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strengths to recital at Portland Piano 
International: Review 
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At his concert, Sunday, May 5, 2013, Arnaldo Cohen performs Bach, Handel and 
Chopin on the Portland Piano International series. 

Credit: Jim Leisy 

  



Arnaldo Cohen made his Portland debut 10 years ago in what was 

then known as the Portland State University Piano Recital Series. 

Sunday afternoon, he played nearly the identical program on the day 

he assumed the role of artistic director of the series, since 

renamed Portland Piano International. 

 

Much has changed in 10 years. Cohen was then relatively unknown in 

the United States and a newcomer locally; since then he's appeared 

another half-dozen times in Portland, including a traversal of all five 

Beethoven concertos with the Oregon Symphony, and has a 

substantial local following. The series acquired its new name when it 

became independent from PSU, and recitals moved to the Newmark 

Theatre in 2006, when Lincoln Hall underwent extensive renovations. 

Subscriptions have steadily declined since then, and last year, Harold 

Gray, founder and artistic director for 35 years, announced his 

retirement. 

 

Cohen himself remains the same. On Sunday he projected a typically 

sober, unaffected demeanor and rock-solid physical control -- as I 

wrote a decade ago, "You could imagine placing a cup of coffee atop 

his right wrist at the beginning of the concert and retrieving it to drink 

at intermission." He was rhythmically free but true to meter, his 

dynamics were flexible yet subtle, and both his fingerwork and 

pedaling were precise, allowing for details, particularly inner voices, to 

shine through. His reading of Johannes Brahms' "Handel Variations" 

was genial, warm and delicate, with a magisterial fugue; his Frederic 

Chopin Scherzi were intense, dramatic tempests with centers of 

radiant, lyrical calm. 

 



The one piece not on that debut program, Ferruccio Busoni's 

transcription of J.S. Bach's D Minor Chaconne, originally for violin 

attested to Cohen's experience as a violinist, which he has credited 

with his approach to the piano. In a sense, the Chaconne belongs on 

the keyboard as much as on the violin, as Bach brought a sense of 

keyboard counterpoint to his works for solo violin, and Cohen reveled 

in the virtuosity of Busoni's arrangement. But at the same time, he 

gave a sense of tender cantabile, as though he were imagining bow on 

strings as he played. 

 

Cohen has said he is scaling back his solo recital appearances, but will 

continue to perform with orchestras, including the Oregon Symphony 

next February. After his concert, Sunday, he announced PPI's next 

season and spoke of his plans. Significantly, the series will return to 

Lincoln Hall and the format to two different programs per performer. 

Other changes remain to be decided, but if his presence as artistic 

director resembles in any way his presence at the keyboard, he 

promises excitement and renewal. 

 
-- James McQuillen 


