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NIMROD BORENSTEIN  (b.1969)
Piano Concerto · Shirim · Light and Darkness 

Clélia Iruzun pianoa
Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, Nimrod Borenstein conductorb

I Musicanti  (Tamás András violin, Robert Smissen viola,  
                      Ursula Smith cello, Leon Bosch double bass)c

       CONCERTO for PIANO and ORCHESTRA, Op.91ab                      [27:19] 
1 I. Moderato  9:35             2  II. Adagio  8:37              3  III. Allegro  9:07 

4 LIGHT and DARKNESS, Op.80ac  10:03 

  SHIRIM, Op.94a  [33:36]  
5 Lune et nuages  2:05  
6 Un hérisson perdu  1:26  
7 Souvenirs de Mendelssohn  2:55  
8 Jeux dans le jardin  1:23  
9 Un moment de sérénité  2:36  
bl Les flaques d’eau  1:17  
bm Gouttes de temps  3:05  
bn Pas sérieux  1:01  
bo Esquisse mélancolique  1:52  
bp Golem  1:21  
bq Une petite histoire  1:50  

br Promenade sous la lune 1:45  
bs La forêt 2:33  
bt Une histoire d’amour 1:31  
bu Automne 1:30  
cl La nuit 1:59  
cm Barcarolle 1:58  
cn Dernières minutes dans  1:29 
 le jardin féerique  

 Total duration:  70:58 

 ALL FIRST RECORDINGS  
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 This recording is a celebration of the piano, an instrument I love, and for 
which I have written many works over the past 30 years. It shows the 

instrument in all its glory through three of the essential setting possibilities: 
as a solo instrument with orchestra (in the concerto), as an important partner 
in chamber music (in the piano quintet Light and Darkness) and alone in the 18 
pieces that compose Shirim. One of the reasons for my great interest in writing 
for the piano is that, in my music, I love to layer many melodies at the same 
time and the piano is one of very few instruments with the ability to do that 
on its own. I also love the scope of colours the instrument can provide, and its 
uniqueness in its great span of over seven octaves (compared to two octaves 
for the voice or four octaves for the violin), from the depths of the very low 
sounds to the extremely high, ethereal sounds. 

Aside from being in honour of the piano, this album is also a celebration of 
musical friendship: over the years Clélia Iruzun has performed many of my 
pieces, and the depth of our collaboration made the preparation and recording 
of this CD special. 

The Concerto for Piano and Orchestra was written for Clélia in 2021 and 
premiered in Brazil at the Sala São Paulo on 16 July, 2022. I am fascinated and 
inspired by the concerto form and, over the past 10 years, have written several 
for violin, violoncello, bassoon, saxophone, harp and other instruments. The 
Piano Concerto – my first for the instrument – is my latest to date. I find the 
concerto a very interesting genre in the way it combines the characteristics 

of symphonic writing – which offers countless possibilities for developing 
many simultaneous musical lines – with the added advantages given by the 
presence of a soloist performing a virtuoso part. I conceive of virtuosity as not 
only the capacity to play quickly and precisely, but, even more essentially, as 
the mastery of colours and nuances and the individuality of the voice. 

Over the past seven years, I have dedicated a lot of my creative energy and 
time to the ambitious project of emulating Chopin by writing a cycle of  
24 Études. I am currently on number 15, and the first 12 have just been 
recorded. In these Études, I wanted to broaden the technique of the piano, 
finding new ways to make the piano sound beautiful, complex and exciting. 
I was able to use several of my newly-found ways of writing for the piano in 
my Piano Concerto. 

I strongly believe that contrast is one of the most important aspects of Art. In 
a concerto in several movements, the most important contrast is between the 
different movements, even if there are some further contrasts inside each of 
the movements to avoid monotony. I personally understand the concerto as 
an heroic form, so I like to finish the work with brio in a fast movement. Given 
this, my concertos have, to date, been in three or four movements – in the case 
of the piano concerto, three movements (fast–slow–very fast) and, in the case 
of my violin concerto, four movements, as the second movement was not slow 
enough to provide the respite before the last movement (here: fast–slower–
very slow–very fast). 
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The Piano Concerto begins with the imposing opening of a piano solo, which 
then sets the grandiose tone of the first movement. This feeling is often 
enhanced by contrasting light episodes. One example of this can be found after 
the climax of the piano solo opening: the piano is joined by the orchestra, and 
then, immediately after, we are left with a light and springy melody of pizzicato 
(plucked) strings and bassoons. The solo opening is an important thematic and 
structural element of the movement, as we have another episode of piano on 
its own in the middle of the movement and also at the finish, this time ending 
the movement peacefully with high dreamy notes, as opposed to the dark low 
note at the start of the concerto. 

