
Schoenberg  re fused to  wr i te mus ic  for  mov ies un less  the  

actors  spoke-sang the ir  l ines . Ross in i  never a te in a  

restauran t wi th music  ( “An insul t to  the mus ic ians and the  

chefs .” )  One can name on two f ingers the grea t  operas  

based  on Shakespeare .    

Fac ing fac ts , except fo r  l ieder  and bal let , two dis t inct ar ts  

at their  bes t  go  toge ther as uncomfor tab ly  as Beluga and  Burgund y,  tend ing to cance l  

themselves ou t.    So as I sa t happ i ly  through  80 uninterrup ted minutes of p ic tures and  

mus ic , I  though t to myse lf ,  “ I f  on ly  Le if Ove  Andsnes wasn ’ t one o f the mos t g lor ious  

and adven turous p ianis ts  in the wor ld.  I f  on ly  Rob in  Rhode  wasn’ t such a consummate  

pain ter  and v ideo ar t is t.  I f  on ly  Modes t Mussorgsky hadn’ t wr i t ten a work which was so  

dangerous ,  w icked ,  graphic  and  g lor ious  a t  the same t ime .”     

The  “ i fs ”  hardly  de trac ted from the even ing,  for  i t  was f i l led wi th  surpr ises . On  the  ar t,  

the s tage had two large screens on each s ide reflect ing the images on the ma in large  

screen at  the  cen te r.  Th is  screen  had shor t v ideo subjec ts  for  the  f i rs t three works  

(which  were played aga ins t a vaguely  g reen image of  what  could  have been  

asparagusses or  bones or  DN A genomes) . For Pic trures a t an Exh ibi t ion ,  though , Mr.  

Rhodes gave  each  p ic ture  a  d i fferen t  and of ten v is ionary  concep t .     

The v is ions were , above al l ,  c lean , re f lect ing Mussorgsky ’s  or ig ina l arch itect-ar t is t .  

Agains t  be ige  or  wh ite backgrounds ,  the  f igures moved  or  segueed in to each  o ther  

with u tmos t f lu id i t y.  The  Promenades ,  for  instance , had one charac ter  dressed in  

b lack , walk ing  across the  screen , doing yoga- l ike ca l is thenics  ( real) , h is  legs  creat ing  

c loud  formations (drawn).  Late r,  in honor  o f the composer ’s  a lcohol ism,  tha t f igure  

goes  wobbl ing down the hal l .    

Mussorgsky ’s  Medieval Cast le  s tar ted wi th an aer ia l  shot o f a pen tagonal fores t ( real)  

against  a whi te background.  F lu id ly  the camera rose, and  the forest was transformed  

into metal l ic  shapes , and on the s ide appeared human f igures. As for  Baba Yaga ,  who  

could  res is t  the l ive  v ideos  o f a  chicken cross ing the road , th is  against  Sou th Afr ican  

magic  c lo ths wi th  ch icken  moti fs .     

The p iano i tse l f had i ts  own v is ions. In  Gnomus ,  we fo l low p iano-wire th in l ines, across  

a beige background .L imogesshows hands o f  a p ianis t (Andsnes?) across a keyboard  

where  the black  keys  disappear,  the  f ingers  are in  opposi t ion to the  rea l mus ic ,  the  

keyboard becomes  u t ter ly  whi te . And in the g rand Grea t Ga te  o f K iev ,  Mr.  Rhode takes  

an image from Polansk i ’s  ear ly  Two Men and a P iano ,  where a p iano comes out from  

the sea . Here , the p iano is  par t o f a s low-moving  tsunami ,  the piano submerged f inal ly  

under  the sea , l ike a los t  treasure .    



 ( I  was hoping for  a  no t ice in  the program:  “No p ianos or  any  musical  ins truments were  

harmed dur ing  the  making  o f  these  v isua l ar ts .” )   

Some of the concepts d idn’ t work .  Bydlo  (Cat t le)  had a tra in ro l l ing to a hal t in a  

s ta tion , then moving on . The mus ic , though , i s  far  too exc i t ing for  a  mere tra in . (Rhode  

expla ins that he is  a lso re fer r ing to Jews moving to concentrat ion camps , bu t tha t is  

hardly  ev iden t) . And tha t soggy piano s imp ly  doesn’ t have any resemblance to  The  

Grea t  Gate o f K iev .  Perhaps  he  should have  lef t  the  screen blank .    

As for  Mr.  Andsnes , the man is  a marve l. His  f i rs t rare p iano works by Mussorgsk y,  

last ing a few minu tes , were e legan t enough. What Becomes ,  composed by Thomas  

Larcher  for  th is  concer t,  us ing keys and piano wires , had  the s imples t s treamlined  

passages.  Pianis t Larcher is  bes t known for  h is  complex mus ic ,  bu t  th is  was  a concer t  

which wou ld have ( in Mr.  Andsnes ’s  words)  “ the spir i t  o f ch i ldren” .     L . O . Andsnes  

and  R . Rhode (© Tore  Zakar iassen  © NRK)     

I t  had , ins tead, the spir i t  o f two very specia l  ar t is ts , who obv ious ly  admire each other ’s  

works, who have tr ied to create a new express ion and a new form.    Tha t new form  

was at i ts  bes t wi th the u l t ima te “ch i ldren-spir i ted”  work , Schumann’s  Scenes from  

Chi ldhood .  Pr ior  to  the music , Mr.  Rhode had produced wha t looked l ike an Edwardian  

l i thograph.  Aga ins t a whi te  background and a s ta tionary  camera  ( the only  spec ia l  

e ffec ts  be ing exchanges o f pho tograph ic  pos it ives and nega tives) , a ch i ld walks and  

l ights  a cand le , and  the cand le  f lames  r ises  up . The  screen now goes dark,  and Mr.  

Andsnes  begins  From foreign lands  and peop le  wi th  a  ro l l ing  ve lve ty  can tabi le .   

This  was the ideal  par tnership o f v is ion , metaphor  and music . The other 80 minu tes  

f lew by  as  graceful ly  as  the piano  wires o f Messrs  Andsnes and  Rhode . I f  only  (one  

whispers to onese lf)  their  ev iden tly  fr iend ly  a l l iance had been transubs tan t ia ted in to a  

fresh  phys ical  and  spir i tua l a l lo y.      
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