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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this research aims to bring more awareness to the role that competitions play in the 

development of a classical musician. Since the inception of the competition platform in the early 20th 

century, the prevalence of these acts has continued to grow prolifically. Musicians have always had 

various views and philosophies towards these events; the fundamental nature of them remains 

controversial. However, the scholarship of many educated academics has revealed many aspects that 

must be considered to further enhance the overall education of a classical musician of the 21st century. 

The primary instrument that this research will be concerned with is the piano--beginning with a brief 

history of piano competition origins--then branching to the political significance they have had. The 

ultimate aim of this research is to consolidate leading authoritative voices of the field in a rational 

discourse with one another—leaving the reader to consider this information in the process of forming 

their own views. 
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When analyzing the career path of a modern day classical musician, it becomes vital to evaluate 

the many different components that have cultivated their artistry. Similar in many career fields 

and occupations, successful development and sustained growth in a profession cannot always be 

attributed to one specific event, but rather a culmination of these life events. One of the most 

popular affairs that has seemingly come to develop and define a society is competition.  

Additionally, the role of competition in many fields has made for an interesting study towards 

them in and of themselves. It must be noted that the invention of musical competitions is not 

something new or special for our generation. Musical competitions may be dated back to the 

Greek and Roman times, but only started to gain rapid popularity in the western world around 

the early 20th century (Gallops, W. 2005). Historically, there have been many prominent names 

associated with these events e.g., The Anton Rubenstein Competition, The Chopin Competition, 

and perhaps the most distinguished and coveted--The Tchaikovsky Competition.  When 

analyzing the process of these competitions and their winners, a whole new schematic of music 

becomes revealed. From the political ramifications to the psychological, music has spread far 

and wide from the world in which the composers lived and the audiences in which first heard 

their work. The burning question that musicians contemplate today remains: Are these 

competitions procuring the great tradition of performing, or are they unwittingly destroying it? 

 

The existing body of academic writing that is pertinent to this subject matter agrees on the 

duality of its nature, and further suggests how both sides must be considered seriously in the 
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realms of music pedagogy and performance. The best way of going about a study in this topic is 

to construct a question that best captures this dichotomous nature, Just as Gallops and Rueben et 

al. did in the Journal of Music Teacher Education (2005) as they begin their inquiry by asking, 

“Are competitive structures in music education paradoxical, or is it possible to maintain artistic 

and educational integrity within these competitive structures? Should we pursue ways to develop 

healthy approaches to competition in the arts, or should we focus our energies on dismantling all 

competitive structures within music education? Before undertaking the task of determining the 

answers for these questions, we must gain more knowledge of the history behind competitions, 

and how they have played a role in the musical world thus far. 

 

It doesn’t take an academic to conceive the idea that competition in society has existed for so 

long that it’s hardwired into our brains psychology. As Gallops & Ruben (2005) further state, 

“…competitive strivings are shared by all human societies from the beginning of history. In the 

most primitive societies, competition within and between tribes for food and shelter is a frequent 

factor of social interaction.” But when exactly did these primal traits bleed off into the world of 

cultivated society and “higher-art?” One of the most revealing and famous incidents of musical 

competition took place in the year of 1703, when the composers and harpsichordists George 

Handel and Johann Mattheson entered a dual with one another over who the best harpsichordist 

really was. Fortunately, Mattheson's sword struck a large button on young Handel's suit, saving 

Handel's life (Cline, 1985, p. 201). As this example proves, not even some of the greatest 

geniuses are immune from the primal instinct of proving oneself through a bit of competition. 
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Moving ahead to our modern times, we find that competitions have grown much larger than 

merely a one-versus-one style of battle such as revealed in the Handel and Mattheson duel that 

took place over 300 years ago. Modern musical competitions have grown into massive 

organizations that have spread their reach into politics and society. According to Collin Eatock in 

International music competitions: fiddling while Rome burns? (2006), “Music competitions 

exploded in the postwar years, when the arts became a Cold War battlefield, with East and West 

striving to demonstrate cultural superiority.” At the front line of this war was a 23 year-old 

American titan piano soldier by the name of Van Cliburn who won the most prestigious music 

competition in the world—The Tchaikovsky International Piano Competition. Never before did 

music have such a national and cultural significance. However, this result was not without 

tremendous political upheaval. Much of the atmosphere surrounding this decision was densely 

packed with matters of national pride, tradition, and governmental regimes. Such as exemplified 

by Eatock, C. in International music competitions (2006) where it is stated that “nervous jurors 

felt the need to ask Nikita Khrushchev's permission before awarding the gold medal to an 

American.” Fortunately for Cliburn and music as a whole, his success was a testament that music 

had the power to transcend war and unite the people, even if it was only for a brief moment. 

