FIGHTING BACK
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to detach a muscle from her back, pull it up and
reattach it under her left shoulder blade giving
her a completely new muscle to do the job of the
three muscles which had been removed. It was
her only hope for ever regaining the use of her
left arm

This time there was to be no 5;'..1}‘”'.!‘.: back to
the keyboard. Fialkowska was forbidden to move
her arm for five months, except with a physio.
therapist — she even had to sleep m a brace

They were tough times, even for one so deter
n'mn:l.‘”:.' Positive. | .\[L\\pp:".! |i.~.h:|1|:1:._; to massg, ot
wiats just too much for me, she remembers. 'One
day | puton a dise of Solti L'L"l1|.‘:|l.|4.'t||1.“u_]h overtures
with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and
:-u-.idfnl_\' [ lost it and eried and eried. This was iy
music - this was my passion. It was like looking
intar this desperate black hole
Fialkowska showed her mettle
again. During recovery she wrote a book of
memoirs about her life, particularly about her
friendship with Rubinstein, and she put renewed

:\'um.'rh','l'.'\l..

etforts into her longstanding music vutreach
charity, Piano Plus

While the industey at large may not have given
herashoulder to cry on, the support she received
from her fellow musicians was tremendous
‘Every day from wherever he was in the world |
gotan email, or a phone call from Emanuel {Ax)
Angela Hewint, Imogen Cooper, and Geoffrey
Swann were also a wonderful support; abways
asking, caring, phoning, writing’

Finally the doctors allowed her to try and start
moving her arm. Germany s renowned centre
for prosthetics, the Hessing Clinic, designed her
aspecial brace which held her left arm up to the
kevboard. She hated having to wear it - Tt made
me feel uncomfortable and handicapped. she re
members - but she knew it was a vital part of her
recovery: Alongside highly specialised physio-
therapy and many slow painful hours of excrcises,
with the help of‘Brace Kelly' Fialkowska set
about the arduous task of re-teaching her hand
to play, She could keep her hand at the keyboard
tor short bursts but the most immediate problem
was that she could only move her arm Laterally,
andwitha very small range.

For a Liszt, Chopin and Brahms ahcionado
this was not good but typically she came up with
a solution; to F‘].‘I} the l*.jfl.‘lqlm' works which only
required the centre of the keyboand - Bach and
Mozart in particular "My heart sank a little bir
when | :|'|Llug|‘||: | couldn't get far enough dewn to
the left to play Chopin. Beautiful as [those ather
works| were | really, really hoped | could get as far
as Chopin. That was my absolute goal. Bit by bit,
as strength and movement allowed, she returned
to her old repertory

It was clear to her that she needed to get back
inte the game, and as her lifes passion she wanted

nu'.hmg more. With no agent, her husband
took on the task ofbooking her concerts. The
industry is extremely unlbrsn'mg_ Competition is
greatand | knew to make a comeback [ had to do
it as quickly and as dramatically as possible’ No
wonder then, that in Janwary 2004 she included
the Chopn B minor sonata in her trivmphant
and emotional two-handed retam to the stage.

You might have thought that would be where
the storywould end. But for Fialkowska there
weere still several more mountains to climb, For
almost two years of performing she had been
cancer-free until one hq:.trl.-:il:i.hpputg dav she
tound out her cancer had returned, this time in
her lung, It came back not onee but three times
in 2003, 2006 and 2007

Such devastatingly bad fortune seems unpust
on many levels Having succeeded in making a
big-splash comeback in 2004 in spite of every-

-l

Performers are terrified their career will be halted
becanse of their problem, ifthe industry finds
out. Often people will play through the pain to
keep their injuries a secret

It is understandable
around a career completely bound up with their
identity and they want nothing to put that at
risk. Wayne has frequently seen players create a
unigue technigue so that they can literally play

amusicians life revolves

around the problem, something which Fialkowska
has also done to an extent, moving her body
around to help her arms, To a degree thisis a
sensible solution, but Wane is convinced that
the impact of this cin cause many more serious
|.":‘L1h|t'm$ To that end BAPAM has a team of doe-
tors and specialists including leading arthopedic
surgeons, physiotherapists and rheumatologists
as well as 2 team who hope to redress the lack of
health education specific to performing artists.

 Performers are terrified their career

will be halted because of their problem.
Often people will play throughlthe pain to

keep their injuries a secret )

thing, it was particularly unfair to be faced with
her career in jeopardy again. Husband Harey's
work as her agent was paying off and concerts in
Morth America were building up fast. While she
never hid the fact she wasill again, she certainly
didn't want to broadcast the fact that her cancer
had returned.

