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Arnaldo Cohen ends and 
begins well 
May 10, 2013 by Jeff Winslow 
 

 

Arnoldo Cohen playing on Cinco de Mayo / Photo by Jim Leisy 
 



Portland Piano International is changing the guard.  Beloved 
founder and visionary director Harold Gray is retiring after 34 
years, and the baton is passing to Brazilian-born, internationally 
recognized, newly American pianist Arnaldo Cohen.  At the 
Newmark Theatre last Sunday – Cinco de Mayo – Cohen 
celebrated his new position by sharing, in a farewell performance 
as a touring recitalist, some of his most personal favorites. 
 Outside, the city basked in early summery weather; inside, the 
audience basked in the warmth of his presentation.  Nor did this 
emanate only from fingers touching keys; the pianist often half-
turned his head toward us, as if to say, “this is just for you.” 
 
What better way to start than Ferruccio Busoniʼs loving homage 
to Bach, his arrangement of the D minor violin Chaconne?  An 
Italianate warmth suffuses it, which flowed over us in Cohenʼs 
demonstrative interpretation.  Each of the myriad variations of 
the theme was given its own distinctive personality by manifold 
means, some subtle, some dramatic. 

 



 

Arnaldo Cohen 

The same sensitive handling of variation form was on display in 
Brahmsʼs “Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Handel”.  Many 
a virtuoso powers through this work as if it were a mere exercise, 
approaching the end almost out of breath with nowhere to go. 
 Cohen judged all this well and gave the final page all the weight 
it deserves.  Of course, in such a multifarious work, there are 
always potential tiffs about interpretation.  There were a few 
variations I wish he had taken slower – there is longing, even 
mystery available when one does – but on the other hand, the 
20th variation, which is so often rushed, instead floated out on a 
sea of otherworldly chromaticism.  It was just one of many 
delicious offerings. 
 
Excitement mounted after intermission with the four Chopin 
Scherzos.  ”Scherzo” means “joke” in Italian, but it seems since it 
was a German, and a North German (Beethoven) no less, who 
first started attaching that word to pieces of music, there has 



always been an aggressive edge to the humor.  In Chopinʼs first 
three such works, the edge tends to overwhelm, like a comic 
desperately trying to get a laugh by pouring out all his troubles.  

 
The first is particularly intense, and a soft, sweet middle section 
that quotes a folk song from Chopinʼs Polish motherland only 
seems to throw that intensity into relief.  After two bells of doom, 
we are sucked into a tragic whirl, which again and again is 
arrested so we can hear the composerʼs protesting cries.  But 
ultimately Cohen played the lover, not the fighter.  The final 
climax builds to one of the most brutal discords ever written 
before Stravinsky, and would seem to call for an attack which 
risks breaking strings.  Cohen almost seemed to shield us from 
it, and softened the further brutality of the final open fifth in the 
left hand by adding a third which is not in the score. 
 
In the mercurial second Scherzo, however, he was completely in 
his element.  He knew just when to charge ahead, just when to 



take time to sing out, and in the middle section with its many 
repetitions of a yearning phrase, his limitless variations in 
manner and voicing charmed every time.  Here, the final climax 
was even more exciting than in the first Scherzo, but there is no 
brutality, only exuberance, and Cohen was irresistible.  If I had to 
pick the high point of the concert, this was it. 
 
The third is not played as much as the others.  It seems all over 
the place – beginning mysteriously, but building into a crazy 
homage to the scherzo in Beethovenʼs ninth symphony, before 
subsiding into a chorale-like tune (which, however, to modern 
ears sounds like a quote of “How Dry I Am”).  On the other hand, 
interludes in this tune sparkle like few other things in Chopin. 
 Towards the end, it reappears one last time, making us forget all 
extraneous references in a rapturous climax before drowning in a 
whirlwind racing toward a final shout of insane triumph.  In 
Cohenʼs understanding hands it all worked, and worked well. 
 

 



In the final Scherzo, Chopin finally lets the sunshine in.  It is 
brilliant and touching by turns, and Cohen caught each mood 
and drove all to a thoroughly joyful conclusion.  At the same time, 
he didnʼt let us forget the edginess of the group.  To be honest, I 
prefer interpretations in which the laughter is entirely delightful, 
with a sigh thrown in here and there, like the laughter of lovers.  
 
But there is integrity in retaining a certain nervousness – not at 
all to be confused with performance nerves, and, in fact, 
impossible to bring off with them – and presenting this last joke 
with something more like bravado, a bravado which carries the 
day in the end.  Sheer delight was reserved for the encore.  The 
so-called “Minute” Waltz is something of a chestnut, but Cohenʼs 
was distinctive, deft and warmly lyrical by turns.  It was the 
perfect choice. 
 
In endings are often beginnings, and this recital was auspicious 
on both counts.  Cohen introduced the programs to be heard 
next season, and they are nothing if not impressive.  Many of the 
pianists will give somewhat different programs on two nights, 
which is a welcome addition.  I strongly encourage two further 
additions in future seasons.  Portland has a thriving 
contemporary classical scene, and pianists should be brought in 
who will play to that as well as to the traditionalists. 
 
Thanks to Harold Grayʼs vision, new work has been particularly 
prominent in past summer festivals, another beloved PPI offering 



that should be restored as soon as possible, some way or 
another.  Itʼs been too long since weʼve heard Ligeti Etudes on 
stage in Portland, not to mention the works of any number of 
living composers – some right here in town – who are, in their 
various ways, seeking to reconnect with audiences lost in the 
latter half of the 20th century.  I hope that, as he settles into the 
place called Portlandia, Maestro Cohen tunes into these vibes 
and acts decisively on them. 
 
Jeff Winslow is a composer, pianist, a founding member of 
Cascadia Composers, and an electrical engineer. 


