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LERA AUERBACH'S VIVID WORKS PULSE WITH DRAMA, INTENSITY, EMOTION

By MARK STRYKER
FHEE PAESS MUSIC WRITER

ers Auerbach didn't know
when she wake up in a Naw
York hatel on July 3, 1991,
that the rest of the day
would change the course of
her life. At 17, the Russian-
born prodigy, a pianist and
composer, had reached the
end of a short tour and was
preparing to return to the Soviet
Union the following morning. But
Auerbach, a woman of instinct and
intuition, had been feeling pangs of
discontent. That morning they flo-
wered into an epiphany: She had to
defect.

“I had taken in everything Russian
culture had to offer,” says Auerbach,
resident composer of the Great Lakes
Chamber Musie Festival, which opens
Saturday, "l was at a dead end. |
needed to be in New York, in a global
city, with exposure to evervthing, [
was hungry for it.”

Averbach telephoned a distant
acquaintance of her mother in New
York. He introduced her to a condue-
tor, whe took her to the Manhattan
Sehool of Musie, where, lucky to find
the building open and even luckier to
{ind the president and a few faculty
members In their offices, she audi-
tioned and was admitted on the spot.
Now came the hard part: calling her
parents.
he stayed, she might never see
them again. Yet if she went home, she
might never have the money to re-
turn; it had taken a year of her fa-
ther’s salary to send her to America,
Her parents left the decision in her
hands. With $100 in her pocket and

just a few changes of clothes, zhe ")
rolled the dice: E

‘I felt like fate was giving me the =
chanee to experience this world, and =

if ] don't take it, mayhe I never get to 4
come back.” 2
Nearly 20 years later, Auerbach,

36, ]m s matured into one of the most
compelling composers of her genera-
tion He1 music —h.g s dramatic,

Alfred Schnittke. The festival, one of
Detroit's signature classical music
events, offers local audiences their
first chance to haar her musie in
depth, including a concert devoted
solely to her work.

Auerbach's career has had a jack-
rahbit start. She made a splash in her
203, acquiring high-profile champions
on both sides of the Atlantie, inelud-
ing violinist Gidon Kremer, and fields
a constant stream of commissions,
Her catalog already includes more
than 75 works, from solo pieces and
chamber music to orchestral scores
and ballets, She's currently finishing
an opera, a fantasy on the life of Rus-
sian novelist Gogol based on her own
original libretto, for the historic The-
ater an der Wien in Vienna,

Auerbach eontinues to perform ax
a pianist, but her artistic world is
bigger than music. She's probably
mare famous in Russin as a poet than
# musician, having published five
volumes of poetry and prose. She was
named Poet of the Year by the [n-
ternational Pushkin Society in 1996,
and her work is taught in contempo-
rary literature courses in Russian
schools.

A gripping intensity of feeling and
intelligence links all of Auerbach's
ereative pursuits, qualities also re-
flected in her life and personality. You
can sense it in the vivid imagery of
her speech — “It was the sense of
freedom; I felt like a wizard who can
create the whole world” is the way
she deacribes falling in love with com-
posing. And you can hear it in the
very Russian sense of irony end dou-
ble consciousness that pulsates

through her music: Beauty and suf~
fering often appear as two sides of the
same heartheat.

Pianist Wu Han, who with her
husband, cellist David Finckel, com-
missioned Auerbach's Sonata for
Cello and Piano (2002), remembers
when Auerbach first came to their
Manhattan apartment to play the new
work.

“There was a huge snowstorm, but
she still showed up,” says Wu Han.
“She started to play the sonata and
she started to sing the cello part. It
was this half-crving, hall-wailing kind
of song. | remember thinking, ‘Oh my
God, this is one of the most intense
people I've ever seen,' "

COMPOSER, POET, PIANIST

Auerbach, who has highlighted
brown hair, green aves and cherubic
cheeks, was born in Chelyabinsk, a
remote city in the Ural mountains
near the Siberian border. Her mother
was a piano teacher who taught her
daughter to read and write nusic
around age 4 or 5, about the same
time she was learning her letters. Her
mother also memorized a poem a day
to keep her memory sharp. Auerbach
picked up the habit when she was
little and began writing her own poet-
ry af 12

Her first composition, at age 4, was
a song about death. The inspiration
might have come from the daily walks
she took with her nanny to a ceme-
tery, where the nanny took care of
her late husband's gravestone and her
reserved stone next to it. The exer-
cise was not a somber one and left
Auerbach with the lasting impression

Lera Auerbach
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that death is
merely part of
life.

“I would go to
the piano and [
would compose
stories,” she says.

“I would create a

fairy tale or story that

was lllustrated in sound

or derived from the

sound. Even though music is
the most ahstract srt form, it's
also the most personal. For me the
personal connection is very impor-
tant, I do think in metaphors, images
and stories as [ compase, but all of
theém can change from day to day.”

Auverbach’s music is tonal, but she
loves spiky dissonance, aggressive
gestures, extreme dynamics, con-
trasts of color and texture and height-
ened emotions, from hallucinatory
reverie to slashing viclence. In a piece
like the Sonata for Cello and Piana,
the instruments eircle each other,
animated by inner lives like method
actors exploring their subconscious.

“She has a very good sense of pulse
and a good sense of timing,” says Wi
Han. "Her ideas never go on too long.
They're like a good story.”

Auerbach often refers to standard
farms. She has written several sets of
preludes (for solo piano, violin and
piano, cello and piano) that wink at
Bach’s seminal mociels and journey
through all 24 major and minar keys.
But her language still sounds contem-
porary, suggesting new wine poured
into old bottles:

Auerbach's admirers are quick to
call her an original, but her own view
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embraces a paradox.
T think it" errpm‘t.mt tao ’un](arsidmi
that the only way to be truly c
is when originality is not a goal,” she
says.
“Art doesn't develop in & Darwin-
ian sense, We don't get better and
better; we get different, We tend to
think of progress in the scientific way,
but it doesn't apply to art. The only
way to diseover vour true original
volee — and there is infinite possibil-
ities for originality nowadays — Is by
heing honest with yourself and striv-
ing to write the best musie you can,
and not think about what eategory
the critics might put you in or if this
might start a new tre:
Auerbach says that fearless
a prerequisite, That's cer|
she’s lived her life, particular]
that fateful day in July 19 ves
Of course, there were trade-off
didn't see her family for five years.
More recently, tragedy struck in the
form of a fire last fall at the New York
apartment she shares with her hus-
band, a double hassist. Aueumu h's

and the couple has been
living with relati
Sarasota,

The losse
astating but
soldiered on i
meaning, sven poetry, i
the act of starling over.
After oll, she's done it
hefore




