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SHARON ISBIN

Interviewed by LAWRENCE DEL CASALE

Sheron Ishin and Jooan Boaes.

THE LONGER [ KNOW Sharon Isbin. the more |
am amazed at the scope ol her carcer. She has
done so much lor the classical guitar that one
could honestly call her an ambassador of the
instrument. Along the way Sharon has collected
a handful of Grammys and Grammy nomina-
tions, received countless awards [rom various
musical organisations and worked with some ol
the world's highest profile musicians, Recenlly
she has found her way onlo the soundtrack for
one of Hollywood's highes(-grossing films, The
Departed, As an cducator, Sharon [shin helds a
post at the Juilliard School, New York. where she
passes on her knowledge of the guitar to her gift-
ed students. [ was [inally able to catch up with
Sharon in New York to talk about her various
projects and latest recording,

There are so many things [ want lo tallc to you
about. Let us start with your most recent

CGrammy nomination (2008] and your participa-
tion on the soundiracl of the Oscar winning [ilm,
‘The Departed’. directed by Marlin Scorsese,.,

Howard Shore wrole the music, and it was a joy
lo work with him. I'd admired his [ilm music for

years — from The Lord of the Rings to Silence of

the Lambs, and from Mrs.
Philadelphia,

The Departed is a film about the Irish Mafia
in Boston, with Matt Damon, Jack Nicholson,
and Leonardo DiCaprio all engaged in an
undercover, veiled dance ol death. Shore and
Scorsese chose the idea ol the fango to com-
municate this intertwined sleuthing, and the
all-guitar soundirack f[eatures myself along
with Lhree sleel-siring players. Billy's Theme
l[orms the centrepiece, a sensuous yearning
ard hauntingly beautiful seven-minute work,
which | play accompanied by string orchestra.
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Jonn Baez and Sharon [shin,

The music takes place during Leonardo
DiCaprio’s therapy session, and il lluminates
the character's innermosi sensitive feelings,
contrasting with the violent imagery of his
lashbacks. Al the recording session, Howard
described the emotion he wished to create. and
he guided me on lempi, dynamics, shaping,
and expression.

Billy's Theme closes the
compilation soundtrack of
vintage songs performed
by The Rolling Stones, The
Beach Bovs, Van
Morrison, Patsy Cline and
The Allman Brothers
[Warner DBros. Records).
[t's also on Howard's score
album [New Linc Records
MLR 39078] along with
several other (racks | recordecd. I've been per-
[orming these works in concert since the film's
release,

How did you become involved in such a major

Hollywood project?

I met Howard in December '05, when [ per-
formed a song [rom Lord of the Rings at an
evenl in which he was being honored by the
New York Chapter of the Recording Academy.

“Sharon's exquisite
playing allowed me to
revisit and fall in love

with these songs all

over again.”

Spealking af Holliyiwood, Tan Dun's ‘Concerto for
Guitar and Orchestra’ [soundiracic, Crowctiinieg
Tiger Hidden Dragon] garnered you yet another
Grammy . [Teldec New Line, 8573-81830-2] for
which Mark Swed of the Los Angeles Times said
you deserved a Nobel Prize because your per-

Jormance displayed such ‘gripping persuasive-

ness’. Can you fallc a bit
ahout  your association
with such a high-profile
composery

I was fortunale lo meel
Tan Dun in New York in
the late 1990's, before he
became [amous. He wrate
Ihe concerto lor me on 2
Jjoinl commission [rom the
NDR Symphony and the
Dallas Symphony orches-
tras. | premiered it with Christoph Eschenbach
conducting his new millennium celebration in
Hamburg: Tan joined me providing an impro-
vised accompaniment using handheld stones.
It's an amazingly powerful and colourful work
inspired by the ancient Chinese lute (pipa),
Chinese folk traditions & rituals. and the her-
itage of the Spanish guitar. I gave the Italian
premiere on May 7 in Milan, with Tan conduct-
ing the Filarmonica Toscanini. I also play a

- Joan Baez



shorter solo version of this piece entitled Seven
Desires for Guitar,

In 2001 you became the first classical guitarist
in twenty-eight years to win a Grammy in the
‘Best Instrumental Soloist Performarnce’ crrlego-
ry. for your recording: ‘Dreams of a World: Foll-
inspired Music for Guitar' Ii was your first
Grammy. How did it feel to receive this award?
It was surreal. | fully expected one of the
pianists nominated in that calegory to win, like
Murray Perahia or Evdeny Kissin. So when my
name was called, 1 thought perhaps [ was
dreaming, The multi-cultural aspeet ol [olk-
inspired music from eight diflerent counfries
was unusual and stood oul [rom traditional
selections. It was a proud moment for the gui-
tar o re-enter what has
been a long neglecled
arena.

You have a new recording
entitled, ‘Journey io the
New: World® [SONY
Classical. 88697-45456-
2/, The recording also
Seatures two high profile
guest artists, Joan Baez
and Marle O'Connor. What
was the genesis af this
project?

It's a voyage in the evolu-
tion of folk music [rom
the 16th cenlury British
Isles and Ireland, cross-
ing lhe ocean o the New
World. My personal slory goes back too...My
parents taught folk dance, so | grew up listen-
ing to that style of music from the time | was
born. When | was three, they returned from a
holiday in Mexico and presented me with a gift
of a little guitar (which I still have!] At nine. our
family moved to Italy for a year. There | began
lessons with Aldo Minella, by default after my
older brother Ira backed oul (his lantasy was
instead to be the next Elvis Presley.) | hadn't a
clue whal classical guitar was, but gathered it
couldn’l be too far from folk music.

