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If Brendel Were a Bagel, He Would Be an Everything
By JAMES BARRON

he question was, What kind of bagel would the author of "Cursing Bagels," a new lpmeoathat casts Beethovers abaker throwing a freshatch ofguess whainto the ovenlike? Cinnamon
raisin? Sun-dried tomatdumpernickel? Plain?

None, it turned out. The author, the pianist Alfred Brendel, cursed them all.
"I've never eaten bagels myself," he said. "It's not my regular fare."

So it went, when a reporter took a dozen bagels to an interview with Mr. Brendel, 73, who fammus for his off-puttingntensity in concert halls anécordingstudiosthan his laugh-out-louélinny
poems. The bagels went untouched by Bfendel'sbandaged fingers. (He said thendages protefingernailsthat tend tdoreak.)

Alfred Brendel? Poetry? It sounds almost as unusual as Alfred Brendel appearing with Adsiaon28, a cellist. Buflfred Brendel is doing that theskays,too. Theelder Mr. Brendel, who ifamousfor his
single-mindedness, is doing a kiafipublic multitasking. He is nearing the end afiaionwide touthat hasandwichegoetryreadings between concert datése his recitalat Carnegie Haltonight at8.
And his concert dates have been sandwiched betammarances withis son.They will performtogether twice next week, first at the 92nd Street Y on Tuesday, ttienlating S.Gilmore International
KeyboardFestival inkalamazoo, Mich.

So a conversation with Alfred Brendel during a stopover in New York (and a later telepteomewwith Adrian Brendelin Los Angeles on the way toracitalwith hisfather) veered frornthe sillinessof
poetry to the seriousness of their fateenpairings.

Alfred Brendel is also famous for his eccentricity: walking out of a restaurant because he cstathdibe backgroundnusic or,as he did before a concexith the baritone Matthias Goerne in Lésigeles
last month, insisting that the aipnditioning beshutoff because he could not stand bedtngly.

Or not eating the bagels.

But like any good multitasker, he compartmentalizes. He channels his pranksterish side —tieel agoeyo onto a statuef Mozart — into the poemsiot the pianoplaying.

"You read some of my poems, you'd think I'm just fooling around," he said. "I like fooling atmumat when | play.'Which iswhat his fans have come tmderstandMr. Brendel is known focarefully
focused, carefully thought out displagfsstruggleand stamina, like his Beethoven sonaj&le atCarnegieHall in the 1980's. Bycontrast, he makes the other telements of hisnultitasking —the poetry

readings and the performances with his son — saimdst accidental.

"l was not out to breed musicians at all," Mr. Brendel said. The way he described a recitAbwiewas 10 and playing movement of a Beethoven ceionatassounded distant and doubtfahttherecould
be another musician in the family, oleastone who was any good: "I wentltsten and said, "Welthis isdefinitely amusician, there is no doubt.' *

But they did not begin playing together in public until Adrian was in his 20's. "He very much whsttéds wouldhappen,'Alfred Brendel said, referrintp hisson, "andmy wife wished that itvould
happen.” So they mapped out a tyemr concerschedulesandwiching joint appearances amaingir otherdates.

"After the end of this year | shall leave him on his own," Alfred Brendel said. "I'm not that yaththave to look aftemyself,and he's an adult arsthouldbe ableto look after himself."
On to the son, who has performed and recorded chamber music in Europe and also feurmieetfastival in England, fothe obvious question: What islike, beingAlfred Brendel's son?'ve beenasked
it so many times, and | have no idea ofadhswer,"he said. "It can be a strugdiecause people jump ¢onclusionsrery quickly.When people see my name on slaene playbilesmy father, theyassume,

“He's only there because he's bad and he's his san'tieally doanythingaboutthat. It usedo botherme. It doesn't so much any more."

"This is the only thing we'll ever do as a duo," Adrian Brendel said. "It's something I've dreagio@thagince | was veryoung.He can't set aside years aghrsto play chamber music. I'ibrobablylook
back on this in 10 years' time and reafizéy what anexperience it's been. But it higs pros and cons."

More pros than cons, Adrian Brendel said. "My father gives me quite a lot of free rein," H&tsicbnic factor of this isgivenhow much Beethoven hgiayedin hislife, this is his firstencounteplaying
these pieces. I've been playing themdoite afewyears with various differemeople. Also, I'vébeenplaying an awfulot of chamber music for the last 10 yearscamtrast to myather, who'srery much a
soloist, very much in that mentality, a loner asete."

Back to the father. There are those of course who say that making a name for oredetedectualmay not be themartestourse for a performer. MBrendel like thepianist CharleRosen, hasritten a
number of books of essays owsic. Butpoetry?He stumbled into that bgccident, he said, duringd@ng and sleeplesiight to Japan.

His first poem was about a pianist who developed an extra index finger: not for coping witlpasslages, but for jabbingthe air when the other twaverebusy.Finally a pianist could give eoughing
concertgoer a hard time during a concert.

One bit of whimsy led to another. Soon Mr. Brendel, who writes in his native German, had paenghfor his firstolume,"OneFinger Too Many'(RandomHouse,1999). "Cursing Bagelsgublishedby
Faber & Faber, is made uptwanslationgby Mr. Brendel with the musicologiichard Stokes) gboems firspublished inGermany last year.

"Poetry has in a way changed my life," he said. "There may have been an inner need thatredabnite, which is doingomething which is completetgy own.Whenl play pieces of music,play works
that other people have composed. lttrglo justiceto their compositions. And whemwrite essays, Wantto relatesomething on aertain subject or a certatiimeme. lknow what | wantto write about.”

Poetry turned out to be different. "The poems tell me what to write," he said, "and | take it downyaying on themSometimes they are finishedickly, sometimest takes 15 versionsometimes throw
them away." And sometimespmingfrom someone who had a cult following apianist in hi®0's butdid notbecome a star untéter, they soundutobiographical:

Once upon a time

I was no wunderkind

Due to my obstinacy

Though

| became one later

Other poems in "Cursing Bagels" describe pianos hanging in a fireplace like blackenetsheakedpianos sound noblerAnd then there is the title poeitself, with its image of Beethoven abaker in
the afterlife, where, Mr. Brendel writes, "wmnmakeup for all we missed in life." Sthere is Beethovemurling doughinto the ovenas Mr. Brendel compardeethoven's sonataovements to pretzeésd
alludes to the musicologists Donald Francis Toveytégidrich Schenker.

In German, that poem was titled "Schimpfende Kipferl" — cursing kipferl, a crescent-sbapeaincake. Was somethirigst intranslation?

"You don't have kipferl here," Mr. Brendel said, "so | had to use something else."
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