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San Francisco Chronicle
Joshua Kosman

March 06, 2010
Music review: Symphony premieres musical essay

Charles Ives is generally cited as the great progenitor of American classical music, but it turns out that the tendrils of his influence and his example have an international reach. Ives' transcendentalist fervor takes on a Russian cast in Victor Kissine's "Post-scriptum," a beautiful, mysterious orchestral essay that had its world premiere in Davies Symphony Hall on Thursday night.

The work was commissioned by (and dedicated to) Michael Tilson Thomas and the San Francisco Symphony, who played the piece with a wonderful combination of tender specificity and verve. And those qualities were the thematic constants in a largely powerful concert
Kissine, who was born and raised in the Soviet Union and relocated to Belgium in 1990, describes "Post-scriptum" as a response to Ives' metaphysical masterpiece "The Unanswered Question." The links are not so much thematic as structural - like its model, Kissine's work unfolds in a series of restlessly questing episodes, each one approaching nearer to some elusive epiphany.

A listener can hear the growing certainty of this quest, proceeding from the shimmery mood of anticipation that infuses the first third of the piece to the increasingly definitive statements by the brass and timpani. Yet each attempt to reach a firm musical conclusion winds up imploding, vanishing into the near-silence of doubt and afterthoughts.

Like his older Russian compatriots, Sofia Gubaidulina and Alfred Schnittke - whose influence mingles with that of Ives in "Post-scriptum" - Kissine writes in a distinctive middle range between melody and pure texture. Dramatic themes will emerge for the space of five or six notes, then subside into a wash of virtuosically rendered orchestral color.

Kissine's mastery of the orchestra, in fact, is one of the most striking aspects of "Post-scriptum." The big chords that well up at the piece's main structural points are superbly weighted and characterized - sometimes as sheer mass, sometimes built with a detectably hollow core - and the vague echoes that linger after each one, like the afterimage of a bright light on the retina, are marvelous inventions.

Thomas and the orchestra gave a sensitive reading of the piece, full of nuance and empathy, and then roared into the second half with superb accounts of two orchestral showpieces<…>

New York Times
By ANTHONY TOMMASINI
Published: March 28, 2010
Invigorated by Challenges, an Eager Symphony Steps Up

San Francisco SymphonyMichael Tilson Thomas
Carnegie Hall
<…>Thursday’s concert highlighted Mr. Thomas’s gift for making intriguing programs out of seemingly unlikely works, and his good track record of presenting compelling works by living composers often unfamiliar to American audiences.

He began with the New York premiere of Victor Kissine’s “Post-scriptum” (2010). I cannot remember ever having heard a work by Mr. Kissine, born in St. Petersburg, Russia, in 1953. But I will not soon forget “Post-scriptum.”

This 18-minute score, Mr. Kissine has written, is a variation on the philosophical theme of Ives’s “Unanswered Question.” It opens not with soft, sustained, holistically diatonic string chords, as in the Ives, but with a cosmic rustling, pierced by eerie high harmonics produced by string bows drawn across the edges of metallic percussion instruments. The piece becomes a succession of precisely realized sounds: repeated-note ripples from the harps that seem to evoke Russian balalaikas; whooshing gestures from chimes; grippingly atonal chords that result from a slow pileup of notes in the strings and winds; fleeting volleys from the brasses, complete with gnashing slides.

It is hard to build a piece from colors and gestures, however individually captivating. Mr. Kissine does it, though I am not sure how. Mr. Thomas can claim some credit because he led such a vivid, coolly controlled performance.
<…>
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By Allan Ulrich
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Michael Tilson Thomas’s musical preoccupations have ranged far and wide during his 15-year stewardship of the San Francisco Symphony. There’s no better gauge of where the conductor’s interests are currently lodged than hearing the orchestra on tour. Next week, the orchestra launches a five-city trek across North America. The predictably seasoned offering, Mahler’s “Resurrection” Symphony, will alternate with a compelling mixed programme that epitomises what the audience at home on the west coast is enjoying this year.

Victor Kissine’s commissioned Post-scriptum is the latest of several works given here recently by Russian composers of the post-Shostakovich generation. This one, happily, falls into no category, though it does retain the spiritual (albeit non-denominational) aura favoured in eastern Europe. The 17-minute essay boasts an American inspiration, The Unanswered Question, Charles Ives’ mystic, eternally mysterious essay for solo trumpet and orchestra, which Kissine discovered at the Leningrad Conservatory decades ago, when his model was unknown in Russia. 

