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Nothing in its name suggests it, but the roots of the 
London International Piano Competition, which 
mounted its seventh event as Piano went to press, lie 
not in Britain but in Lithuania. For it was there that 
its founder, Sulamita Aronovsky, was born and spent 

her formative years. When Lithuania was occupied by the Germans 
in the second world war, her family sought refuge in Russia, where 
she completed her formal training at the Moscow Conservatoire, 
receiving lifelong inspiration from such illustrious teachers as Lev 
Barenboim, Grigory Ginsburg, Abram Schatzkes and Alexander 
Goldenweiser (whose other pupils included Ginsburg himself, Lazar 
Berman, Nikolai Petrov and Tatiana Nikolaeva). In the years that 
followed, she established twin careers as teacher and performer, 
giving many concerts and broadcasts throughout the USSR.

What, then, brought her to the UK, and when? ‘That’, she says, 
‘is rather a romantic story. In 1970 I came to England to visit a 
relative; a fortnight later we got married. I’ve been here ever since.’ 

She has subsequently embraced various fields of musical life both 
in Britain and abroad, giving acclaimed masterclasses in Germany, 
Italy, Poland, France and Israel, and attracting participants from all 
over the world. In England – at the Royal Northern College of 
Music until 1994 and then at the Royal Academy in London, where 
she teaches still – numerous pianists have profited from her 
guidance, more than 40 of them winning awards in international 
competitions, including first prizes at the Arthur Rubinstein, Maria 
Canals, Robert Casadesus and Gina Bachauer competitions.

Most germane to the present story, however, is her widespread 
international experience as a juror. Was this the catalyst that led her 
to found the LIPC? ‘In a way I suppose it was. Because of my ample 
experience of judging various international competitions, I was 
encouraged by several friends and colleagues to consider setting up 
something similar in London, which despite being a global musical 
centre was a kind of vacuum in that respect. So one day, after a lot 
of thought, I took them up on their suggestion, and more than 20 
years later I’m still at it. Fortunately we had a lot of support, both in 
this country and abroad, and we proceeded to build a reputation 
worldwide. Today we belong to the World Federation of Musical 
Competitions, and we feel very proud of it.’ And what is the 
competition’s most overriding purpose? ‘Our purpose is quite 
simple: to discover the best pianistic talents of the time and to 
encourage their musical activities.’ Easily said; not so easily done.

To mount a major international competition requires business 
acumen, foresight, impeccable organisation, the diplomatic skills of 
a superior politician, and considerable resilience. It also requires 
vision. Sulamita Aronovsky has never been short of that. How, then, 
would she summarise the competition’s prevailing ethos? What are 
its definitive characteristics? How does it differ from other 
competitions? ‘Well, first of all we’re in London, giving competitors 
a platform in one of the greatest musical centres of the world. The 
grand final, for instance, is held in the Royal Festival Hall. We also 
provide every participant with the opportunity to play twice without 
being eliminated, which gives them a chance to show their abilities 
more clearly. And we have some original features in our repertoire. 
In the first and second rounds we require some encore pieces in 

addition to more traditional repertoire. It’s very interesting to see 
how different young musicians manage the miniature works, which 
demonstrate a lot of their musical initiative. In the third stage  we 
also require them to play contemporary repertoire, selected from a 
very wide choice of pieces. At the same time, we aim for the most 
objective possible atmosphere among the judges. For a start, we 
don’t allow jury members to have any of their students participating 
– and that saves a lot of trouble. The voting system is very 
straightforward. We don’t use points; jurors simply decide who they 
want to hear again, and put the names forward. It’s a secret ballot 
and there’s no discussion. We trust their judgement without having 
to make them justify their choice.’

And how are the juries selected? ‘We have a big pool of people in 
the profession, both in this country and abroad, and we try always 
to create a balanced panel, including some journalists, conductors, 
arts administrators and so on, in addition to pianists. And we try to 
keep the juries fresh and diverse, without having regular members.’ 

To one inevitable question comes the almost inevitable answer. 
How is the competition funded? ‘With great, great difficulty! 
Especially now. In this terrible economic climate we depend solely 
on help from charitable trusts, and individuals who are keen to help 
young artists. It’s always been the greatest challenge to keep going 
in spite of financial difficulties, and at the moment it’s absolutely 
critical. But our goals remain the same, and over the years we’ve 
been lucky to discover and give incentives to such artists as Simon 
Trpčeski, Paul Lewis, Leon McCawley, Ashley Wass, Antti Siirala, 
Giuseppe Andaloro, Jean-Frédéric Neuburger and Herbert Schuch.’ 
This competition gives not only cash prizes but invaluable 
educational awards, facilitating and enabling study not only in 
Britain but abroad. 

With 20-plus years to look back on, how does Aronovsky see the 
competition evolving in the future? ‘It would be nice to have a really 
secure financial basis, which would enable us to initiate wider 
concert activities, to organise concerts for the prize winners and 
arrange exchanges of engagements with other competitions.’ With 
competitors this year from Belarus, Belgium, China, Finland, Israel, 
Italy, Japan, Korea, Latvia, Malaysia, Russia, Spain, Ukraine and 
Uzbekistan it seems a more than reasonable hope. 
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