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By KRISTIN TILLOTSON • kristin.tillotson@startribune.com

Patricia Kopatchinskaja has been called the most 

exciting violinist in the world. She’s also a hugger.

After her first concert with the St. Paul Chamber 

Orchestra last week as its newest artistic partner — 

during which she received three standing ovations — 

the Moldovan soloist, who had changed to a floor-length 

red dress for the second half of the performance, turned 

to embrace top-ranking fellow violinists Steven Copes 

and Ruggero Allifranchini, something classical concert-

goers don’t see every day.

With a repertoire spanning from Baroque to classical 

to modern masterworks, Kopatchinskaja is unconven-

tionally earthy and exuberant in a milieu more prone to 

august reserve. It’s easy to see why reviewers are prone 

to over-the-top description. “Wild child,” “mad genius,” 

“free thinker” and a “rebellious spirit” who “enjoys jolt-

ing audiences” are just a small sampling, and piled on 

top of one another they seem a heavy mantle to bear 

against future expectations. But PatKop, as she is affec-

tionately nicknamed on her website, remains unfazed 

by  the descriptions.

“I don’t care,” she said, her tone more circumspect 

than defiant during a post-rehearsal interview . “To be 

honest, I don’t listen.”

BARE 
FEET, 
BOLD 
IDEAS

LEILA NAVIDI • leila.navidi@startribune.com
“Something very beautiful could happen between us,” says violinist Patricia Kopatchinskaja — pictured during a recent rehearsal — of her new partnership 
with the SPCO. Below, she removed her Ugg boots and played barefoot, which she says makes her feel grounded.

After recording a perfect 
debut, the arts-school grads 
in Hippo Campus can’t 
wait to graduate to a van.

As he explained 
the pros and cons 
of attending a per-
forming arts high 
school, Hippo 

Campus guitarist Nathan 
Stocker’s train of thought was 
derailed by an all-too-familiar 
tune that came over the restau-
rant speakers: Vampire Week-
end’s “A-Punk.”

“Hey, that sounds like ‘Lit-
tle Grace,’ ” bassist Zach Sut-
ton coyly interjected, naming 
Hippo Campus’ own radio hit 
to address the elephant in the 
room at the Bad Waitress cafe.

An overabundance of Vam-
pire Weekend comparisons is 
about the only bad thing that 
has happened to Hippo Cam-
pus since June, when Sutton — 
the quartet’s youngest mem-
ber at 18 — graduated from 
the St. Paul Conservatory for 
Performing Arts a year behind 
the other three. 

The positives since then 
have included: write-ups 
by NME and Interview 
magazines; a second-place 
showing in City Pages’ Picked 
to Click poll; a best-new-music 

The 
kids are 
all tight

L O C A L  M U S I C
C H R I S  R I E M E N S C H N E I D E R

Playwright A.R. Gurney’s 
early estrangement 
helped feed his play “The 
Cocktail Hour,” opening 
Friday at the Guthrie.

By GRAYDON ROYCE  
graydon.royce@startribune.com

Albert Ramsdell Gurney Jr. 
has a long memory. The play-
wright, who just celebrated his 
84th birthday, recalls a long-
ago moment that helps explain 
his dramatic impulse with 
“The Cocktail Hour,” which 
opens Friday on the Guthrie 
proscenium stage.

Gurney was gliding through 
a happy childhood in Buffalo, 
N.Y. (a bit of a “wise-ass,” he 
said) when his parents told 
him they were sending him to 
boarding school.

“They put me on a train and 
they had it all written down,” 
Gurney said. “When you get 
to the south station in Boston, 
shift to the north station and 
get on a train going to Concord, 
New Hampshire. Get off there 
and someone will be there to 
meet you.”

Outsider 
in his own 
family

KYNDELL HARKNESS • kyndell.harkness@startribune.com

An electric performer, Patricia Kopatchinskaja brings a disarming frankness 
to the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra in her new role as artistic partner.

