ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Being It or Playing It?”
Being it or playing it? Conductor James Conlon, maestro of the Twelfth Cliburn Competition held in the spring of 2005, takes the latter approach as he explores just what it means to be an interpreter of great music. How does an artist become one with the music? How can a pianist under the age of 20 possibly have accumulated enough life experience to re-create the thoughts of the greatest musical poets in history? Is the interpreter a mere servant of the composer or is the composer’s creation dependent on the genius of a brilliant performer? 
And what becomes of the composer himself? Conlon points out in his commentary that the works of great artists — those works that have long been established in the canon as great — in fact transcend the human frailties of the artist himself, leaving behind only a monument to his greatness that is to be examined and redefined. 
Maestro Conlon tackles these and other thought-provoking philosophical and artistic questions in “Being It or Playing It?,” airs on PBS (check local listings). Here, the viewer travels backstage at the 2005 Cliburn Competition, held every four years in Fort Worth, Texas, to eavesdrop on rehearsals and discussions between Conlon and the pianists, and to experiene exquisite footage from actual performances. 
The featured artist is Joyce Yang, the competition’s silver medalist, performing music of Liszt and Dvořák, among others. Yang, only 19 at the time, proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that youth and profound music-making are not strange bedfellows. 
Joyce Yang proved herself to be not only a fine technician, but also a deep thinker and able collaborator. In “Being It or Playing It?,” she makes the piano sing in a moving rendition of Franz Liszt’s transcription of Schubert’s song “Gretchen am Spinnrade,” and her performance of Dvořák’s awe-inspiring A Major Piano Quintet with the Takács Quartet is a tour de force of spirited music-making and collegial esprit de corps.

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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