Post-scriptum isn’t so much a gloss as it is a reframing of its predecessor on a broader canvas. The forces are more varied and the palette is more intense in Kissine’s shimmering, inventive opus. The composer, a meticulous craftsman, reiterates the evolving question-and-answer structure of the Ives, but in a more extroverted manner. A bow is drawn across a cymbal, a Wagner tuba buoys a brass consort. The harmonies are luscious. Strings rise to crescendos and subside. A solo violin proposes an elegiac melody. The percussion tinkles in response. We face the void.

Tilson Thomas led with enormous conviction.
<…>
San Jose Mercury News
By Richard Scheinin

03/05/2010 

Review: San Francisco Symphony debuts shimmering new work by Victor Kissine
The San Francisco Symphony is limbering up this week at Davies Hall for a cross-country tour that will end at Carnegie Hall. It's flexing its big muscles and working on its micro-motor skills.

At Thursday's test-run, one could sense the mission. Music director Michael Tilson Thomas has chosen four showcase pieces — two requiring porcelainlike micro-precision, another two drawing on full-blooded bravura — and he and his players already were bringing them into high relief. 

The program began with the world premiere of "Post-scriptum," commissioned by the Symphony from Russian composer Victor Kissine. This is one of the porcelain works, exquisitely crafted. It's as if Kissine has found a hidden door, opened it — and on the other side are sounds from the edges of perception, which he amplifies and brings into super-focus.

The 20-minute work is inspired by Charles Ives' "The Unanswered Question," in which a lonely trumpet asks what Ives dubbed "The Perennial Question of Existence," one that is finally answered by silence. Kissine uses it as source material, quoting and transmuting it. And, like any worthy piece, it makes you forget about its source. Kissine creates the most fantastic shimmerings and fleeting effects. You might imagine yourself inside a bank of fog; an instant of Debussy, frozen and magnified. Dozens of these micro-details are knitted into recurring threads — a scurrying piano riff that moves as a wave, threateningly, through the orchestra — and a story line emerges. The music is hyper-refined, but its reserve masks an emotional richness that touches on Romanticism. 

Thursday, toward the end of this exceptionally fine-tuned performance, concertmaster Alexander Barantschik played a simple, rising song that merged with the high-frequency notes of a bowed marimba key; what an imagination Kissine has. The effect was beautifully gut-wrenching.
<…>
Musical America
Georgia Rowe

March 10, 2010
SF Symphony Warms Up for National Tour
Novelty is generally a good thing on orchestral programs, and the San Francisco Symphony’s March 4 subscription concert at Davies Symphony Hall opened with something brand-new: the world premiere of Victor Kissine’s “Post-scriptum,” a richly scored orchestral work inspired by Charles Ives and dedicated to Michael Tilson Thomas, who ushered it into the repertoire with style.

Thursday’s program, repeated several times on the weekend, was noteworthy for its polish, a new layer of luster the orchestra seems to have acquired throughout the last few years’ work on its decade-long Mahler recording project. It’s hard to pinpoint, but suffice it to say that the more time these musicians spend in the Romantic era, the better they sound. 

Kissine’s “Post-scriptum,” a San Francisco Symphony commission, fit right in. The Russian born, Brussels-based composer, who describes the 20-minute score as his answer to Ives’s “The Unanswered Question,” creates an atmosphere suggestive of the restless, questing quality of the earlier work; this is music that touches on Romanticism, yet never fully comes to ground. Employing a subdued palette and an alternating sequence built on five tones, Kissine deploys quivering string sound, bits of Ivesian marches, bursts of bells and cymbals and moments of expectant silence, all rising up and receding in fleeting glimpses; the effect manages to be simultaneously abstract and nostalgic. 

Toward the end of the piece, a solo violin contributes a simple, folk-inspired melody; concertmaster Alexander Barantschik played it with his customary plaintive tone. “Post-scriptum” emerged a beautifully crafted, exquisitely detailed work, and Tilson Thomas conducted its nascent performance with insight and affection.
<…>
The San Francisco Examiner
Stephen Smoliar

March 07, 2010
Questions and answers
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One of the most iconic compositions of the twentieth century is Charles Ives' brief orchestral study, "The Unanswered Question," which he first sketched in 1906 but did not complete until 1941.  Both the philosophy behind the title and the musical realization of that philosophy now seem indicative of a span of time that Isaiah Berlin declared to be "the most terrible century in Western history."  In the early seventies this music had a profound effect on a young Leningrad Conservatory student, Victor Kissine, who came to appreciate it through the good graces of a correspondence with Nicolas Slonimsky.  Approximately a century after Ives completed his first sketches, Kissine received a commission from the San Francisco Symphony;  and the result has been what he calls "a variation on the theme" of Ives' composition.  That result is being given its first performances on this week's San Francisco Symphony program, whose final performance takes place this afternoon at 2 PM in Davies Symphony Hall.

