Thursday 2 July 2026, at 20:00
Marie-Elisabeth Hecker and Martin Helmchen

—

Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1770 — 1827) Ernest BLOCH (1880-1959)
12 variations on a theme from Handels From Jewish Life (Aus jiidischem Leben),
,<Judas Maccabdaus”, WoO 45 (1796), 14’ B. 54 (1924), 10’
. i Prayer
Mieczystaw WEINBERG (1919 - 199.6) i, Supplication
Cello Sonata No. 2, Op. 63 (1959), 22 i, Jewish Song
i. ~ Moderato
ii.  Andante
iii. — Allegro Felix MENDELSSOHN (1809-1847)
Cello Sonata No. 2 in D major, op. 58 (1843),
26’
i.  Allegro assai vivace
ii.  Allegretto scherzando
— INTERVAL — jii.  Adagio
iv.  Molto allegro e vivace
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About the Music

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827): 12
Variations on a Theme from Judas
Maccabaeus, WoO 45 (1796)

As a pianist, Beethoven was famous for his
ability to improvise. Audiences came not only to
hear his compositions, but also to experience his
imagination. Throughout his life, he repeatedly
returned to the variation form, where he could
demonstrate his inventiveness by transforming
a familiar melody into something entirely new.

In 1796 Beethoven met the virtuoso cellist Jean-
Louis Duport. It was for Duport that he wrote
both his First Cello Sonata and these variations
on a theme from Handel's oratorio Judas
Maccabaeus. The famous tune See, the
conqu’ring hero comes was one of the greatest
earworms of the eighteenth century. Beethoven
treats it with respect, but without reverential
distance. At times the music is elegant and
lyrical; at others, dazzlingly virtuosic; and
sometimes the theme becomes almost
unrecognizable. The result is a charming
encounter between Handel's ceremonial world
and the young Beethoven’s unstoppable
imagination.

Mieczystaw Weinberg (1919-1996): Cello
Sonata No. 2, Op. 63 (1959)

Mieczystaw Weinberg's life was shaped by the
catastrophes of the twentieth century. A young
Jewish musician from Warsaw, he fled Poland
after the German invasion in 1939. His family
remained behind, and none survived the war.

Weinberg settled in the Soviet Union, where he
became a close friend of Dmitri Shostakovich.
The two composers inspired one another and
maintained an intense artistic dialogue, yet
Weinberg developed a voice of his own — more
inward-looking, elusive, and private.

The Second Cello Sonata was composed in 1959
for Mstislav Rostropovich, who premiered it with

Weinberg himself at the piano. In the same year,
Shostakovich wrote his First Cello Concerto for
Rostropovich, and the connection between the
three musicians can be felt in the sonata’s
seriousness, virtuosity, and chamber-musical
intensity.

The first movement opens with a broad,
resonant cello gesture, but a darker melancholy
soon emerges. Long melodic lines over deep
piano chords create an atmosphere of grief,
emptiness, and loss.

The second movement is more intimate. The
cello whispers in short, sorrowful phrases, while
a hint of folk song appears like a memory from
an almost forgotten people. Pizzicato figures
create an unsettling heartbeat pulse, and the
music builds toward an intense climax in which
the lament suddenly gains dramatic force.

The finale begins with nervous energy. Its
opening rhythm becomes a musical perpetual-
motion machine that refuses to stop. Chaos and
momentum drive the music toward an ending
where relief lies less in resolution than in the
feeling that the struggle is finally over.

Ernest Bloch (1880-1959): From Jewish Life
(1924)

The Swiss-born Ernest Bloch devoted much of
his life to exploring his Jewish heritage. He did
not wish simply to quote synagogue chants or
folk songs directly. His ambition was larger: to
capture a spiritual and cultural identity in sound.

From Jewish Life consists of three short
character pieces: Prayer, Supplication, and
Jewish Song. The music is simple in means but
emotionally intense. The cello takes on the
quality of a human voice — pleading inwardly,
lamenting, or singing with pride and dignity. It is
music that feels both ancient and timeless.
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Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847): Cello Sonata
No. 2 in D major, Op. 58 (1843)

By the 1840s, Mendelssohn was one of Europe’s
most celebrated composers, but behind his
success lay an extraordinary workload. The
Second Cello Sonata was composed at the
same time as the music for A Midsummer
Night's Dream and the oratorio Elijah, two of his
greatest masterpieces.