See KOPATCHINSKAJA on E16 Ø

See GURNEY on E6 Ø

See LOCAL MUSIC on E5 Ø
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No matter the topic, Kopatchins-
kaja peppers her conversation with 
refreshing frankness. Asked what she 
hoped to accomplish with the SPCO, 
she said, “I never plan before I start 
something. I need to feel the situation, 
the energy of the other people. They 
are a fantastic orchestra that can play 
anything, so I’m lucky to be starting 
this three-year adventure.”

Though Kopatchinskaja, 37, has 
directed pieces many times with vari-
ous orchestras, the SPCO partnership 
is the first such multiple-year collab-
orative commitment she has made in 
her career.

“I am a soloist, the person who 
comes and goes and doesn’t want 
to be influenced too much by other 
people,” she said. “But at this point 
in my life, I want to find people who 
will share my way and who I will also 
learn from. Something very beautiful 
could happen between us.”

Though Kopatchinskaja is well-
known throughout Europe, SPCO is 
the first major  U.S. orchestra to pres-
ent her in concert.

“She’s always exploring, not con-
tent to do things in any sort of stan-
dard way,” said Copes. “The level of 
intensity with which she performs, 
how she’s always in the moment, is 
pretty exceptional and takes a great 
deal of courage.”

And about that hug?
“She’s also very warm,” he said.

From village to world stage
Kopatchinskaja first picked up a 

violin at age 6. Unlike many virtuosi 
who achieve her status, however, 
she didn’t grow up under constant 
pressure . Though her parents spent 
much of that time touring with the 
state folk ensemble before the fall of 
the Soviet Union, she says she had 
a quiet, normal childhood because 
she stayed with her grandparents in 
their small  village in Moldova, a tiny 
republic tucked between Romania 
and Ukraine.

Her parents joined her onstage 
for last weekend’s concerts, as they 
will again this weekend, treating 
audiences to the Eastern European 
folk music of their home region. Her 
mother is quite the deft fiddler herself 
and her father thrilled the opening-
night audience with his rapid-fire 
playing of the exotic cimbalom.

The SPCO engagement is their 
first in the United States. Performing 
en famille is a joy, but complicated, 
she said.

“With my mature brain I under-
stand what a treasure it is to still have 
them around. The other side is, like 
with every family, there are some top-
ics you avoid.”

Schubert’s “Death and the Maiden” 
quartet is on the program for this 
weekend’s concerts. Once again, 
Kopatchinskaja’s approach will be 
to play it as it lays.  

“It’s poetic, and mysterious,” she 
said. “We know it’s about facing 
death, becoming friends with it. We 
might experiment a bit with echoes 
from older times, but we don’t need 
to look around too much. We’ll find 
the story in the music.”

Her many awards included being 
named the Royal Philharmonic Soci-

ety’s Instrumentalist of the Year for 
outstanding live performances in the 
UK in 2013.

Her recordings on the Naïve 
Classique label include concerti by 
Bartók, Ligeti and Peter Eötvös with 
her Sinfonieorchester/Ensemble 
Modern, which won Gramophone’s 
Recording of the Year in 2013 and was 
nominated for a 2014 Grammy. She 
recently toured Europe with quartet-
lab, a string quartet she cofounded. 

Speaking her mind
Wearing a denim workshirt with 

rolled-up sleeves and skinny jeans 
tucked into raspberry-colored Ugg 
boots, hair pulled back into a casual 
ponytail, she could be the woman 
standing next to you in the super-
market line. Until she begins to 
speak. Naturally theatrical and qui-
etly intense, she unspools into the air 
whatever her imagination is conjur-
ing at the moment.

“It needs to become more human,” 
she said of classical music. “The dis-

tance between the performers on 
stage and the audience is a bit absurd. 
We must talk to the audience, bring 
them our story like it’s a fairy tale. 
And since we must play the same 
things again and again, we must every 
time try to make it different and inter-
esting. We don’t become better if we 
copy the visions of others hundreds 
of times.”