Kissine has entitled his piece "Post-scriptum," which should immediately dismiss any suggestion of temerity to actually answer Ives' question (whatever that could possible mean).  Nevertheless, the nomenclature is a bit curious.  Conventionally, a postscript is an author's afterthought following the completion of a text.  In the days before cut-and-paste changed our writing habits, it provided a means for an author to express second thoughts about what had just been written down without having to write the whole thing out again from scratch.  There is thus something slightly incongruous about one writer providing a postscript for another's text.  On the other hand incongruity was the bread and butter of Ives' approach to composition;  and this is particularly evident in "The Unanswered Question."  If Kissine felt that one good incongruity deserves another, then he made a good call;  and the result indicates that this former inquisitive Russian student, now in his fifties and living outside Brussels, has much to contribute to the repertoire of "new music."

Kissine's "afterthought" occupies considerably more time than Ives' original text;  and it employs vastly more orchestral resources.  One might consider the metaphor of the butterfly flapping its wings by the Amazon causing the eruption of a volcano in the Pacific Ocean.  Ives clearly triggered a flood of thoughts from Kissine;  and, while Kissine did not try to limit the abundance of those thoughts, he constrained them in a formal framework based on Ives' original structure.  From the listener's point of view, the result is that Kissine moves Ives' "inquiry" to a new venue.  The question and attempted answers in Ives' composition take place in an abstract metaphysical space.  By drawing upon the resources of a full orchestra and a rich imagination for instrumentation, Kissine leaves the world of the abstract and confronts us with impressions of the very forces of nature.  The afterthought of his postscript departs the life of the mind in favor of life in the "real world."

It is always hard to assess the performance of a piece being presented for the first time.  Kissine may have changed the venue, but he clearly shares with Ives the demand that ever note must carry its own share of signification.  Michael Tilson Thomas and the San Francisco Symphony offered all of Kissine's notes to us with the clarity they deserved.  Rather than trying to assign any evaluative level to this first round of performances of this music, we should, instead, be asking when we shall have our next opportunity to hear this music.  The clearest message from its "first exposure" is that there is no doubt that it deserves many more listening opportunities
<…>
Berkshire Fine Arts
By: Susan Hall – 2010-03-27
San Francisco Symphony at Carnegie Hall

Michael Tilson Thomas Conducts
Michael Tilson Thomas says that his work is about audacity. "Audacity, that 's the key.  Keeping things ardent and special.  The program he conducted with the San Francisco Symphony at Carnegie Hall on March 25th was audacious music at the highest emotional level.

Tilson Thomas is a conductor inspired by poetry. He quotes Rilke: "I live my life in growing rings, which stretch themselves out through the things of the universe, Perhaps I will not complete the last ring, but I will try."  

The New York Premier of Post-Scriptum by Victor Kissine opened the program.  It is a series of rippling musical rings, responding to Charles Ives The Unanswered Question,  which, the composer points out, "does not end."   

Even in the most sensitive of sound venues, Carnegie Hall, we  strained to hear the first notes of Post-Scriptum.  Was the sound coming from the very top notes of a violin, veering to or screech scratch?  Or was it the light touch of a wire brush on a percussion instrument?  Was it sound at all?  Our interest was immediately peaked.  

This delicious piece became above all a thing of beauty.  We are drawn in by the dynamic swells of the orchestra, from the barely perceptible notes that emerge from silence, to the bold blasts of the brass.  No matter how intellectual the construct may be, it tugs at us, at first simply to listen and then to give ourselves over to the loveliness of the lines.

