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BY DAVID DEBOOR CANFIELD

American pianist Clipper Erickson has assembled a fascinating recital of music by a Russian
composer, an American one, and a third who grew up in Russia and now makes America his home. I
had the unique opportunity to interview three out of the four people involved with the music on this
disc (conversing with Mussorgsky would require a time machine, to which I alas have no access). I
caught up with them in January of 2019, and have posed questions to each of them in turn.

Clipper, beginning with you, how was it that you came to pair the music of one 19th-century composer
with two current contemporary composers? Is there a theme to this recital?

CE: David Finko and Richard Brodhead are old and dear friends of mine. When I was involved with
researching Nathaniel Dett for my DMA dissertation at Temple, and preparing to record Dett’s
complete piano music, I promised both David and Richard that I would next take on recording their
piano music as well. Finko’s solo piano works had never been done, and Richard had written two
wonderful pieces for me that I thought should be brought to a wider audience. That was my original
intent. When the recording sessions at PARMA’s recording studio in Boston were finished I found that
I had miscalculated the length—their works totaled 81 minutes—just a bit more than would fit on one
disc. So rather than offer a two-CD set with 40 minutes each (rather stingy!) I puzzled about what
could be combined with them. I happened to be performing Pictures at an Exhibition in concert
during 2017 and 2018 and had been warming up on the instrument with parts of it and indulging in
the fantastic sonority of the instrument. So there it was! The images of David’s and Richard’s music
suggested their roots in Mussorgsky’s masterpiece. And of course the tradition of Russian piano music
is alive in Finko’s works. I particularly like to highlight new music’s connections to and foundations
in the great works that have come before. So it’s a result of serendipity!

I originally met David Finko through a mutual friend, a wonderful conductor, Bruce Polay. We met in
2003 for donuts and coffee (Krispy Kreme—I love them but David hated them!), and he showed his
scores to me. I began performing his first two sonatas in concert over the course of the next few years.
He wrote me a third sonata (at the instigation of his friends, I believe, who told him he should write
for me). I’ve greatly enjoyed exploring these fantastic works. I met Richard, who was teaching at
Temple when I began my DMA program, in 2011. I asked if he would write me a piece in Latin style
for a project to highlight ethnic styles in American piano music (which hasn’t gotten done yet—the
ideas have gone elsewhere) and the Tango Sonatina resulted. The Sonata Notturna was composed
specifically for this album.

What led you to want to become a pianist in the first place?

CE: Well, when I was a child I was just an “okay” piano student, but then I started listening to great
players, Horowitz, Gieseking, Rubinstein, etc., after which I was hooked. I was entranced most of all
with the sound that the piano can make. When I started practicing for two hours before school my
parents decided that it was time to refinish the garage and move the piano there! Neither of my parents
was musical—I think they didn’t know what to do with me. But they supported me in my crazy
endeavors.



I’m glad about that! I think of all the great musicians throughout history whose parents were
adamantly opposed to their child having a musical career. I noted with interest your studies with the
late great pianist John Ogdon. Did you study with him at Indiana University? I am not only a big fan
of his playing, but I got to know him a little since his office at IU was right around the corner from the
music library, of which I was the supervisor at the time. What were some of the things that you
learned from Ogdon?

CE: So our paths likely crossed at IU, then! I was placed with John, not by choice, but because I
transferred to IU from Juilliard in the middle of the year and only his studio had space. But I knew his
amazing recordings (particularly the Rachmaninoff piano sonatas) and grew to love his teaching and
his person. He didn’t fit the mold of academia one bit. Mostly he would teach by demonstrating. His
knowledge of the repertoire was absolutely limitless—he could play anything I was studying. He was
the most gentle soul, painfully shy, but when he played it was if under a possession. He would say
“Could that be just a bit more demonic?”—while offering me a cigarette. I think if I had been older I
would have understood more, but that complete connection with music has never left me.

You doubtless know of his legendary ability to sight-read music of considerable difficulty. Did he pass
this ability down to you? If so, how does one teach a student to read at sight? Was Ogdon’s
championing of new music also an influence upon you?