Another striking, recurring theme is the devilish octave theme (found one 
minute after the start), a new way of writing octaves which I found in my 
Ostinato Étude, Op.66 No.1. In the concerto, aside from the virtuosic aspect of 
the octaves, the devilish atmosphere is created by short, aggressive chords 
from the orchestra which – because of the rhythmical complexity of the piano 
part – make you feel unsure of where the beat resides, and evokes feelings of 
relentlessness and tension. 

Following the excitement and big gestures of the first movement, the 
second movement is essentially contemplative and tranquil, but tainted 
with melancholy. It is an oasis of calm after the fights of the first movement, 
providing some respite before the explosive third movement. After a 
very lyrical beginning with the strings, they intensify when joined by the 

brass and all the woodwind and, after their climax with the timpani, are 
immediately followed by water-like high melodies on the piano. In a similar 
way to how, in the first movement, I contrasted the grandiose and devilish 
fast passages with slow, light passages, this time it is the peacefulness and 
outside-of-time feel of the main melodies that I contrast with the explosion 
of darker and faster passages. 

The third and last movement is the longest. It is very fast, virtuosic and full 
of energy. The lyrical, rapid passages of the piano are pushed forward by 
a very complex rhythmical relationship with the orchestra that requires as 
much virtuosity from the conductor as the pianist! The movement is rich in 
contrasting episodes. One of these is a strange uneven waltz-type theme, a sort 
of waltz alternating between three and four beats per bar, giving it a slightly 
Mephistophelian, seductive feel. This passage is also interesting because it is 
entirely solo, without orchestra, as are several of the contrasting episodes in 
this third movement. 

Another important and noticeable aspect of this movement is the reappearance 
of themes heard in the first movement which, because this movement goes 
at a faster pace, feel totally different. The concerto ends with one of these 
recurrences: a super-charged and fast 40 seconds of fireworks, starting with the 
devilish octaves theme from the first movement, made even more devilish by 
the increased speed of this movement. 
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For piano solo, Shirim (Op.94) was commissioned in 2021 by Catarina and 
Philippe Amon as a present for their three children. The title of the work comes 
from the Hebrew word ‘Shirim’, which can be translated both as ‘poems’ and 
‘songs’. Shirim is a set of 18 pieces that are extremely different from one another 
and can be performed either as a complete cycle, a selection of pieces, or as 
individual pieces. They are miniatures, with each being a world by itself. I named 
each of the pieces after having finished composing them. For some reason, the 
poetic titles came to me more naturally in French. I think of them as my own 
songs without words, and it is not by chance that I gave the title Souvenirs de 
Mendelssohn to the third piece, a direct homage to a composer I have admired 
ever since I learnt his Violin Concerto as a child. 

Contrary to my Études – where I tried to push the boundaries of the technique 
of the piano, resulting in virtuosic pieces that are challenging to play – in Shirim 
I wanted to write easier pieces, some of which could be played by amateur 
pianists as well. Two good examples of these can be found in the lyrical Souvenirs 
de Mendelssohn, or the light and child-like Pas sérieux. Each of the pieces has a 
unique feel, but there some parallels between them to be discovered. 

Some of the slow pieces give the feeling that time has stopped, like the celestial 
Lune et nuages, Un moment de sérénité or Gouttes de temps. Other pieces are very 
dramatic and can be either slow like La nuit, fast like Golem, or a combination 
of the two, as in La forêt, with its virtuosic opening. A couple of miniatures have 
elements of dance – the light Promenade sous la lune with its habanera rhythm, 

or the lyrical, melancholic Barcarolle. Each piece contains within itself more 
than one atmosphere, some more than others, like Une petite histoire, which 
has grandiose moments as well as lyrical and playful passages. 

