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COMPETITION FOCUS

Music, like sport, has been associated for 
centuries with competition. Whether 
it is the Olympics or a keyboard duel of 
Scarlatti versus Handel, such undertakings 

demonstrate our evolutionary predisposition for 
competitiveness. Bartók famously said that competitions 
are for horses, but there is no doubting their popular 
appeal for both the participant learning from the 
experience and the fascinated audience witnessing it. The 
uniqueness of amateur competitions is that contestants 
come from different professional backgrounds but share 
one thing in common: an enthusiasm for the piano. 

One of the first amateur competitions to be established, 
the International Competition for Outstanding Piano 
Amateurs in Paris was created by Gérard Beckerman in 
1989 as an ‘anti-competition’, emphasising congeniality 
over rivalry. Beckerman, a professor of economics and 
graduate of the École Normale de Musique, understood 
the agonising conflicts of career choice and how this can 
lead to double lives. ‘For piano I was always an economist, 

and for economics always a pianist.’ He admits artistic life 
is a difficult, complex and a risky business, so he sought 
to give opportunities to those who did not choose it as 
their profession.  

The annual event, with a minimum age limit of 18, 
allows entrants to choose their own programme. The 
jury consists of renowned pianists and personalities 
and a second panel comprises more than 20 critics from 
national and international media. Prizewinners gain not 
only financial rewards but also a concerto performance at 
the Sorbonne, inspiring many to participate. An audience 
prize is also awarded. 

This successful formula has been replicated at many 
other competitions, such as the Cliburn International 
Amateur Piano Competition, where the festival 
atmosphere encourages pianists to compete, learn and 
socialise. The competition was inaugurated in 1999 at 
the request of Nela Rubinstein, wife of Arthur. It is a 
quadrennial event, lasting for seven days. Forty-eight 
pianists are selected to compete, and public performances 

Increasing numbers of amateur pianists across the globe are putting themselves to the 
test in front of professional juries and public audiences – all in the name of love for their 
instrument. Eva Doroszkowska uncovers the reasons behind the surge in popularity of 
competitions for amateurs

Addictive passion

Amateur pianist and 
periodontist Thomas 

Yu: ‘I strive to be 
an ambassador for 

amateur musicians’
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run alongside seminars on repertoire, practice and 
performance techniques, and chamber music.  

Among the host of social events there is even a casual 
but lively bar night for participants and jurors alike to 
mingle and let their hair down. New in 2020 is the selection 
of 24 non-competing pianists to attend the festival. 
President Jacques Marquis stresses, ‘In every competition 
the audience is there to help them through the process, 
and we are there to make the journey as fun as possible’.

This convivial aspect is also true of the Piano 
Bridges International Competition, held every July 
in St Petersburg. The competition is named after its 
creator, Natalia Dobrovolskaya, who initiated it at her 
own expense a decade ago. As in Paris and Texas, the 
competition has grown in size. Committee member 
Nadezhda Chestnova says: ‘The standard of participants 
is becoming higher each year. I think this is down to 
the internet as more and more people learn about the 
competition. There are quite well-known amateurs who 
perform in their own circles and play at a very high level.’

The growth in popularity of such competitions appears 
to go hand in hand with rising standards. Dominic Piers 
Smith, winner of the Paris Amateur in 2012 and a Formula 
One aerodynamic engineer, explains: ‘There are many 
aspects to it: the social side, the motivation to push yourself 
and the opportunity to play for and with other people.’ For 
Smith, a key motivation was playing with an orchestra. 
He didn’t consider entering a competition at first, but he 
wanted to buy a new piano, and a win would enable him 
to do that and perform a concerto. ‘By going through each 
round, I realised how much progress I was making, which 
in itself became a little addictive.’ While his job is stressful, 
he shares the same view as many others who enter these 
competitions: ‘I have to have music in my life.’

For Fali Pavri, concert pianist and juror at the 2016 
Cliburn Amateur, the experience is ‘remarkable and very 
humbling. The social mix is unusual, but they all share 
the same love. Many seem to know each other and meet 
for a reunion. It’s a kind of club.’ Chestnova comments 
that in St Petersburg, while ‘communication with 

professionals of course attracts attention’, the convivial 
atmosphere is also a significant pull. ‘Participants call 
themselves an “International Family of Amateur Pianists”. 
Our competition is primarily a support for people who 
are passionate about playing the piano.’ Professional 
ensembles and jury members offer masterclasses, and the 
competition concludes with a boat trip on the River Neva. 

Organisers and jurors of amateur competitions all 
agree that the standard is more variable than in their 
professional counterparts, but as Pavri emphasizes, 
‘People come to hear good music and that’s what they get’. 
Audiences are also intrigued by the backstories, inspired 
by the efforts of people who manage to find time to fit 
practice into busy work schedules, be they office workers, 
judges, dentists or doctors. There is generally a wide range 
of repertoire and no restrictions other than time, with 
works performed from memory or with the score. 

Often the most impressive factor is the interpretative 
depth demonstrated by participants. Pavri says, ‘It 
might not always be note-perfect but people play with 
heart, in an individual way that you might not hear 
on the mainstream competition circuit.’ This focus 
on love is instilled in the philosophy common to all 
amateur competitions. As Beckerman stated, ‘There is 
always something worth discovering even if their finger 
technique is short. I prefer poetry to grammar.’

The essence of amateur competitions is their goal 
of celebrating music-making and inspiring learning, 
rather than launching professional careers. Thomas Yu, a 
periodontist and winner of both the Paris Amateur (2006) 
and the Cliburn Amateur (2016), says, ‘There were multiple 
instances when I thought of quitting my academic studies 
to pursue music. I spent a lot of sleepless nights trying to 
figure out who I wanted to be. I found out about the Paris 
Amateur and felt it was a calling for me. I entered, won 
and 10 years later won the Van Cliburn Amateur. It opened 
many doors that I never thought possible. It was a turning 
point in my life to see myself as an amateur pianist. I 
respect anyone who chooses to be a professional musician 
because I didn’t have the courage to do so, but since these 
competitions, I have embraced the word “amateur” and 
strive to be an ambassador for amateur musicians.’

A powerful tool for promoting classical music and 
all the values it embodies, ‘a competition is naturally 
a moment in time and like wine will evolve over time’, 
concludes Jacques Marquis. 

What is on offer, in generous doses, is the beautiful lesson 
of work and perseverance. As Thomas Yu says, ‘You are 
never too busy to find time to do the things you love’. IP

The 8th Cliburn International Amateur Piano Competition 
takes place 24-30 May 2020. Applications close on 16 
January 2020. cliburn.org/2020-amateur-competition 

Applications for the 2021 International Piano 
Competition for Outstanding Amateurs are now open. 
Deadline: 1 September 2020. pianoamateurs.com 

Supportive 
environment: St 
Petersburg’s Piano 
Bridges International 
Competition
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