The lung operations were agony:. To get to
my lungs they had to go through my ribs - they
didn’t dare go through my back because they
dide't want to ruin miv new mascle. It was far
more painful everi than the arm operations,

I effect you can call it huck that the lung can
cers fell in the summer where thiere was less work
50 | dicdn’t really have vo cancel that much each
time, she savs. Luck? Nota word that Springs to
mind. But such was her desperation not to miss
out again. It was as if the music industry was be-
coming as much of a battleground as the hospital

It doesn't seem right that an artist of such
considerable talent can feel so much at the mercy
of the wheels of the industry, But of course “The
show must go on, and the hard fact is that for
every person whose career falls down, for what-
ever reason, there is someone else to step into the
limelight

Naomi Wayne, chief executive of BAPAM
— the British Association for Performing Arts
Medicing - las seen this }-mblcm time and again

Of Flalkowslkas lung operations she says
'|1I-!__EI!'I¢'I.II\.'|'I.||:| I just didn't want to miss out on
concerts” After the last operation in 2007 she per-
formed the Chopin E minor just six weeks later

Fialkowska is not unrealistic. She thinks it was
‘predictable’ that things were tough, but she is
frank when she describes the industry as vold
and caleulating and wishes it was not so. T wish
there were a few more idealists in the administra
tive side of the music business, she savs, [ These
davs] it really is much more of a business and
much less an artistic idealistic endeavour”

O top of the emotional difficulties the
threat of inancial ruin is 2 serious pressune on
thase who suffer a setback in their career. In
Fualkowska’s case — with six operations including
the biopsy and two years out of work, 45 well as
Harry having a whole year out of work to be with
heer — the costs before US health care reforms
were extortionate, Ifshe had not just inherited
some money after her mother died, she believes
she would have lost her home

David Sulkan, chief executive of the Musicians
Benevolent Fund, is no stranger to musicians fa
ing difhicultios in their careers. There 1s no hinger of
blame here! he says with reference to Falkowska
‘But | think the profession itself doesn't really
reflect on whit it does to its performers. |1 think
the industry could be helped to be much more ¥
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thoughttul about the way it behaves. She might
expect sone lovalty from the administrative side
of the industry, The fact was she was suddenly
untouchable when she actually needed support,
lowe anel respect. You're either earning and makmg
money for your agent or vou're not. Its very cruel’

Unknown to Fialkowska her situation ts ex-
actly the sort that the fund could have helped. It
gives out approximately £2.3m each year to musi-
cians tacing all sorts of problems, from young
P|.Ij|':.'r\'. tor thiose with career difficulties. ﬁglﬂ up
to pensioners in need r.'-t'|1|:]i1 with |mu_-cu1_g

Fialkowska 51.1}‘[.":]\' describes herself as from
the old school in the way she plays and in the way
she thinks. 1 strongly believe that classical music
was never meant 1o be a money -|!1.1L'||1g business
There is something wrong about that whole con-
cept. She cites Rubinstein, who Bimously never
asked for a fee greater than what could be taken
at the box office and who, even up to his last tour
of England was playing in smaller towns such as
Famborough and Huddersfield,

There's a terrible attitude now. People go and
see concerts, they don't go and hear them. Its
different. | eeally believe it's changed that much,
There is now so much emphasis on m.ul;.qunl:
and publicity and that is something | truly had no
knowledge of. Luckily Harey did and does!

Fialkowska started her career in the ‘Rubin-
stein age’ — she inherited his managers, the
Hurok Company, many of whom started their
careers in the early 20th century —and mockingly
describes herself as ‘a dinosaue? Although she was
completely off work for only two years, her illness
represents a watershed. ‘Either | want to F|.1'.' or
[ don't. she admits. To that end she has hired an
mdependent PR agent to publicise her UK dates.