The title of the last piece of Shirim, Dernières minutes dans le jardin féerique, is 
interesting as it contains an important aspect of my piano writing and even 
my music in general: the creation of a magical world with celestial melodies 
suspended high above. In the past, I have given titles such as Women and Fairies 
or Inside the Fairy World to some of my orchestral works, and my daughter, Alma, 
jokes that I am not allowed to use the words “magical” or “fairy” in the future, 
when naming my pieces. Maybe Dernières minutes dans le jardin féerique can be 
excused, as it is in French! 

Light and Darkness (Op.80 for piano quintet) takes its title from one of the 
last phrases of Stefan Zweig’s book, The World of Yesterday: “Only the person 
who has experienced light and darkness, war and peace, rise and fall, only that 
person has truly experienced life.” I believe that a piece of music, like a life lived 
to the full, should travel through a wide range of emotions. Light and Darkness 
begins and ends with pure light, but is full of melancholy, and contains sections 
of great despair. 

Commissioned by the International Kamermuziekfestival Schiermonnikoog 
in the Netherlands, and written in 2018, Light and Darkness was premiered at 
the Festival on 29 September, 2018. The commission offered me a choice of 
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instrumentation between string quartet, piano trio or string quintet. I decided 
on the last option, because I had already written compositions for the other 
groupings, have always loved Schubert’s Trout Quintet and also because I was 
keen to explore the varied possibilities of contrasts between piano and strings. 
For example, there are parts in Light and Darkness where the strings are almost 
like an orchestra accompanying a solo piano, and other parts where it is the 
piano accompanying the strings. As I often look for high, dreamy, magical 
and poetic sounds in my piano writing, the warm sound of the strings or their 
guitar-like quality in pizzicato provide an ideal contrast in the Piano Quintet. 

In contrast with the two other pieces on this recording which are large-scale 
pieces in several parts – three movements for the concerto; 18 short pieces 
for Shirim – Light and Darkness is in one movement. It is one of several single-
movement compositions I have written, with the idea of creating short, 
meaningful pieces which, by their intensity and rich inner diversity, give the 
illusion of much longer works. 

Light and Darkness shares, alongside the other two pieces in this album, my 
interest in rhythm. The juxtaposition of rhythms always plays a very important 
part in my music, whether in fast-paced, exciting moments or in slow, intangible 
passages. It allows me to create a multiplicity of different atmospheres, and to 
enhance the characteristics of each of the individual components. In the same 
way that one experiences cold more strongly after heat, the slow seems more 
defined following the fast. Rhythm is also an essential component when I wish 

to create musical suspension: moments when time seems to float, very much 
like the feeling we have when we stop pedalling on a bicycle and enjoy the 
effortless continuation of the movement, or when we enjoy the glide whilst 
ice-skating.

In all my music I am looking for a kind of absolute, what I believe beauty 
ultimately is. I remember seeing the film Amadeus when I was a child and really 
enjoying the moment when Mozart, defending himself against a criticism by 
the Emperor, insists that his music has “just as many notes as are required, no 
more, no less”. Even then, when I had been composing for only a few years, I felt 
that this was my way: looking for the only solution, the right numbers of notes 
in the right place… something that seemed as it had always existed. 

Nimrod Borenstein © 2023
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Nimrod Borenstein chamber music as well as vocal 
and solo instrumental pieces. 
He also composed the score 
for a ballet, Suspended, which 
has received more than 250 
performances around the world. 

Increasingly in demand on the 
podium, Borenstein has various 
conducting projects underway, 
which currently encompass 
orchestras in the UK, Germany  
and Israel.

www.borensteinarts.com

 NimrodBorensteincomposer

The past few years have seen a great number of Nimrod Borenstein’s works 
being commissioned, recorded and premiered at the most prestigious venues 
and festivals across the globe, from the Royal Festival Hall and Royal Opera 
House in London to the Salle Gaveau in Paris, Carnegie Hall in New York, and 
Hong Kong City Hall. His music is performed regularly throughout Europe, 
Canada, Australia, the Far East, Israel, South America, Russia and the USA. In 
recent years, he has been commissioned to write the obligatory performance 
pieces for the Hong Kong International Piano Competition (2019) and the 
International Jeunesses Musicales Competition for violoncello (2020).

