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The classical pianist who found
a novel approach to down time

When Stephen Hough isn't being

a féted musician, he is writing poetry,
painting, or working on his book.
Ken Walton talks to the polymath
ahead of his Usher Hall concert

ocallStephen
‘ Houghone of the
greatestliving

British pianistsisto sell

short the startling array of
artistic talents this 55-year-
old Liverpudlian possesses.
Sure, Edinburgh audiences
will see himin his foremost
role on19 November as soloist
in Mendelssohn’s dazzling
FirstPiano Concertowith the
BaselChamber Orchestra, as
partofthe Usher Hall's Sunday
International Series What
they may notrealise, however,
isthatheisalsoa prize-
winning poet,aworthy painter
of abstractart,a composer

of significance, andnow a
novelist

Heis, without doubt,a
contemporary Renaissance
man,arampantpolymath,
whoseretiring countenance
beliesa mind that never sleeps,
never ceasestocreate [ts
acompulsion, says Hough.
“Thethings I do outside of
playingthe pianoaredone
outof an inner necessity, not
justbecause [ wantto try niy
hand atdifferentthings. I
would doasortofviolence to
myselfif Ididnt express myself
in the directly creativeways
of writing, bothwordsand
music”

Sowhy hashe turned to novel
writing? And justwhendid this
incessant globetrotter find the
time to write The Final Retreat,
thetaleofa priestwho has
lost hisfaith and issentby his
Bishoptoa silent retreat, where
he spills out histormentina
candid diary?

“Iwrote it over the past two
yearsor so, duringallthat
wasted travel and hotel time
thatfills ny life;” he says.

“The topic has interested

me forawhile: the priestas
wounded healer;whatis it
when someone who ismeant
tobring comfort, assurance
and certainty to people has lost
faithand morals inhisown
life?

Hough, an openly gay
Roman Catholic, thought
seriously of becoming a priest

himself, but thereis nothing
autobiographical about his
book “Theres nomusicin
thereatall, exceptin passing,
and the Irish childhood/
mother scenario isthe polar
opposite to my experience.

“But some of the broader
questions reflect ny own
questionsand Iwasable
to bring some of my past
religious reading - hundreds
oftheological books~ and
experiences into the story. But
[have NOT, unlike ny main
character, attended seedy
bedsitsin Greater Manchester
for casual sex.” he assures me.

Hough'sdebut novel,
published by Sylph Editions,
comesout nextMarchand
reflectsa love of writing down
wordsthat hasbeenwithhim
as long ashe's been able to hold
apen “In school my favourite
classwaswhen wewere
given a subjectfor anessay on
whichwe could freew heel” he
recalls. “And poetry: ['ve always
written itand loved theway
words interact, inmeaningand
insound”

Buritwas reading someone
else's words, a biography of
post-modernistwriter William
Burroughs, thatspurred him
ontowrite his own novel.
“He[Burroughs] wrote The
Naked Lunch as an assembly
of material he'd been carrying
around with himin a suitcase
- scraps of letters, jottings,
poems, essays. One day he and
Allen Ginsburgdecided topull
italltogetherintoanovel™

“Ithought thiscould bea
way for me towrite something
asItravelontheroad,sol
assembled over the courseofa
yeararound a hundred small
chapterson different topics, as
if itwere the notebook of the
character in my novel Thiswas
1y suitcase. Then camethe
hard workof pulling ittogether
A lotwasthrownaway,and
morewaswritten, butitgot me
started”

In his suitcase nextweekend
will be Mendelssohn's Piano
ConcertoNol,forwhich he
teams upwithanorchestra

Stephen Hough, main, andin
concert, above, is playing at
the Usher Hall on 19 November
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that fills my life”

he admires from previous
collaborations, though it’s his
first tour with themworking
under the baton of legendary
conductor, composerand
oboist Heinz Holliger.

“The BaselChamber
Orchestra isawonderful
ensemble, which playsthe
chamberrepertoirewith
so much conviction and
passion,” he says Aside from
the concerto, their upcoming
Edinburgh programmealso
includes Mendelssohns
Hebrides Overture, Schubert's
“Great” Symphony No 9,and
Holliger'sown MetaArca.

As for Houghs thoughts
on Mendelssohn'sshort
flamboyantsweepofa
concerto, itsa belter, he
reckons “Ithinkitisa
masterpiece, three totally
contrasting movements joined
together inone brilliantwhole.
It’'s full of life and full of melody,
most especially in the exquisite
second movementwhich isone
of the loveliest ‘SongWithout
Words' he wrote”

Surrounding that movement
is themusic ofa spirited
genius, explosions of virtuosity
that thrilland caress in equal
measure_“Ithinkthe key for
meto Mendelssohn’s musicis
the instruction con fuoco [with
fire]which appearsallthe time
inthe music. It'sthis inner fire
whichdrives itand saves it
from soundinglike it belongs
inthesalon,” Hough argues.

[trequires energy, mental
and physical, and that’s
something Hough has in
spades. Besides his busy
concerto schedule onboth

sides of the Adantic, his mind
is currently heavily engaged
on the complete Beethoven
concertos, which hewillrecord
in Spring 2019, Before that,
he hasanall-Debussy album
setforrelease artheend of
thisyear inanticipation of the
centenary of the composers
deathin2m8.

Somehow,withallthatgoing
on, Hough stillfinds time to
add significantlytohisown
compositional output, written
inastyle thatreconcilesthe
astringencies of modernism
withsoftening touchesof
tonality.“I've beenwriting
lots, including a Fourth Piano
Sonata,a songcycle on poems
of Gerald Manley Hopkinsand
OscarWilde,and an‘acappella’
piece for The Sixteen and its
director Harry Christophers
for the British Museum'snew
show of religiousart,” he
informs me.

[tsclear thatHough can
turn his hand to justabout ary
creative genre he fancies. We
know how brilliantly he plays
the piano. Theodds are he'll
turn out tobe as interesting a
novelist. For while he maybea
Jack-ofall-trades, hesproved
himselfso far to bea master of
themall

@ StephenHough performs
withthe Basel Chamber
Orchestra at the Usher Hall

on Sunday 19 November, 3pm,
tl ckets from £12.50, www.
usherhall co.uk; Hough's novel
‘ThéeFinal Retreat {s published
by SylphEditions inMarch
2018, www.s\vipheditions.comy
the-final-retreat




