GENIUS WITHIN: THE INNER LIFE OF GLENN GOULD
Directors: Michele Hozer and Peter Raymont

Mercury Cinema

Rated PG
Even though he died in 1982 at age 50, the legend of Canadian pianist Glenn Gould lives on. Indeed, Gould is classical music’s James Dean or Elvis. His recording of Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier is navigating the solar system in Voyager. He has an army of geeks around the world who continue to debate his legacy. However, while the career of the artist is writ large in his recordings, Gould the man was solitary and elusive. Hence, this new documentary which lifts the lid on his private world is fascinating.
While Gould has been the subject of documentary previously, what makes this film fresh and authentic is the participation of the majority of Gould’s small circle of friends including longtime friend John Roberts, sound technician Lorne Tulk and personal assistant, Ray Roberts, but in particular, Cornelia Foss, who revealed in 2007 that she had left her composer husband Lukas in 1968 and that she and her two children lived with Gould for four years in Toronto. Gould emerges as a man driven yet ultimately killed by genius. As an only child of an affluent Canadian couple who had given up hope of conceiving, Gould was sheltered and spoiled. Roberts observes that sibling rivalry might have made Gould more resilient to criticism. After a promising beginning as a child prodigy in Toronto, Gould made his international breakthrough with his chart topping and timeless recording of Bach’s Goldberg Variations (1955). Numerous international concert tours followed including a landmark tour of Russia in1957. In fact Gould was the first North American musician to do so during the Cold War. Gould became a cult figure, a Renaissance man, an uncompromising artist who insisted on reinventing work by the Masters such as Mozart and Beethoven. However, Gould was also savaged by critics opposed to his approach, including the New York critics who berated his slow measured performance of Brahms Piano Concerto No. 1, so controversial that conductor Leonard Bernstein prefaced the performance with a disclaimer.
Unable or unwilling to deal with the raw exposure of live performance, Gould retired from concerts at 31 to focus on recording, composing and writing philosophical papers that justified his position as “concert drop-out”. The film gives us its deepest insight into Gould the man at this point. Foss has no regrets about the affair and destroys the myth of Gould as an asexual ascetic. Foss’ children reflect fondly on kindly, playful “Uncle Glenn”. Tulk reveals the difficult taskmaster and control freak, but also the close friend who felt so bonded to him that he wanted to adopt him as his brother. Sadly, Gould the artist began to swallow up the man as rampant hypochondria, reckless use of prescription medication, and the breakdown of his relationship with Foss took their toll. When he rerecorded the Goldbergs (1981) just before his death, the performance was just as authoratively original, but supreme intellect and mathematics had taken the place of youthful exuberance.
While Gould freaks will recognize most of the footage, there are some rare gems including film of a quirky Gould on holidays in the Bahamas in the late ‘fifties and at work recording Liszt’s transcription of Beethoven’s ‘Pastorale’ in the late ‘sixties. A childhood student friend also reveals that Gould’s amazing technique and detached staccato style that made him the master of counterpoint (“as if his left and right hand were playing a duet” as one person observes), came from his piano teacher at the Toronto Conservatory, Alberto Guerrero. 
However, this film is not only for obsessives alone. It’s an insight into what makes an artist an artist, that artistry can both nurture and destroy the human soul, and that the muse has to accommodate the man.
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