Among his high-profile champions, Vladimir Ashkenazy has conducted 
several of Borenstein’s compositions, culminating in the recording of an album 
of his orchestral works for Chandos (named a BBC Music Magazine ‘Choice’). 
Other leading artists to have performed Borenstein’s music include: Roberto 
Prosseda, Pascal Rogé, Dmitry Sitkovetsky, the Philharmonia Orchestra, the 
BBC Philharmonic, the Royal Philharmonic, the Oxford Philharmonic and 
Israel Camerata. His recent string quartet, Cieli d’Italia, was commissioned by 
the Quartetto di Cremona, who feature it on their latest album.

Nimrod Borenstein is a Laureate of the Cziffra Foundation and an Associate 
of London’s Royal Academy of Music. His substantial catalogue continues to 
develop and currently numbers more than 90 works, including orchestral and 
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by Jac van Steen; Piano 
Quintets by Amy Beach and 
Henrique Oswald with the 
Coull Quartet; and Violin and 
Piano Sonatas by Leopoldo 
Miguez and Henrique Oswald 
with violinist Anthony Flint,  
all of which have received 
great acclaim. Her latest 
SOMM CD, concertos by 
Henrique Oswald and Saint-
Saëns (No.5, Egyptian) with  
the Royal  Philharmonic 
Orchestra and Jac van Steen, 
received excellent reviews 
such as “Brazilian pianist 
Clelia Iruzun in a stunning 
performance” (Musical Notes 
Best of 2020) and “impressively 
executed… another rewarding 
disc from this team and this 
label” (Gramophone).

www.cleliairuzun.com            @CleliaIruzun
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Clélia Iruzun’s endearing artistic personality combines her native Brazilian spirit 
with exceptional musical gifts, enabling her to build an enviable reputation for 
performances of a wide range of music, from great classical cornerstones to 
works by significant figures from across the Americas, including more than 30 
piano concertos

After initial studies in Rio de Janeiro’s School of Music, she was an advanced 
student at London’s Royal Academy of Music, winning the Recital Diploma and 
a number of major prizes. She has subsequently worked with Nelson Freire, 
Jacques Klein, Stephen Kovacevich and Fou Ts’Ong, among other international 
artists, and many important composers have written works for her, including 
Francisco Mignone, Marlos Nobre, Mario Ferraro, Beetholven Cunha, Alexandre 
Rachid, and Nimrod Borenstein.

She makes frequent appearances in concert, on television and radio across 
Europe, the Americas and Asia, including frequent broadcasts for BBC Radio 3.

Clélia’s highly successful recordings include Latin American composers, 
concertos by Mendelssohn and Elizabeth Maconchy, and two volumes of 
Federico Mompou’s piano music, the second a ‘Best Recordings of the Month’ 
selection by The Sunday Times. Recent SOMM releases include the International 
Classical Music Awards-nominated coupling of Piano Concertos by Francisco 
Mignone and Isaac Albéniz with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra conducted 

Clélia Iruzun
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A mixed-instrument chamber ensemble, I MUSICANTI comprises some of the 
most experienced and respected musicians to be found in the UK, hand-picked 
by the group’s artistic director, international double bass virtuoso Leon Bosch.

Under Bosch’s direction, I Musicanti comes together to present distinctive 
programmes with a particular emphasis on music that has been lost and found 
or simply overlooked: great works by unknown composers and unknown works 
by great composers.

Many of the ensemble’s projects are the result of Leon Bosch’s vivid curiosity 
and commitment, something for which he is well known as a double bassist. 
But the ensemble also provides a vehicle for its members to pursue their own 
artistic projects. And although the musicians of I Musicanti are all soloists in 
their own right, the group also collaborates with international performers of 
the highest calibre.

While I Musicanti works with prestigious venues to promote its concerts, its 
eye-catching programmes and the quality of performers add something 
unique to festivals and concert series.

imusicanti.co.uk        

@IMusicantiEns

I Musicanti
I Musicanti

“I Musicanti embodies the universally cherished ideal of total artistic freedom 
and unrestrained self-expression, and it aims to provide a home to creative and 
imaginative artists who share the ambition of realising this dream.”     Leon Bosch