The composer took his bows to a standing ovation.  Kissine is clearly accessible in the hands of Tilson Thomas who commissioned the piece and to whom it is dedicated. 
<…> 
Ann Arbor, Hill Auditorium

CONCERT REVIEW

By : Sussan Isaacs Nisbett

 March 20, 2010
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     <…> Color, and a sound world that was both familiar and startling, were the calling cards of Kissine’s “Post-Scriptum,” which began the evening and which was written for the San Francisco. It’s a substantial work in length, and an evanescent one in content. Its phrases come forward and die away like waves, each replacing the last. The waves get longer and more substained before they subside, and the sounds are unworldly — eerie almost. And yet, at the same time, they very much recall the natural world. The piece began to feel a little long toward the end, but mostly, it was fascinating. <…>

The Classical Music Network

Eclectic And Electric

New York Isaac Stern Auditorium, Carnegie Hall 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Maurice Ravel: Valses nobles et senimentales 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The musical spectra of Michael Tilson Thomas are as spacious as San Francisco Bay on a sunny day. He is a singular exponent of American music, having been reared in the prime of the Copland school. He can play Mahler with the best Europeans (as he may show tonight), and his Russian performances are perhaps too consciously homages to his own Russian-Jewish-theatrical heritage. His sovereignty over the West Coast musical scene ranges from Terry Riley through Anne Frank, the latter for whom he composed a heart-wrenching tribute.

    Last night, Mr. Thomas came close to embracing it all. The first Russian work, by Victor Kissine, was actually a paean to an American composer, Charles Ives. Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto was more Slavic than usual. And the final two works showed his San Francisco Symphony at its brilliant best. 

  Victor Kissine is little known here, lurking in the shadows behind Schnittke and Gubaidulina. Perhaps this is because he left Russia many years ago. Reversing the life of Reinhold Glière, who departed from Belgium to settle in Russia, Kissine lives now in Belgium, where he fashions his music like a Bruge chocolatier creating his sweets. He is fastidious, he delights in shimmering colors and romantic passions, but at heart is a fairly formal architect. 

   This, at least, is what I gathered from my first hearing, the New York premiere of a piece inspired by Charles Ives’ The Unanswered Question. Not the entire work, but the solo trumpet call which summons up the Transcendentalist vision of eternity. 

  Mr. Kissine’s work was the opposite. Charles Ives was looking for the mystical stasis. Mr. Kissine used the trumpet calls–transferred to different brass sections with variations–as a kind of leitmotiv between volatile orchestral colors. They ranged from the most sensitive solo violin–played against a bowed marimba key!!–, to a series of glistening shimmering scales up and down the orchestral ladder. Cymbals were also bowed, the Wagner tuba took the place of Ives’ trumpet calls, the strings went to notes high enough that only a dog would be able to respond. 

  He is obviously a fastidious composer, but nothing was created for effect or trickery. Instead, he created colors so complex that one couldn’t immediately analyze from whence they were coming. Nothing was over-sweet or over-dissonant, but the paintings, held together by Ives’ stentorian trumpet song, was a dizzying delight.<…>
Harry Rolnick
San Francisco Classical Voice /Tempo
by  Jeff Dunn

<…>A premiere by Victor Kissine pleased all listeners I chatted with, from the conservative to the avant-garde.<…>

Kissine is a Russian expatriate living in Belgium, a rather mild-mannered, exquisite orchestrator who deserves far greater recognition. The 17-minute work commissioned by the Symphony, titled Post-scriptum, is structurally a variation on Charles Ives’ famous piece The Unanswered Question, which Kissine discovered as a revelation while a student at the Leningrad Conservatory in the 1970s. Although the music sounds completely different (the five notes of Ives’ theme, though quoted, are not readily discernable since they’re sounded as a single chord), it retains Ives’ transcendental aspirations. Like today’s far richer understanding of the universe compared to that of Ives’ day, Kissine’s piece is a kaleidoscope of sounds and moods kept in check by structural devices of timbral repetition and semicolons of near-silence. At times there are wavelike assaults on the senses, but a gorgeous triadic central section, mysterious and chorale-like, shows that something more than mayhem also rules the roost

Response to Kissine’s music was positive, with a few cheers and some people standing to applaud. None of the many I spoke to during intermission disliked the piece, even those professing distaste for new music in general. Many were surprised how the piece kept them alert with a sense of expectation, and were anxious to hear it again. What better compliment to receive from an audience?
Star Spangled Playing From The S.F. Symphony

KENNEDY CENTER PERFORMANCE

BY REBECCA J. RITZEL
<…>Perhaps listeners in the Northeast have an outmoded view of Tilson Thomas. If so, Wednesday night’s concert was a splendid reality check. Washington, D.C. was the fourth leg of the orchestra’s five-city tour, and by now, MTT and his musicians have the setlist down to a science. The pieces, programmed by the orchestra in back-to-back seasons, seem handpicked to demonstrate how well the musicians play as a unit, while sneaking in a star-turn for every section.

