and abandon.

Yvar Mikhashoff's towering figure
cast a long shadow. A special- memo-
rial concert is being planned at \
Almeida Theatre sometime in the
future, but on Sunday night the
Smith Quartet will dedicate their
concert to his memory.

: Stephen Montague

Yvar Mikhashoff (Ronald MacKay), born
March 8, 1941; died October 11, 1993.
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