The very thought is clearly sull alien to her: 'If
someone had suggested to Rubinsten 40 years
ago that he needed 2 pulﬁlu,'hl he would have
laughed in their face. But these days it's necessary
That's been a big eve opener

Fialkowska is still on the look-out fora
European agent. Having started her career with
.1geuts I-.1|ll|‘15|T into her |.l|:1 1L 1% ot =0 CASY NOW 35 A
mid d!t‘-.‘lged woman in the middle of her career.
It is something which is understandably a little
hard to swallow. "What is difficult is that by now |
would have 1.['11.1I.J$‘|1[ it would no lon ger be neces-
sary — that it would all be automatic,

The thing which keeps her going bs music itself
“There will abways be musicians who are musicians
out of love of music and there will abways be a core
sudience that will love to come to concerts for the
music and for no other reason - that I'm comvinced
of It makes me more determined than ever to keep
on playing:

Last month Fialkowksa was given the all
clear, and she is now celebrating three vears of
buing cancer-free. Until then she has really been

living day by day: waiting for the tests every few
menths and knowing that while she continued to
build up her career, the whaole thing could come
'u:]'-'l."‘h]ﬂ!: LiL'F'l'l'I'I 4 any moinent, ﬂlﬂ..'llﬁ -rh Cre WS
always the thought —what if they find some-
thing? But now my next appointment is nearky a
vearaway | know everything is going to be ok |
am looking into the future for the very first time

There s much to look forward o, She has 30
concerts scheduled for 2010 including a wel.
come return to the UK and the world premiere
of a Chopin-inspired piano concerto Prelud
Viardations written for her by lohn Burge. Her
double-album 4."1.’LI|’]\.'I|:"'I.I:'I études and sonatas will
be ne-released in June and she has plans to make a
dise 1.\!'|v-..w:r-l:nr-wn Liszt pleces next year

Her current release Chapin Recital (ATMA
k'|.i~i~'1quu] reached Mo | on Amazon's best-seller
list ower Easter and has had rave reviews. Amid a
predictable sea of Chopin anniversary releases, hers
has been deseribed as ‘without doubt one of the
most beautiful contributions” (| Frank Sicbert, Fono-
Forum Germany ) with 'mothing maore enjoyable or
recommendable’ (| Andrew Clark, Fiurcial Tines)
"Wriap your ears around the neal thing, Nomuan
Lebrecht <aid.

While things have been quite impossibly tough
for her, and remain unfaidy so at times, Fialkows-
kas refusal to give up in the face of adversity is
inspiring. She is feted for herwam, intimate play-
ing, eschewing unnecessary theatrics Similarly she
speaks in a quict and self-effacing way, brushing
off difficulties. Underneath it though, there is iron
strength, ‘In these tremendous life-and-death situ-
ations vou suddenly realise what you are capable
of and what you are not capable of, The most im
portant thing is once vou know all about voursell
go on and think about other people - thinking
about other }n:u'l]*]:.'. like Harry, is reallv what got
me throwgh it.

Drespite remaining in pain 0% of the time
she repearedly astounds her doctors as het arm
continues o improve, some six years on. [ was
rold that it would plarean after two years but | am
playing pieces this year that [absolutely couldn't
play, even three years ago. In a way the difficultics
of the comeback have been beneficial to me. Ifit
had come too quickly | wouldn't have been able
te do it and | could have injured my arm agan

Throughout her life Chopin has been at the
heart of her work and soul and it is Atting that his
anniversary has coincided with her full retum to
the stage. She says sinsply. The day thar | realised |
could play Chopin again was one ofthe happiest
days of my life

feniser Fralkowska plavs Cadogan Hall, Londan an 25
and 27 May eed Faicfieldd Hafl, Crenedon on 26 May
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PIANISTS' CASEBOOK
MENG-CHIEH LIU

Taiwanese pianist
whao suffered from
an exceedingly rare
disorder of the im-
mune system which
left him in hospital
wesghing just six
stone, His right hand
wiats 50 atrophéed he could barely press the notes
on @ keyboard, but two months after surgeons
implanted a titanium nail 1o replace a withered
tenden in his hand he started to play again and
made his comeback. He continues to perfarm
and teach

MARGARET FINGERHUT

Frozen shoulder
caused her night
arm 1o get more
and more painful
and immaoiile untl
shie was virtually
paralysed. After an
operation she faced
a long road back to the concert platform, but
she has successfully made it and continues to
perfom today

LEON FLEISHER

Suffered from focal
dystonia causing a
twisting in the mus-
cles of the fingers
on his mght hand.
His performances for
left hand becama
legendary though
in recent years he has re-acquired the use of his
right hand with the help of botox injections

PAUL WITTGENSTEIN

Thie prarast who famously lost his nght arm

m world war one
but continued 1o
perform with his
left hand only. He
developed unigue
technigues to play
including pedal and
hand movement
combinations that allowed him to play music
previously deemed impossible far one hand, The
wiorks he commissioned for the left hand form
its core repertaire including Strauss, Prokofioy,
Ravel and Britten
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