The Kennedy Center program was identical to the weekend series presented at Davies Symphony Hall March 4-7. (A few tour dates alternate with Mahler’s Symphony No. 2.) Sometimes there’s a fine line between autopilot and knowing the music cold, and thankfully, this performance was the latter — mostly. The program opened with Victor Kissine’s commission Post-scriptum. The Russian expatriate is fortunate: So many composers lament that their new works debut without proper rehearsal time. Ten performances in, this piece is sounding terrific. Kissine says the work is inspired by Ives’ The Unanswered Question. It’s not eerily similar, but it is eerie, and builds tension through a series of six repeated tones. The signature flutes of Ives’ piece are replaced by the more haunting crotales, small cymbals stroked with a bow rather than mallets. The percussionists stayed busy deploying an arsenal of sonic effects, while Thomas kept the overall sound balanced.<…>
SAN FRANCISCO'S RUSSIAN WORLD PREMIERE

                        And Kissine's Music of Reticence   
                                              By D. Rane Danubian 

        
A March symphony premiere did a nice turnabout: The work came in like a lamb and went out like a lion.

            Thank Kissin. Another Kissin, actually, turning up at the San Francisco Symphony---not the pianist Evgeny, but this time another Russian émigré, composer Victor Kissine, born there at the end of an historic era, in the same month as the death of both Prokofiev and Stalin. His March 4 world premiere, “Post-scriptum” (P.S.) was an enticing piece rolling backward in time. It starts with the sparse, themeless, and nearly static  modernism we know from the likes of Gubaidulina and Kurtág---a music of reticence---festooned with wispy rivulets of sound in the highest audible registers. The brass, and the trio of rare Wagner tubas, get the vehicle into motion, with a little violin solo (Alexander Barantschik). Ever more effusive, it ends up with the large orchestra sounding out themes, close to 19th-century style.

            Kissine was avowedly posing questions in his initial music, in the manner of Charles Ives; but unlike Ives, he provided his answer, and that  in a fairly conventional way. Michael Tilson Thomas led the 17-minute opus like a true believer. The tousle-haired composer was prevailed upon (with some effort) at the end to take bows on stage.<…>
SFist Interviews: Composer Victor Kissine

 By Cedric in Arts+Events on March 4, 2010 
Charles Ives was such an avant-garde composer in his time, his place in the musical canon still has to be explained. To us. By MTT. Yet, it's a testament to his lasting influence that living composers keep being inspired. This week, Victor Kissine will append a Post-Scriptum to Ives's Unanswered Question. This commission from the SF Symphony will have its world premiere tomorrow under the baton of MTT.

The program also includes Ravel's Valses Nobles et Sentimentales (discussed expertly here by the newly announced SF Symphony composer-in-residence for 2011, John Adams) and such crowd pleaser as Tchaikovsky violin concerto, performed by violin wunderkid Christian Tetzlaff. You can refresh your ears with a clip of the first movement performed by the Jesus of the violin, Jasha Heifetz.

Did you see that Guarnieri violin? It starred in the last performance of a piece by Kissine in SF, his violin concerto Aftersight, held this time by SF Symphony concertmaster Sasha Barantschik. A Russian-born composer (in St Petersbourg in March 1953), Kissine found his way to Belgium by happy chance, he says, where he now lives near Brussels and teaches at the Mons Royal Conservatory. We shot him an email to know more about Post Scriptum

MTT has said of you that you "inhabit this interesting world between Alfred Schnittke and Morton Feldman." Are those influences you would appropriate yourself?
In my "Postscriptum" I use the five-sounds theme from "An Unanswered Question" of Charles Ives as a kind of musical idiom. This method is typical for Alfred Schnittke. I got acquainted with Ives's music in early seventies, in some way through Schnittke, who was greatly interested in his work. As for Morton Feldman I discovered him for myself much later. Curiously enough, not under the influence of music but under the poetry of Josef Brodsky… So, the observation of MTT is perspicacious and is perfectly correct with me.

