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"Since art is limitless in its limited resources, education must be limited to those same means, 
so that art can be practiced as unlimited." A statement by the legendary pianist Josef 
Lhevinne (1874-1944), who embraced the objectivity necessary for an artist. In a sense 
Lhevinne was absolutely an objective player, no matter how difficult it is to say that about an 
interpreter. But the collected recordings in this box underline it. More on that in a moment. 
The fact that we now get a slightly more complete picture of Josef Lhevinne thanks to 
recently found live recordings and can better understand why he was one of the greatest 
pianists in the first half of the last century, is entirely due to the English label Marston 
Records. 

Among lovers of historical recordings, the label now has a legendary status, because main 
producer Ward Marston not only tirelessly searches for the musical pearls of the past, he also 
transfers the historical recording media as purely as possible digitally, whether it is a wax 
roll, an aluminum or bakelite record. For the ears it might take some time to get used to, even 
with most of the recordings in this collection. Those who can listen through it are rewarded: 
the resounding history still enchants, in some respects even more than by many of the current 
recordings. Technically, pre-war recordings are generally more unique because they are not 
edited. The interpretation of an artist recorded in one go thus comes closer to the performance 
on stage. Various works that can be listened to in this box both live and from the studio prove 
that. 

Musically we are dealing with an extremely dedicated pianist who did not hide his virtuosity 
but always strived for the greatest possible objectivity. He was not like the epic keyboard lion 
Rachmaninov, nor like the mystical keyboard star Scriabin, scattering with colors and 
atmospheres - all three graduated at the same time as pianists at the Moscow Conservatory in 
1892, a top year! No, Lhevinne was the man of the perfect tone, the colossal technique, the 
artist who always managed to keep a certain distance from what was played. That his 
musicality would not be endearing enough to gain popularity, he denied with endless tours 
full of stormy received recitals and performances with top orchestras, such as in 1896 with 
the Concertgebouw Orchestra and Willem Mengelberg. With his wife, pianist Rosina Bessie, 
he first operated from Berlin, from 1919 they stayed in the United States. 

There, the problem of gaining greater fame turned out to be mainly the competition, not so 
much on stage but in the card box of the record labels: most of the repertoire in which 
Lhevinne excelled – Mozart, Chopin, Schumann, Tchaikovsky, Brahms – had already been 
largely recorded by Josef Hofmann, Leopold Godowsky and Rachmaninov in the U.S., 
otherwise overseas by contemporaries such as Cortot and Backhaus. It has posthumously 
ensured that Lhevinne's scarce recordings have gained legendary status much faster.  

The very first recording we know of Lhevinne, made in New York in December 1920, must 
have been chosen by him for good reason: the Trepak from Eighteen pieces for children op. 
72 marked his personal association with the composer, who had summoned the young pianist 
home a few months before his death in 1893. Tchaikovsky dedicated the cycle to him, also 



asked him to prepare three pieces from it in order to be able to play it after his return from St. 
Petersburg, which was prevented by the composer's death. In Lhevinne's view, the extremely 
strong musical focus, the water-guzzling technique and light touch are immediately 
noticeable. Also in a prelude by Rachmaninov, recorded a month later, Lhevinne seems to 
attach more importance to the progression of the composition than to the exploitation of the 
dramatic moments. In Beethoven's relatively simple Écossaise, arranged by Busoni, Lhevinne 
proves to have an unmistakable classical slant – if only he could have recorded at least one 
Beethoven sonata or concert... Then we already have three highlights from the piano 
discography of the early twentieth century.  

An extremely entertaining and admirable piece of pianistics can be found in the cleverly 
conceived Arabesques on themes of the Schöne blaue Donau, by Adolf Schulz-Evler. 
Lhevinne seems to deliberately not want to give the waltz the greatest refinement, but instead 
tackles the comical details, weaves the sometimes inimitable lines and presents the most 
horrible antics without a pearl of sweat. So much ease and control; it is not for nothing that 
this paraphrase of Johann Strauss' golden success was also an illustrious calling card of 
Lhevinne. Less dansant is the Polonaise Op. 53 by Chopin, in which the clean and infallible 
technique predominates and its inconspicuousness makes the performance strangely enough  
less captivating. The same problem arises slightly with the performance of Schumann's 
Toccata Op. 7, which glides like an unstoppable locomotive over rails of ice, without the 
slightest obstacle in the trajectory. The playing tends to become almost an exercise in this 
way. In real exercises, such as Chopin's Études, this way of playing is very appropriate, 
especially in the so-called etude of thirds Op. 25 No. 6, which will be difficult to find in a 
better version. The aspect of the flawless technique now works magically, moreover, the 
obviousness of his playing suggests that Lhevinne is turning his head away from his 
audience, trying to say: don't try this at home...  

The big gain of the recent CD box can be found in two incomplete performances of 
Tchaikovsky's Piano Concerto No. 1 Op. 23, from 1933 (live transmission NBC) and 1936 
(live concert Worcester) respectively, allowing at least a glimpse of Lhevinne's capital power 
as a concert soloist. What can be heard and admired quickly makes the clichés forget: 
Lhevinne pulls out the tension and warm-bloodedness of the work with modesty and makes it 
lean completely on itself. Perhaps we will learn from these performances who Lhevinne 
really was as a musician: the messenger, nothing more. It cannot be stressed enough how 
important these recordings are as a surplus on the already available evidence that Lhevinne 
absolutely belonged to the golden generation of pianists of around 1900. 

 Finally, another wonderful aspect: his duo playing with Rosina. Of course, the technique is 
correct and the two complement each other seamlessly, but they also often seem to be able to 
create the sound as if came from one instrument. While Ravel's two-piano version of 
Debussy's Nocturnes is already receives a very good performance when it comes to rhythmic 
pulse and tightly sharpened vocals, in Mozart's music the duo can call themselves the ideal 
performers. The playfulness of the music, the polyphony of the instrumental voices, the 
organic changing of the registers and the ever-correct proportions in which this is played out 
in tone and argument deserve great praise. 



Thanks to the efforts of Ward Marston's team and with this extremely beautiful and 
informative edition, Josef Lhevinne's recordings will hopefully be enjoyed again and will 
gain a lot of attention. It is likely that more hidden material will emerge in the near future. 

 

 