CE: One of my classmates was playing the Bartók Second Piano Concerto and John sight-read the
orchestral part. It was unbelievable. I’m a reasonably good sight-reader, but John’s ability comes
along once or twice in a generation. For the rest of us mortals sight-reading can be taught (or rather
learned), but it’s mostly neglected in academic programs. It takes a different mind-set and a certain
loss of self-consciousness. Accompanying, especially for singers, as well as economic necessity,
helps.

Ogdon was also a fine composer, of course. Did you attend the recital he gave of his own music at
Indiana? Have you performed any of his piano music?

CE: I turned pages for him at this concert at IU—I still remember it. I played his transcription of
Varlaam’s Song from Boris Godunov a few years ago. He demonstrated the black-key octave glissandi
by saying “Ouhh, it’s very difficult!!” and then just placing his hands on the keyboard and doing them
effortlessly. He was the most relaxed player I ever saw—his hands were like rubber. It’s very different
from most playing nowadays. Toward the end of his life he became interested in arranging jazz
standards. I have some of his manuscripts.

How was it that you came to rerecord Pictures at an Exhibition? It wasn’t that many years before that
you’d recorded it for the DTR label, a recording, I might mention, that launched you into my
consciousness as a true master of the piano.

CE: I had always thought of rerecording Pictures with the best of acoustic and instrument. It has been
one of my favorite pieces since childhood, and I used to play through some of the movements long
before I was really able to do it well. This recording and instrument just presented the opportunity.

Turning to you, David: I found your story of beginning your career as a submarine designer who later
turned to music a fascinating one. What brought about such a radical shift in your life’s work?



DF: It was my reckless unconsidered action, and in fact I often regret what I did. It would be much
better to be an employed and established submarine designer than to be a struggling composer. Thus it
was probably a mental disorder in me, or perhaps it was simply the call of my destiny to become a
composer! By the way, my love for music came from the Russian Arctic Navy Band, which played
Mozart’s and Beethoven’s symphonies in the Summer Garden in my native city of St. Petersburg in
the period 1945–48 twice per week. I did not miss a single concert of that band.

Why did you emigrate to the United States?

DF: I still do not know. Probably my wife and I wanted to give our son better opportunities in life and
to save him from being drafted to the Soviet Army to fight in Afghanistan. I also hoped to enrich my
skills in composition, drawing from American music culture and American composers—a goal that
failed, I might mention. There were other reasons for emigration, but I must say it was a very difficult
and even horrible change in the course of my life.

Do you view your style as a continuation of the aesthetic of Mussorgsky in any way?

DF: I do feel a deep relationship with Mussorgsky. We both lived in St. Petersburg, both came from a
military background, and we each gave up the relative security of a military career for an exceedingly
precarious one in music composition. Of course, such things, including the difficulties we both
experience, are ordained by God. Additionally, we were both essentially self-taught in composition,
although Mussorgsky’s aesthetic belonged to the 19th century and mine sprang from 20th-century
Russia. Yes, Mussorgsky was one of my teachers, for I have learned a lot from his music and life.

I hear a good bit of stylistic diversity from one work to the next, and also even within the same work.
Do you seek to create such diversity for a particular reason?

DF: I have not done so on purpose, and in fact, I don’t perceive stylistic diversity in my music,
although I have expressed diverse human feelings in my music.

Why is your Sonata No. 3 so playful in character? Since you’ve written this for Clipper, have you tried
to reproduce his personality in some fashion in the work?

DF: Oh, my! I consider that my Sonata No. 3 is sad and almost verging into madness. But since you
think it is playful, let it be so! Clipper is a wonderful and beautiful person, and I simply wrote both
this sonata for him, as well as a Sonata No. 4 for him which is tender and really playful.

Well, I do think I should defer to the composer on the character of his music, but I trust the listener to
your music will enjoy it, however he may hear its character, as much as I did. The program booklet
mentions that only a few notes have survived of the Russian medieval theme that formed the basis of
the Fantasia heard here. Did you fill out the rest of the theme yourself, or has someone else done that?
The theme sounds complete to my ears.

