ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Technique or Spirit?”
The revered Austrian pianist Artur Schnabel once said that a great piece of music is greater than any of its possible performances. Weighty words indeed, but relevant to any discussion of virtuoso performance. In ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON “Technique or Spirit?,” Maestro James Conlon, conductor for the Twelfth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition held in Fort Worth, Texas, in spring of 2005, explores virtuosity as both a virtue unto itself, and the tool with which great emotional, spiritual and artistic experiences can be wrought. The program airs on PBS (check local listings). 
Throughout the history of western music, there have been works composed solely for the purpose of showing off the technical prowess of the performer or demonstrating just what a particular instrument was capable of doing. Such displays date back to the earliest written music, but it was not until the 19th century that pianist-composer Franz Liszt and violinist-composer Nicolo Paganini invented the character now recognized as the virtuoso recitalist. These two iconoclasts not only created the new world of the star performer, but they did much to advance just what was possible with their respective instruments. 
For Conlon, technique is the starting point. And he admonishes would-be critics to be careful when they dismiss a performer as being “just a technician.” “To be able to play all of the notes of a Rachmaninoff piano concerto correctly and at the right time is already a feat.” 
Conlon surmises that an audience member first comes to a concert to hear great music played well. But for him, that experience is only the beginning. He hopes that in addition, the physical accomplishment of the performer will open the door for a listener to embrace the spectrum of emotions, to be taken outside of his everyday existence, to become a part of a musical adventure of literary proportion. Classical music, he concludes, is more than just entertainment. It is an emotionally challenging and intellectual experience, which gives it a depth of meaning that is not possible in purely escapist pursuits. 
Featuring lengthy solo and chamber music excerpts by Crystal Award winner Sa Chen, “Technique or Spirit?” is especially noteworthy for the final movement of the Dvořák piano quintet, in which Chen is joined by the renowned Takács Quartet. Cliburn Competition jury member and legendary pianist Menahem Pressler chimes in with insightful commentary. 

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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