The sonata is among the finest Romantic
contributions to the genre. The singing cello
melody of the first movement displays

Mendelssohn’s exceptional gift for melody. The
music is elegant and classically balanced, yet
filled with Romantic warmth.

The light, fairy-like scherzo recalls the world of
elves from A Midsummer Night's Dream. The
slow third movement forms the emotional heart
of the work, with the cello unfolding an intimate
song above the piano’s undulating chords. The
finale bursts forth with energy, virtuosity, and
joie de vivre, yet even in its most brilliant
passages Mendelssohn retains the elegance
that makes his music so immediately lovable.

Mathias Hammer

Marie-Elisabeth Hecker and Martin Helmchen

People often speak of making the piano “sing.”
But how does one actually achieve that? And just
as importantly: where does one learn it?

One possibility, of course, is to marry a cellist—
the most vocal and song-like of all instruments—
and hope that one day she might reveal the great
secret of singing tone to her piano-playing
husband.

Martin Helmchen, despite being a fully
established and internationally celebrated
pianist, has often remarked that he does not feel
remotely “finished” as a musician. He continues
to take lessons regularly and intends to do so for
the rest of his life. He has also admitted that
Marie-Elisabeth Hecker was his favourite
musician long before, as he puts it, “things
became personal.”

It almost sounds like the master plan of a
sufficiently ruthless pianist obsessed with
singing tone: simply ensure that the finest
possible cellist becomes a permanent part of
your life. Yet the cello that would prove so
important to Martin Helmchen entered his life
much earlier.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, he became the
first student from former West Berlin to be
admitted to the elite East Berlin institution
Musikgymnasium Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach.

There he absorbed the Russian piano tradition in
the most authentic way possible: from an early
age and in a school where music teachers
seemed to outnumber ordinary academic
teachers by five to one.

For many students, the school functioned as a
lengthy preparatory stage for admission to
Berlin’s Hochschule fiir Musik Hanns Eisler. It
was there that Helmchen encountered perhaps
the most important teacher of his life—not a
piano teacher, but a chamber music teacher; not
a pianist, but a cellist: Boris Pergamenschikov.

Pergamenschikov taught by example as much
as by instruction. One of the lessons he
embodied was the importance of continuing to
learn throughout one’s life, rather than viewing
education as something confined to youth. It is
not an idea one easily forgets when it is
demonstrated by a musician of such stature.

And perhaps, in some mysterious way, he also
taught his students something about marriage.
And about whom to marry.

For the young cellist Marie-Elisabeth Hecker, the
year 2005 proved decisive. She had already won
first prizes in both solo and chamber music
categories of Jugend musiziert, Germany's
leading national competition for young
musicians. But now she found herself abroad for
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the first time, competing in what many
considered the most important cello
competition of all: the Rostropovich Competition
in Paris.

For the first time, she was performing a cello
concerto as soloist on a major international
stage—and doing so under the eyes and ears of
the very musician for whom Shostakovich had
originally written the concerto: Mstislav
Rostropovich  himself, chairman of the
competition jury.

Marie-Elisabeth Hecker made history. She
became the first participant ever to win not only
First Prize but also two special awards. Suddenly
she found herself standing before her musical
idol.

Yet another event from 2005 would prove even
more significant.

That was the year she met the young Berlin
pianist Martin Helmchen.

The two first admired one another’s playing from
a distance in Kronberg and gave their first
concert together the following year at Gidon
Kremer's Lockenhaus Festival. From the very

beginning they understood one another
instinctively in  music-making. As Marie-
Elisabeth Hecker once remarked—with what one
imagines must have been a perfectly unreadable
poker face—fortunately this did not change when
the relationship became more personal.

Over time, it became considerably more
personal, and considerably more private.

When their first child was born, the couple left
Berlin for a quieter rural area roughly halfway
between Berlin and Dresden. There they
continue to live today and occasionally organise
their own chamber music festival, Fliessen,
bringing world-class music to their local
community.

And perhaps that is where the story returns to its
starting point. If there is a secret to making the
piano sing, it may not lie in technique alone. It
may lie in listening—to great musicians, to
lifelong teachers, to chamber music partners,
and perhaps, if one is fortunate, to the cellist
sitting beside you.

Ulrik D. Andersen
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