ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Apollo or Dionysus?”
Apollo: polite, classical, well-ordered, staid. Dionysus: passionate, unruly, emotional, haphazard. Two separate but equal approaches to music making? Is one manner right and the other wrong, or is a carefully balanced combination of the two the recipe for brilliant music-making?
In ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON “Apollo or Dionysus?,” conductor James Conlon and eminent pianist Menahem Pressler explore these divergent approaches to music-making through the eyes of the young pianists who competed in the Twelfth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition held in Fort Worth, Texas, in the spring of 2005. “Apollo or Dionysus?” airs on PBS Sunday, April 2, 2006, 10:30-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings).
Just what kind of performer truly moves an audience? Some listeners prefer the calm, cool approach of the Apollonian player — a performance that is so well-conceived, so carefully considered that the listener leaves with the sense that there could have been no other possible way to play the music. Others prefer the Dionysian approach, complete with contorted facial expressions, theatrical body movements and sweat dripping onto the keys. And yet Maestros Conlon and Pressler firmly believe that the truly great performance comes from a combination of the two. The listener must come away with the impression that music can run the entire gamut of human emotions, yet be presented within a framework of structure and beauty and with a modicum of self control. 
Pressler goes on to surmise that audiences most likely will not come away with an impression of an entire concert. They come, he says, seeking an experience, an unforgettable event, and they find that experience not necessarily in an entire evening but in a moment. It is the duty of the performer then to have found and experienced such a moment for him or herself; then that performer must re-create it for the audience, so that they can share in that point of elevated being. He says that an artist should play so that the audience does not sit back in their seats saying “show me,” but rather in such a manner that they cannot leave their seats, eagerly anticipating each new summit of the experience.
Finalist Davide Cabassi of Italy is featured in many of the musical excerpts in “Apollo or Dionysus?,” performing and rehearsing works of Beethoven, Brahms and César Franck, among others. His playing is clearly in the Dionysian mode. While he is ultra-expressive and at times flamboyant, his playing is marked by a distinct and palpable depth of feeling.

Van Cliburn announced the winners of the Twelfth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition during the awards ceremony at Bass Performance Hall in Fort Worth, Texas, on June 5, 2005. Seventeen days of thrilling music-making, which started with 35 of the world’s most promising musicians, culminated with the Gold Medal going to Alexander Kobrin, 25, of Russia; the Silver Medal to Joyce Yang, 19, of South Korea; and the Crystal Award to Sa Chen, 25, of China. Finalists were Davide Cabassi, 28, of Italy; Chu-Fang Huang, 22, of China; and Roberto Plano, 26, of Italy.
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