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SOMMETS MUSICAUX DE GSTAAD

Here’s a question. If you were to 
be asked what cellist Nicolas 
Altstaedt and violinist Alexandra 

Soumm have in common, what would you 
come up with? Simply that they’re both 
young string players in high demand? Or 
perhaps it might be that they were both 
2010-12 BBC New Generation artists?

The answer is in fact that they both made 
their first recording with an orchestra on the 
Swiss label Claves Records as winners of the 
Prix Thierry Scherz bestowed annually by the 
winter musical festival, Sommets Musicaux 
de Gstaad; Soumm in 2007, Altstaedt in 
2008. Other laureates include cellist Pablo 
Ferrandez (2013), pianists Joseph Moog 
(2006) and Sophie Pacini (2011), and harpist 
Emmanuel Ceysson (2005).

Taking place over nine days at the end 
of January at the glitzy Swiss ski resort, 
Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad was founded 

in 2001 and has since played a major role in 
bringing up young artists who are ready to 
take their career to the next level. In 2014 
tragedy struck when the festival’s artistic 
director and co-founder Thierry Scherz died 
by suicide. However the show has very much 
gone on, and last year the artistic director 
position was finally filled by violinist 
Renaud Capuçon, himself an artist with 
an above-average involvement in bringing 
up the next generation of artists. The 2017 
festival was his first fully in the role.

While the festival’s largest audiences 
come for the nightly big-name chamber or 
chamber orchestra concerts in the medieval 
churches of Saanen and Rougemont (Sir 
András Schiff and his occasional chamber 
orchestra Cappella Andrea Barca were there 
this year, for instance), it’s the daytime young 
artist recital strand that truly sets the festival 
apart from the pack, and what lured me out 

for the first time this year. Because this is a 
festival where you’re guaranteed to have your 
first concert encounter with some of the big 
names of the future. 

Taking place in Gstaad’s own little chapel, 
it consists of eight daily recitals, each from 
a different young artist, and a different 
instrument focus each year. The artists 
choose their own programmes, with the 
exception of a brand new piece to be prepared 
by everyone from the festival’s annually-
changing composer-in-residence. Before 
their recital they receive a coaching session 
both from the composer and from a resident 
mentor, who will be an international artist 
on their instrument. Then, at the end of the 
week, the Prix Thierry Scherz is awarded, 
giving the winner either their first recording 
or their first recording with an orchestra. 
There is also the CHF 5,000 (£4,000) Prix 
André Hoffmann for the best interpreters of 

This Alpine ski resort hosts a festival and young artist programme – 2017 focusing 
on violin and next year on cello – which counts many international soloists among its 
alumni. Charlotte Gardner visits the Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad

Musical summits
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p Beyond ski: Gstaad
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the festival commission, previous recipients 
of which include French cellist Edgar Moreau 
with pianist Pierre-Yves Hodique, in 2013. 

As for how young artists get to go, there’s 
no official application process. Instead it’s by 

invitation, with Capuçon’s decision-making 
based on internal grapevine knowledge, and 
recommendations as to who is likely to be 
artistically ready for an orchestral recording 
opportunity. Recommendations, he says, 
‘have more value than any CV’. 

So, what of 2017? Well, appropriately 
enough for Capuçon’s first year it was 
for violinists, him filling the mentor role 
himself, and the most exciting moment in 
the chapel that week was when American 
Caroline Goulding began to play. 

She was invited on the recommendation 
of her teacher Christian Tetzlaff, and 
hers was the performance of a complete, 
multi-faceted musician throughout her 
programme of Schubert, Enescu and 
Schumann, and certainly from where I 
was sitting Capuçon’s awarding of the Prix 
Thierry Scherz to her felt like a glorious 
inevitability. For Capuçon himself, it was 
that ‘from the first note of her recital till the 
last she was telling us a story. It wasn’t just 
violin playing, but a thoughtful, considered 
musician who simply carries music about 
with her, and with a strong personality’. 

Goulding’s Prix Thierry Scherz recording 
will be of the Korngold violin concerto and 
Mozart’s Violin Concerto No 5.

Beyond Goulding, the festival commission 
from this year’s composer-in-residence Toshio 
Hosokawa made for fascinating listening 
across the week. By turns meditative and 
violent, and employing the full gamut of 
techniques and effects conceivable in a 
21st-century work, it yielded eight often 
surprisingly contrasting interpretations 
and consequently spoke volumes about the 
performers’ individual strengths and musical 
personalities. French violinist David Petrlik 
scooped the André Hoffmann prize for it, 
with pianist Alexandre Kantorow. 

So, another year, and another invaluable 
boost being given to a young soloist we 
should all take note of. The next festival will 
be focusing on the cello and the selection 
process is going on as we speak, behind the 
scenes. Roll on 2018. 

Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad, 26 January - 3 
February 2018 
www.sommetsmusicaux.ch/

CAROLINE GOULDING
The 2017 winner of the Prix Thierry 
Scherz, who will be recording a CD with 
orchestra for Claves Records later in the 
year, talks about her experience of the 
Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad

‘I’m so excited about recording this 
orchestral CD. The award is invaluable 
for a young artist because these days, as 
everyone knows, opportunities to record 
with an orchestra are hard to come by, 
not least because it’s expensive.

‘I’ve recorded two CDs previously. My 
first was an encores programme with 
Telarc when I was about 16, which was 
nominated for a Grammy, and so a nice 
beginning to professional recording. 
Then for the seven years after that 
recording wasn’t a priority for me. I was 
just playing. Last year though I did a 
recital duo disc of more serious chamber 
music with Ars Produktion. This was with 
Danae Dörken, the pianist with me for 
Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad, and it 
included two of the sonatas I then chose 
for my Sommets Musicaux programme: 
Schumann’s Violin Sonata No 2 and 

Enescu’s Impressions d’enfance. So this 
orchestral recording on Claves now feels 
like a beautiful, organic progression, in 
that I’ve gone from the encores disc, to 
the recital disc, to one with orchestra. 
I can’t wait, both because of the 
repertoire I’ve chosen, and because I 
enjoy recording a lot. It’s an art in and of 
itself.

‘Thinking of the festival experience 
itself, perhaps surprisingly I didn’t 
particularly think about the possibility of 
winning the recording while I was actually 
there. I hadn’t played at the festival 
before, I’d never met Renaud but admired 
him enormously, so I was simply there 
to be a curious and open person to the 
experience at hand, which meant I didn’t 
think too much beyond simply playing the 
concert, much as it was a nice possibility 
to have at the back of my mind!

‘Then there’s the coaching you 
receive on the day of your performance. 
Hosokawa is a very wonderful composer, 
so to be able to work with him on his 
piece, to understand what he’s thinking 
and feeling here and now, and how he 

would like you to understand the piece 
and articulate, was unforgettable. 
It’s rare for a young artist to have 
such an experience with a living 
composer. Equally there was meeting 
Renaud in person. You can learn a lot 
about someone through music and a 
lesson, and he’s very warm and very 
comfortable to be around. My recital 
also happened to be on the day he was 
performing the evening concert, which 
was as inspiring as playing myself, and 
very much part of the whole package.’

Caroline Goulding gives her Wigmore debut on 
30 April, with pianist Danae Dörken

p ‘Recommendations have more value than 
any CV’ – Renaud Capuçon
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