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Arnaldo Cohen talks about 
his recital and taking the 
helm at Portland Piano 
International 
by James Bash on April 29, 2013 
 

 
 

After playing the final concert of Portland Piano Internationalʼs 
Recital Series at 4 pm on Sunday, May 5th at the Newmark 
Theatre, Arnaldo Cohen will switch hats and, as PPIʼs new 



Artistic Director, will announce the lineup for next seasonʼs recital 
series. Cohen, who enjoys a career as an internationally 
acclaimed pianist while teaching at Indiana University, will 
become only the second Artistic Director of PPI, following in the 
footsteps of Harold Gray, who founded the organization 34 years 
ago. 
 
I talked with Cohen over the phone while he was visiting his 
hometown of Rio de Janeiro. 
 
I have heard that this will be your final piano recital. Is that 
true? 
 
Cohen:  This is my final piano recital in Portland. As the Artistic 
Director of PPI, it would be a conflict of interest for me to give 
recitals. My life has been extremely busy. Iʼm m a professor on 
the faculty at Indiana University and I have a career as a 
professional pianist. I just got remarried last year. So when the 
opportunity with Portland Piano International came up, I decided 
to do it and give up the recitals. I will still do piano concertos but 
no more recitals. I hate to say never. I donʼt like that word. 
 
For your upcoming concert, you will play Bachʼs “Chaconne 
in D minor,” Brahmsʼs “Variations and Fugue on a Theme 
by Handel”, and three “Scherzos” by Chopin. Why did you 
choose these pieces? 
 



The Bach and Brahms were very important pieces at the 
beginning of my career. So, I thought that it would be great to tie 
my last recital in Portland with these works. That brings things to 
a full circle. The Bach “Chaconne” was originally a partita for solo 
violin, and violin was my first instrument. In Rio, I graduated in 
violin. When I was 19, I had three majors: piano, violin, and 
engineering.  The violin helped me a lot, because I became a 
violinist in the opera orchestra in Rio. So, it helped me to survive 
after I gave up engineering. So the Bach piece connects the 
violin with the piano by way of Busoni, one of the great pianists 
of the late 19th and early 20th Centuries.  The piece is basically 
a tribute to Bach by Busoni. 
 
The Brahms piece is a tribute from Brahms to Handel. Itʼs a great 
piece, and I played it in the Busoni International Piano 
Competition which I won, and that started my career as a 
professional piano. 
 
When I was a teenager, my father took me to piano recitals, and 
Iʼve never forgotten one that was given by an Italian pianist, who 
played the Chopinʼs “Fourth Scherzo.” I was so affected by the 
performance that I couldnʼt sleep.  I remember thinking, “My 
God, what would be the joy of playing this. Will I, one day, be 
able to do play this piece?” So these pieces are very personal. 
They belong to my youth, hopes, and dreams. 
 
You will be announcing from the stage the PPIʼs lineup for 



the 2013-2014 recital series. 
 
Cohen:  Yes, Iʼve been working very hard since September of 
last year on the schedule. Itʼs a very challenging job. Many 
artists have their schedules set two years in advance. Two of the 
six artists were difficult to get, because of scheduling problems. 
Also, we have to make arrangements for the space. PPI is going 
back to Lincoln Hall at Portland State University, which is a 
wonderful hall. I think that we will have an exciting recital series 
next season.  I hope to continue the wonderful job that Harold 
Gray has done over the 34 years that he has led the PPI. We 
owe him so much for the health and wonderful presence of PPI 
in the community. 
 
One of my goals is to re-establish two recitals in the PPI series. 
So that each time, an artist comes here, he or she gives two 
recitals. That is totally unique to Portland. It was that way before 
the economic crisis in 2008. No other piano series did that.  The 
first time I played in recital series here, I played to full houses on 
Sunday and Monday. I donʼt know of any other city in the world 
that has offered such an opportunity.  This isnʼt going to happen 
overnight, but it is a long-term goal. 
 
What words of advice do you have for young pianists who 
are serious about a career? 
 
Cohen:  First, they should subscribe to PPI!  [Laughs!] To have a 



career is complicated. I could write a book on the many elements 
that you need, in order to start. Besides a great love of music, 
you have to have quite a good self-assessment about your 
possibilities. You cannot pass by just comparing yourself with 
other pianists of your age and situation. You have to have the 
right teacher.  You have to have a good education in music. You 
have to play chamber music. You have to go to opera. You have 
to go to symphonic concerts. You have to open your mind. The 
piano is a percussive instrument, but good piano playing is one 
that doesnʼt sound like a piano. Thatʼs the great paradox. You 
have to have ideas in your mind, songs in your mind that the 
piano can imitate. There are competitions to enter and the 
competition is difficult. One has to be sure and aware of the 
insane work ahead. Itʼs a hard task to embark on. And the 
moment you develop everything that you need in order to 
become a professional, you will still need three basic things, as 
Rubenstein used to say, and they are “Luck, luck, and luck.” 
[Laughs!] 
 
Speaking of competitions, it seems that there is a piano 
competition going on some where in the world every day of 
the week. 
 
Cohen:  Thereʼs a fellow in Holland by the name Gustav Alink, 

who publishes a book with all of the competitions.  Itʼs absolutely 
incredible. I think that competitions can be a good way to start a 



career. But there are a few people like Evgeny Kissin whose 

genius is recognized by everyone so he never needed to win a 
competition. For PPIʼs 2014-15 season, I hope to bring someone 

like that. 