 

To many, the spectacular victory of Van Cliburn in 1958 represents competition in its best and 

most respectable form—as a levelling, democratic force. But this case may be interpreted by 

some as the exception, and here’s why: As Cliburn himself stated in an interview with PBS in 

2008, the jurors of the Tchaikovsky competition were some of the most esteemed musicians of 

the time, including: Dimitri Shostakovich, Emil Gilels, Sviatoslav Richter, and many more of the 

greatest musicians of the Soviet Union. The fact that they unanimously agreed upon Van Cliburn 



6 
CLASSICAL MUSIC COMPETITIONS 

as the best performer made it impossible for Khrushchev to manipulate the results and make a 

partial decision for the winner. If he would have forced these great musicians to pick a fellow 

Russian instead of Cliburn (based on a matter of political agenda instead of talent), the reputation 

of the competition would have been annihilated at that very moment. It would have been too 

blatantly obvious if results were manipulated at this level, and the Soviet musical world would 

have imploded in Khrushchev’s face. Khrushchev realized this and was forced with no other 

option but to allow the jury to award first place to the all American Van Cliburn. Sadly, this is 

not the same fate that many thousands of smaller competitions are destined to. As Gustav Alink 

noted in Fiddling while Rome burns, “Competitions compete with each other, for the best 

contestants, the most prestigious juries, the richest prizes, and the most publicity.” In this pursuit, 

they more often than not become self-serving, cliquish institutions that force unwilling musicians 

into do-or-die contests.” (Eatock, C. 2006). 

 

In pursuit of keeping a system of check and balances on the bureaucracy of music competitions 

comes the development of the World Federation of International Music Competitions (WFIMC). 

This organizations mission statement includes: "to adopt and enforce standards for admission to 

and for membership in the federation that will ensure the quality of competitions" and also, "to 

strengthen communication among member competitions and between them and other 

organizations that promote the careers of young musicians." (Eatock, C. 2006). As the 

federation’s treasurer Phillippe Languin states, “music competitions are a reflection of our 

society: like many other classical music institutions, there's something sclerotic and authoritarian 

about them, with older, established artists policing a younger generation to decide who will be 

admitted into their ranks. 
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Even with this sense of oversight and mediation applied to competitions, there still exists a large 

group of esteemed experts in the field who emphasize the inherent deficiency of their nature. For 

instance, Glenn Gould--one of the most revered and legendary pianists of the 20th century-- can 

be quoted in his own writing to have serious dissonance on the subject of competitions: 

“Competitionitis” As he defined it, is “an infection not only debilitating to performers and 

audiences but detrimental and antipathetic to the spirit of music.” (Glenn Gould, “We Who Are 

About to Be Disqualified Salute You!” The essence of his complaint was that juries, in striving 

for consensus, tend to reward conformity over originality, and virtuosity over profundity. 

"Competitions," opined Gould, "rarely benefit the supreme artist whose career would come to 

pass regardless." The most satisfying, stimulating, and individualistic talent was consigned, not 

surprisingly, to fourth place." As for the competition audience, by the final round it had become 

a "partisan, odds-quoting, bookmaking mob." 

 

Music--interwoven into the fabric of life and society, can be something as fundamental to 

humans as our instincts themselves. As Gallops, W. asserts, “For art to be art it must be a 

reflection of our human condition.” And as agreed upon by Eatock, C. and Languin et al, “music 

competitions are a reflection of our society. It's very difficult to imagine the absence of 

competition today, because it's intrinsic to the evolution of our society." However, as naturally 

occurring as they may be, they should not exist without severe scrutiny under the eyes and ears 

of the music world. The dichotomous nature of competition in music has led to many very 

revealing episodes in history. From evaluating Van Cliburn’s revolutionary win in the 1958 

Tchaikovsky competition, to exploring the state of affairs in many modern age competitions, 
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both sides of this inherent nature must be incorporated into any serious musician’s study of their 

craft. As we learned from the Kamenez example in Colin Eatocks writing: for aspiring 

musicians, winning awards is no guarantee of a major career, however, competitions may offer 

another way forward. The case of Van Cliburn’s win in 1958 proves that competitions in the best 

setting can be a levelling, democratic force. But competitions in the worse can be a nefarious 

agenda driven organization that, as Glenn Gould stated, “reward conformity over originality, and 

virtuosity over profundity,….making them a partisan, odds-quoting, bookmaking mob.” 
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