ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Plato or Aristotle?”
Imagine that the great philosophers Plato and Aristotle were not great thinkers, but great pianists. How might each one approach a great piece of music? Plato would most likely begin with the printed page, creating in his brain an idealized concept of the music, a cerebral perfection, as it were. All physical contact with the instrument, all tactile creation of sound, must be put forth as an effort to achieve that perfection already established. Aristotle, on the other hand, might begin with the act of practicing, bringing measure after measure, page after page to life by playing it over and over again, gaining from each new physical experience deeper and more profound ideas about the work. 
Let us for the sake of this discussion accept that the two approaches to music making mentioned above are the either-or of possibilities. Can we then determine simply by watching and listening to performers make music that they are taking one tack or the other? James Conlon, conductor for the Twelfth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition, suggests that, to a certain extent, we can.
Conlon teams up with eminent pianist Menahem Pressler in ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON “Plato or Aristotle?” to explore some ideas on the creative and re-creative process of music-making seen through the youthful eyes of the competitors from the prestigious Cliburn Competition held in Fort Worth, Texas, in the spring of 2005. The episode airs on PBS (check local listings).
What is the printed score? Maestros Conlon and Pressler maintain that it is a road map, a limited means for a composer to convey his ideas to a performer. After all, if one looks at the Grand Canyon on a map, has he really experienced what it is like to be there, to see the terrain, to smell the air? So it is with a printed musical score. Until that score is brought to life with the aid of a gifted interpreter, there is no music at all, only a collection of symbols that represent a composer’s abstract ideas. 
Pressler asserts that “better has no end.” By this he means that the reason artists and listeners alike never tire of repeatedly experiencing great music is that there is no end to the possibilities of deeper or original ideas about great works. Every generation sees them anew and brings them to life according to their own experiences. 
In “Plato or Aristotle?,” one of the truly great experiences is listening to gold medalist Alexander Kobrin bring Brahms’ magnificent Piano Quintet to life with the 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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