In the SPCO rehearsal room, she 
is feeling tender toward her violin, an 
1834 Pressenda, as it suffers from its 
own form of jet lag —  being out of 
tune because “the climate changes as 
we travel and it doesn’t know where 
it is right now.”

“It’s not a Strad,” she said as she 
quickly tuned each string. “It’s 
younger. It’s as colorful as a violin can 
be, and open to any kind of sound.”

She kicks off her boots and socks 
and launches into Bartók’s lively 
“Romanian Folk Dances,” drumming 
her bare heels in time on the wooden 
floor. (Her oft-remarked-upon prefer-
ence for performing sans shoes might 

seem an affectation for someone else; 
but she does it so un-self-consciously 
that you believe her when she says it 
makes her feel grounded.)

“When I play Bartók, I become 
him. He is very close to how we 
Moldovans think, what we believe, 
the natural feel of dancing. I hope 
the audience will get up and dance.”

 Still rooted in the folk music 
played by her parents, she thinks 
classical could borrow a page from 
that book.

“Folk music has functions,” she 
said. “There are songs for dancing, 
funerals, weddings, lullabies, all have 
a purpose. We have made classical 
music too scientific. It needs to be 
like a bird, to go out in the world like 
a free soul and make its own experi-
ence with different musicians at dif-
ferent times.”

She also has strong feelings about 
relying too much on conductors.

“You need one to inspire and give 
structure when the music is compli-
cated, but the industry of conduc-

tors has become a little exaggerated. 
… Playing without one you become 
freer and also more responsible for 
what happens.”

Her forthright ways sometimes 
meet with pushback from more con-
servative collaborators.

“I look younger and more naive 
than I am,” she said. “I try to keep 
everything as open as possible and 
sometimes have to compromise. Very 
often men have a plan from the very 
beginning and women act more intui-
tively. We’re different animals.”

Kopatchinskaja and her neurolo-
gist husband live in Bern, Switzer-
land, with their daughter, now 9, who 
currently plays no instrument due to 
the universal parents’ lament: “She 
doesn’t want to practice.” 

In her well-traveled violin case, 
Kopatchinskaja carries a weathered 
drawing the girl made for her a few 
years ago. On it are scribbled a smil-
ing image of Mom, musical symbols 
and one large, abstract mystery shape.

“I asked her, ‘What is that?’ She 
said, ‘I don’t know. You will have to 
find out.’ ”

Like daughter, like mother. 
 

Kristin Tillotson • 612-673-7046
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Her 9-year-old daughter’s drawings and pictures fill the inside of her violin case.

Kopatchinskaja gave a hug to fellow violinist Nina Fan after rehearsal. Fellow violinist Steven Copes described her as 
“very warm.”

Photos by LEILA NAVIDI • leila.navidi@startribune.com
Patricia Kopatchinskaja rehearsed with the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra, of which she says: “They are a fantastic orchestra that can play anything.”

ST. PAUL CHAMBER 
ORCHESTRA
What: Second weekend of concerts 
introducing new artistic partner 
Patricia Kopatchinskaja. Program 
includes Mozart, Bartok, traditional 
Eastern-European folk music and 
Schubert’s “Death and the Maiden” 
quartet 
Friday: 8 p.m., Wayzata Community 
Church, 125 E. Wayzata Blvd.
Saturday: 8 p.m., St. Paul’s United 
Church of Christ, 900 Summit Av.
Sunday: 2 p.m., Ted Mann Concert 
Hall, University of Minnesota, 2128 
S. 4th St., Mpls.
Tickets: $42-$12. 651-291-1144 or 
tickets.thespco.org

“At this point in my life, 
I want to fi nd people 
who will share my way 
and who I will also 
learn from. Something 
very beautiful could 
happen between us.”
Patricia Kopatchinskaja

WAT C H  A  V I D E O  and see more 
photos of Patricia Kopatchinskaja in 
rehearsal at startribune.com/music.
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