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once told me, polyphony is hard-wired into the Georgian 
psyche. if you go to dinner with an ordinary Georgian family, 
and if they are in a festive mood, they will spontaneously break 
into three-part songs and the polyphony remains accurate, no 
matter how much alcohol they have imbibed.

so it was when Khatia buniatishvili grew up: when i met 
her in her new abode in Paris, she, her sister and her mother 

It’s no surPrise that tbilisi should Produce 
good pianists, because it is a city with a rich musical history; 
tchaikovsky conducted there, Verdi worked on Aida. 

the great russian bass chaliapin declared that he was born 
twice: ‘in Kazan i opened my eyes to life, and in tbilisi to 
music.’ as nodar Gabunia, the composer who directed the  
city’s conservatoire in the difficult post-communism years, 

Khatia Buniatishvili

eorgīans
Khatia Buniatishvili and nino Gvetadze’s liszt recording projects 

are leading the bicentenary bonanza, says Michael Church

A tAle of two 

Nino Gvetadze
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While Gvetadze’s weapon is an exquisite 
restraint, Buniatishvili’s is an all-consuming fire
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in Holland at the instigation of Gabunia’s daughter, who had 
settled there, and that country remains the base from which 
Gvetadze makes her international tours.

KHatia BuniatisHvili’s musical story BeGan 
in a similar fashion, with attendance at a specialist arts 
school from the age of five, concerto performances at 

seven and her first public recital at 11. But then she got caught 
up in a travelling circus of central european Wunderkinder, 
and spent her early teens submerged in unhealthily intensive 
touring. What kept her integrity intact was her love of literature 
– she became an avid devourer of French and russian fiction – 
and her tutelage with an old Georgian chopinist of the cortot 
school named tengiz amirejibi. 

after winning prizes in the tbilisi international Piano 
competition, she came third in the arthur rubinstein 
international Piano master competition in israel, but what 
counted at least as much was the fact that martha argerich took 

a shine to her and helped sponsor her development. the photo 
she had taken of herself with argerich at the verbier Festival 
– after going backstage as an adoring teenage fan – suggested 
a kinship of temperament which Buniatishvili’s playing now 
shows to be real. Following in argerich’s footsteps, she has 
created her own scholarship scheme for needy young musicians 
in tbilisi, where she also plays concerts for charity.  she may 
be impetuous, but she also has a precocious worldly wisdom: 
she has declined invitations to play in moscow, for example, 
because she fears that, in the wake of the russo-Georgian War, 
to play there might be construed as a political betrayal of her 
country. ‘i will play there one day, because i love the russian 
people and their culture,’ she says. ‘But in my own time.’

though her debut disc for sony is of liszt, she had initially 
intended to make it schumann. ‘i am like a chameleon,’ she 
says. ‘i like to move quickly from one emotional extreme to 
another, in life and in art. and schumann’s carnival characters 
do that too. But then i realised that his characters are not 
brought into harmony, any more than his own moods were.’ 
Hence liszt: ‘i always feel that when i play him the sap is rising, 
the blood is pumping fast. He was greedy for pleasure, but he 
was a balanced personality. and in this sonata he brings all 
human life together, in one harmonious experience.’

and while Gvetadze has decreed that an animation video 
should accompany her liszt release, Buniatishvili has chosen 
to bolster her recording with a video in which – suitably garbed 
and made up – she herself incarnates not only the satanic 
mephistopheles but also the artistically striving Faust and the 
pure, innocent Gretchen. 

made me feel at home with a lovely three-part Georgian street 
carol. nino Gvetadze’s parents were not singers, but a lot of 
their friends were, and her grandmother trained her to join 
in part songs when she was only three. these two pianists – 
both trained at the tbilisi state conservatoire – are leading 
a Georgian push in the great liszt bonanza which is now 
upon us. Both have benefited from support from the Borletti-
Buitoni trust, and both have released cDs with the sonata in 
B minor as their centrepiece. What’s more, both these cDs are 
superb: their approaches differ – while Gvetadze’s weapon is an 
exquisite restraint, Buniatishvili’s is an all-consuming fire – but 
they both stand out from the multifarious competition through 
their own particular artistry.

the daughter of a mathematician and an engineer, Gvetadze 
was born in tbilisi in 1981 and wrote her first piano composition 
at four: a waltz in F sharp major, using the black keys. she was 
playing with an orchestra by the age of seven – her first work 
was a Handel concerto, followed by Bach’s F minor concerto at 

eight. so, was she a prodigy? ‘there were others,’ she says. ‘But i 
was obviously talented.’ Her great good fortune was to find the 
perfect teacher when she was four and a half – the celebrated 
veronika tumanishvili – and to study with her until she was 16. 

‘she gave me an ideal grounding,’ says Gvetadze. ‘she taught 
me about sound, and how to produce a warm colour or a sharp 
one. and she stressed the importance of not being narrowly 
focused – she insisted on taking me to museums and theatres. 
she made me visualise. i would play one of the mendelssohn 
Songs Without Words, and she would ask me to paint the images 
it inspired in me.’ When tumanishvili died, Gvetadze was 
taught by Gabunia. ‘His approach to music was intellectual, 
and concerned above all with structure. i still keep a score 
with his marks on it. For him every dot had a reason. What he 
demanded in music was logic.’

LiFe at tHe conservatoire in tHe 1990s Was 
hard for students and teachers. When i visited it in 1997, 
Gabunia told me with grim humour how little he and 

his colleagues had to live on: their £10 per month just about 
kept them in firewood during winter power cuts. their pianos 
and violins were appalling, sheet music was almost non-existent 
and the place was visibly falling apart. When she goes back there 
now, Gvetadze wonders how she managed to even practise on 
the instruments the students had to use.

Her big break was winning the second prize, press prize 
and audience prize at the international Franz liszt Piano 
competition in utrecht in 2008 [the event was featured in 
this section in the previous edition of IP]. she went to study 
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