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Helmchen, Schubert and Mussorgsky

Martin Helmchen

This solo matiné has been a long time in the
making. The festival's artistic curator — and my
persistent advocate — Ulrik D. Andersen, first
mentioned Martin Helmchen's name no less than
seventeen years ago. What followed were several
years of courteous but entirely fruitless
correspondence with a German agency, which
quite understandably did its utmost to shield the
pianist from invitations from small, little-known
festivals. It was not until 2015 that Martin
Helmchen finally came to the festival — not as a
performer, but as companion, babysitter and
husband to the equally renowned cellist Marie-
Elisabeth Hecker.

His walks through the manor park with a pram
must have left a lasting impression, because the
following year, in 2016, he returned as a performer.
Since then, audiences have enjoyed a series of
unforgettable chamber music concerts with himin
2018,2021, 2023 and 2025. Now, exactly ten years
after his first appearance at Hindsgavl, he finally
returns to the festival as a solo recitalist.

Martin Helmchen grew up in West Berlin, and when
the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, he became the first
student from West Berlin ever to attend the
Musikgymnasium Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach in
East Berlin. There he was shaped by the Russian
piano tradition in its most authentic form.

Since then, Martin Helmchen has established
himself as one of Europe's most sought-after
pianists. He has appeared with orchestras
including the Berlin Philharmonic, the Vienna
Philharmonic, the  Royal  Concertgebouw
Orchestra, the Boston Symphony Orchestra and
the New York Philharmonic. He has received both
the Clara Haskil Prize and a Gramophone Award,
and has recorded an award-winning complete
cycle of Beethoven's piano concertos.

In recent years, he has also become a frequent
guest on Danish concert stages. His next
appearance in Denmark will be with the Danish

Schubert and Mussorgsky

The programme spans almost sixty years, from
the youthful Schubert to the mature
Mussorgsky.

Schubert's Piano Sonata in A-flat major, D.557
was composed in 1817, when the composer was
only twenty years old. It belongs to a group of
early piano sonatas that long stood in the
shadow of the great late sonatas but are now
appreciated for their freshness, elegance and
melodic richness.

Modest Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition
was written in 1874 as a tribute to the
composer's close friend, the architect and artist
Viktor Hartmann, who had died the previous
year. After visiting a memorial exhibition of
Hartmann's works, Mussorgsky transformed his
impressions into music, creating one of the most
original masterpieces in the piano repertoire.
Between the individual tableaux, the recurring
Promenade depicts the visitor strolling through
the exhibition.

The work leads the listener through a
succession of vividly contrasting musical
scenes: from the grotesque Gnomus and the
playful Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks to the
lumbering ox-cart Bydfo, the Catacombs of Paris,
and the magnificent finale, The Great Gate of
Kyiv. Although the work is now perhaps best
known in Maurice Ravel's celebrated orchestral
version, it was conceived originally for solo
piano. In its original form, Mussorgsky's
extraordinary ability to conjure images,
characters and dramatic narratives through the
keyboard alone is heard to its fullest effect.

The last performance of Pictures at an
Exhibition at Hindsgavl took place in August
1957, when it was performed by the
distinguished Danish composer and pianist
Herman D. Koppel.
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