ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Beauty or Truth?”
In the fast-paced, technologically advanced world of the 21st century, how can artists and consumers of art define, create and appreciate beauty? In music’s case, the definition still seems to be derived from the standards and aesthetics of centuries past. Beauty is most often defined in terms of pleasing melodies, unobtrusive harmonies and a rhythmic structure that is soothing or uplifting. 
But the 20th century — characterized by an unprecedented change of pace, cataclysmic violence instantly reported and witnessed by people the world over, and the complete reassessment of social classes — forever altered the artist’s mission and importance in society. No longer was a composer or painter a servant to a patron.
In this episode of ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON, Conlon and Menahem Pressler explore the subjects of beauty and truth. These two simple words have vexed artists and patrons alike for centuries. Is beauty in its own right enough? Can truth be defined, and if it can, how can it be illustrated through artistic expression? “Beauty or Truth?” airs on PBS (check local listings).
Then there’s the issue of reality. Conlon and Pressler delve deeply into the expression of life’s darker side as a source of beauty. As Pressler, an eminent pianist and pedagogue, rightly states, “There is no single sound that is beautiful in all contexts. There comes a time in music when beauty alone no longer satisfies; we want something that reflects and expresses life.” 
A moving performance is not one that is based solely on good technique. There has to be the kind of poetic understanding that brings the listener pleasure that’s indefinable in concrete terms. In performances of works by Prokofiev and Debussy, finalist Chu-Fang Huang demonstrates that there can be beauty in lush harmonies and rhythmically ambiguous textures, and in pounding rhythms with harsh, angular sonorities. She is at her most eloquent in the riveting performance of the slow movement of Schumann’s piano quintet, in which she is joined by the renowned Takács Quartet.

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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