ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON
“Tradition or Innovation?”
Arturo Toscanini said that tradition is the last bad performance. Gustav Mahler referred to tradition as laziness. Yet classical music is perhaps the most tradition-laden of all the arts. Years of performance practices have varnished, and as some claim, tarnished the great works of the repertoire. 
An entire movement of research into period performance practice was born out of a desire to strip away decades of 19th-century whitewash from the faces of great works from the baroque period. But tradition is important. It is the connective tissue to the past that enables works of music that are hundreds of years old to remain vital and fresh, even in the ever-changing technological 21st century. 
ENCORE! WITH JAMES CONLON “Tradition or Innovation?,” airing on PBS Wednesday, June 7, 2006, 10:30-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings), Maestro James Conlon, conductor for the Twelfth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition, explores the merits and deficiencies of tradition through the eyes of the young pianists who competed in the 2005 event in Fort Worth, Texas. He deftly makes the case that tradition is, on the whole, a good thing, and that it is necessary in a re-creative art like music. 
Is something good because it is modern, or is it bad because it is old fashioned? It is a question that has no correct answer. But Conlon is insistent that while performers should avoid cliché, they should also be wary of novelty without substance. He is more concerned that an artist has something of substance to say about a work than something new to say about it.
“Do we handle music that was written 200 years ago with kid gloves simply because it is old?” he asks. The answer is clearly no. Music must be presented with such immediacy and vibrancy that it speaks to our modern sensibilities, giving the impression that it is so “present” that a piece by Bach or Mozart could have been written only yesterday. 
Crystal Award winner Sa Chen is the featured artist in “Tradition or Innovation?,” performing excerpts from works by Beethoven, Dvořák, Chopin and Stravinsky.  

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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