Can you describe "Post Scriptum" and how it responds to Charles Ives? Why did you feel the need to answer the unanswered question?
Of course, to answer “An Unanswered Question” is really a little hard…but happily in no way, this was my intention. The truth is, as it seems to me, that the piece of Ives has no ending: as the main protagonist of this work is a listener himself. So I guess this is a listener who asks a question and who turns “a question” into” the question”. And this happens beyond the space of the piece, when the music ends.

My ambitions are all in all limited by putting myself in the position of that listener. In my piece I quote the theme of “question” twice: at the beginning and at the end. So, I believe, in "Post-Scriptum" there exists no response at all…

Your music is described as "preferring soft murmurings to loud pronouncements," and as "closely restricting the development of the melodic material." Do you find beauty in restraint?
True, I am trying to discover the beauty in restraint. Moreover, it is the restraint that offers me a chance to discover the beauty.

You seem to have expanded the scope of your works year after year. Were you reticent to write for orchestra at first?
At the beginning of my career I wrote not that little for orchestra. At the nineties I was concentrated on the chamber music. With the coming of a new century I turned back to the orchestra music. So it appears that in some way my evolution can be viewed as a kind of three-part composition
Cheryl North Interviews Victor Kissine prior to the world premiere of his composition, Post-scriptum, by the San Francisco Symphony on March 4, 2010.

Material from the Classical Music Column in the Preview Section for the Bay Area News Group for publication February 26, 2010
by Cheryl North
When American composer Charles Ives, 1874-1954, composed a piece he called The Unanswered Question in 1906, he couldn't have dreamed that a Russian composer born in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) in 1953, would, if not quite "answer" his question, at least posit a tantalizing musical meditation on it more than a century later.

This new piece, called Post-scriptum by its composer Victor Kissine, will receive its world premiere by the San Francisco Symphony, conducted by Michael Tilson Thomas, in concerts scheduled for March 4, 5, 6 and 7at Davies Symphony Hall in San Francisco.

Kissine, who currently makes his home in Belgium where he is a Professor of Music at two of its important conservatories, writes that he was a student at the Leningrad Conservatory when he first discovered Ives' piece. Considering it a "revelation," he assiduously studied the details of its score, noting that Ives utilized a trumpet to repeatedly intone his so-called "Perennial Question of Existence." The piece continues as a series of other instruments offer comments on his question, but cannot "answer" it.

In his Post-scriptum Kissine engages a series of five different sounds, each of which evolves into either a major or minor pitch interval of a third to deal with "the question."

During our recent e-mail exchange, I asked Kissine if, in his judgment, an average listener would consider his music in general, and Post-scriptum in particular, to be "beautiful," "pleasing," "interesting" or "shocking" following a first hearing.

He replied, "If the listener finds my music 'beautiful,' I'd be overjoyed. I have nothing against 'pleasing' or 'interesting,' but if he is 'shocked,' I'd be disappointed, because this wasn't my intention at all."

Kissine has written a great deal of film music, as well as both chamber and orchestral music during the course of his career. However, his approach to composition departs significantly from the assertive, agitated, and often ear-grating styles issuing from the Fin de Siecle era surrounding the beginning of the 20th century. He explains that his musical language expands to include elements of classical Western-style tonality, 20th century atonality, minimalism, aleatory sounds, and 12-tone techniques, adding that he also utilizes micro-intervals (notes that fall "between the cracks" of notes on the piano). Further elaborating on his style, he wrote that beyond the four basic parameters of music - duration, pitch level, intensity, and timbre - there is yet another. This fifth parameter, he asserts, is silence, which he uses to great effect in his compositions.

"Silence," he says," does not stop the music. It's part of the music. It's the flip side of music. Sound without silence wouldn't exist."

In his e-mail, Kissine asserted that he can't imagine being anything other than a musician and composer. "I started music when I was five," he wrote. "So, it was the first language I learned to read. And, the first score I sight-read by myself was Sonata quasi una Fantasia, Op. 27, No. 2 by Beethoven (the famous "Moonlight Sonata"). I remember having had enormous problems with the left hand octaves."

Since his family lived near the Philharmonic Hall in Leningrad, he was taken to musical performances from a very early age. "I especially remember a recital by Sviatislav Richter which made a great impression me," he wrote. "He was playing 'my' Beethoven sonata!"

He is the father of a boy and a girl and has a four -year-old grandchild. Kissine, now a citizen of Belgium, lives with his wife in Court-Saint-Etienne, a suburb of Brussels. 
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