DF: Yes, I did it myself. The oral tradition preserved only two bars of the melody, comprising but a
few notes. Thus, I restored the melody of the entire song myself. Its text (which survived complete)
describes tragedies in the lives of two woman, a mother and daughter. In this song, I imagined the
challenges of living in that bloody era, writing this Fantasia on the theme which I drew out from the



few surviving notes.

Finally, turning to Richard: You apparently consider your teacher at Yale University, Richard
Wernick, your primary pedagogue. What valuable things in the art of composition did he teach you?

RB: Richard Wernick was my principal teacher during my graduate study at the University of
Pennsylvania, and is a profound and enduring influence on my work. There were two crucial
dimensions to his work with me. First, he was very “brass tacks.” He really got in there with the notes
and addressed in detail the practical and technical issues needed to create a coherent and cohesive
musical narrative that could be successfully projected in performance. I very much needed that kind
of instruction then, and it benefited me greatly. At the same time, through his teaching and through his
music, he inculcated in me the values and principles that I have strived to embody in my work: a
dedication to workmanship; an understanding of the literature—past and recent—as the greatest
instructional resource for a composer; and, above all, integrity, in the music itself and in the process of
composing.

There are quite a few “night” pieces written by numerous composers. Manuel de Falla’s Nights in the
Gardens of Spain and the “Night Music” movement of Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra are two of the
best-known such works. I was quite captivated by your work, and wonder what drew you to the genre?

RB: I have always been fascinated by the night. In my early years I was an avid amateur astronomer,
entranced by the night sky, and that early fascination carried over into music—into a love of other
composers’ night music, and into my own work. For me, night brings such a range of experiences and
states of mind: calm and contemplation, threat and terror, idyllic dreams, nightmares, a flow of
images—all wrapped in an otherworldly timelessness in which anything can happen or be imagined.

The Argentinian tango seems to be another particular interest for you. Who are some of your favorite
composers who have written these pieces?

RB: Yes, tango is an interest of mine, both the dance and the music. In addition to my Tango Sonatina,
I composed a modern dance piece, Tango, in 2007, with choreography by my wife Joellen Meglin,
who is also a dance historian. And I included tango in the ballet Crystallina I wrote with Joellen in
2010, and the symphony I composed based on that ballet score.

While I know and admire tangos by a number of composers, such as Wolpe, Stravinsky, Piston, and
Piazzolla, it is the music I have heard at milongas and in tango classes that I think has influenced me
the most. My wife I and studied tango for several years. (As a dancer, she was really good at it, while
I provided the comic relief.) But the music we heard and danced to made a lasting impression on me.

I note that your references to tango are more subtle than overt—perhaps drawing more from the
rhythms of the genre than from its melodic or harmonic contours. Was this your means of
personalizing the idiom in your own stylistic voice?

RB: Yes, my Sonatina is in a much more chromatic and dissonant language, although elements of that
dance music underlie everything in the piece. The rhythmic aspects of tango were a central part of my
thinking as I composed my Tango Sonatina. I focused especially on the habañera rhythm, varying it
throughout, and embedding it in the chromatic tonal language that is the basis of most of my music.



Have you written other piano works that are not included herein? How much does the piano figure in
your total compositional output?

RB: I have written a number of solo piano works. The Sonata Notturna is the second of two sonatas.
There are three suites: Pieces of Childhood, Pages from the Photo Album, and Music of the House;
two short pieces: Ad te, Magister and Étude in Homage; and the Tango Sonatina. And I have included
piano in a number of chamber works and several orchestral pieces.

What aspects of Clipper’s artistry have been especially important to you as he has performed and
recorded your music?

RB: Clipper has it all—incredible technique and skill, abundant musicianship, and wide expression—
and he brings it all to bear on the music he performs. But at the core—and what guides everything—is
his deep insight into the music itself: how each phrase, passage, or section fits into the larger narrative
and how the parts work together to create a cohesive, expressive whole, which he then brings to life in
his playing. He doesn’t just play the notes: He plays the music, and does this with everything he
performs, with older music as well as new. To me, there is no greater gift than the kind of performance
he gives to his audience.
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