Onee back in the States, Joan Baez became
one of my Tavorite musicians. How litting that
her aunt, Mimi Kingsley, lived in our hometown
of Minneapolis and used to dance in our base-
ment with my parents at their dance cluh!

You open Journey to the New World' with four
English Renaissance lute duets. Why did you
chaose these four particular pieces? You are your
own duet partner on the recording, what was
that experience like?

I perlormed these duets — Drewries accordes
(Anon, ), Dowland’s Lord Willoughby's Welcome
Home, Rossignol (Anon.), and John Johnson's
exquisite 16th  century rendition of

“Sharon Isbin’s
superbly lyrical playing
endows these folksongs

Jrom the British Isles
and North America with
poetic beauty and
enchanting intensity.
The singing of Joan
Baez is as sweetly
evocative as ever.”

Greensleeves - five years ago with my former
Juilliard student Go Nagano. He brought these
works to my attention during his ime at
Juilliard, 1 fell in love with them and invited
him to perform them with me in New York at
the 92nd St Y and at the Aspen Music Festival
where he was serving for a summer as my
teaching assistant. During that time 1 lormed a
clear artistic vision replete with specific articu-
lation, timbral econtrasts, dynamics, and
embellishment in both paris. The music is so
beautiful - [ knew someday | would have fo
record il. I used a capo on the 2nd [ret to
approach a lute-like sound.

It's a bit challenging being yvour own duel
partner as lhere are no visual cues to follow,
and no one to swear at! So it's important to
have a fully integrated
vision in  your mind.
What's remarkable is thal
the process ol synergy,
inspiration, and spon-
taneity  still happens
when playing to your own
previously laid part, as il
it's another person - a
lascinating dichotomy.
When it comes to match-
ing playing style, guilar
sound and timbre
between parls, it can't be
beaten. When changing
parts, [ also changed seal
posilions in the siudio Lo
create lhe same slereo
effect one would experi-
ence with two players. 1 used my Thomas
Humphrey 2007 cedar lop. Le Sacrifice, an
instrumen! with an amazingly warm and lush
sound with two muses painted on the back by
artist Tamara Codor. The recording is dedicated
to the memory ol Tom and another dear friend,
Jody Nordlal,

— Graham Wade

Andrew Yorl has a piece on the recording, enti-
tled ‘Andecy’. Was it written specifically for this
recording? It seems to match the theme perfectly.
I heard Andeecy on a Windham Hill sampler and
found it mesmerising, a musical gem. It filted
the characier ol this recording perfectly | and
only Tater did T learn why: Andrew took his
inspiration for the piece [rom the early
American, English and Irish folk tunes he'd
heard his father and uncle perform when he
was growing up,

The ‘Joan Baez Suite’ Opus 144 {2002). a
seven movement work for solo guitar, was com-
poesed for you by John Duarte (1919-2004).
The Suite is receiving its premiere recording
here. Is il true that when Joan Baez heard you
perform the Suite, she asked to sing on the
recording?



Alter the success of John's Appalachian
Dreams suite which he wrote for me in 1996, |
suggested the idea of a similar arrangement for
songs which Joan Baez sang in the early part
ol her career. John loved the idea, so |
approached Joan to seek her permission. We
met, she gave lhe project her blessing, and
when il came to the time of the premiere in San
Francisco. she was on tour; so she sent flowers
and her delightful 91-year old mother as her
representative. When Joan evenlually heard
the work she loved it, and she offered (o sing a
couple of the songs on the
recording. We performed
Wayfaring Siranger and
o "Wey from my Windou,
her renditions are haunt-
ing.

Our first rehearsal took
place in my New York
apartment, Joan asked me
to play for her and placed
a chair about four feet in
fronl of mine. As | played,
tears sireamed down her
face. What a poignant,
powerful and Intimate
moment it was, especially
since her magical voice
had moved me Lo tears for
decades,

Our next rehearsal was the night belore
recording at Skywalker Sound in CA, I had just
flown in [rom an afternoon working with com-
poser John Willinms at his home in Los
Angeles, and my taxi driver got thoroughly lost,
By the time 1 finally arrived at Joan's house
two hours late. she and her mother were in a
vigil by the phone. [earing | was road-kill. We
had a delightful rehearsal anyway, and the
next day was spent traveling, visiling., and
recording. She is as beautiful and down-to-
earth a person as she is an artist. She's been
playing concerls all over (he world this season
to celebrate the 50th anniversary of her career.

i aniri;'trr'
Mark 6 Cnmnor

The next piece on the recording, also receiving
its premiere here, is violinist Marlk O'Connor's
‘Strings and Threads Suite’ for Violin & Guitar.
This piece was originally written jor sole violin
tracing O'Connor's ancesiral musical roois from
Ireland io the western United Siates. When did
you first hear the piece and what was it that
prompled you (o ask Mearl (o adapt i for guilar
and vielin?

Marlk and [ first met many vears ago in New
York, and among the works | heard then was
his Strings and Threads Suite for solo violin. |
loved the energy, lyricism, beauty and variety
in the short movements (thirteen in all) which
express the violin's evolution in American lolk
music [rom reels, waltzes, blues, spirituals and
swing. o iust before hluedrass. | immediately

imagined it for vielin and guitar. Mark adapted
it [or the two of us in 2006, we premiered it a
year later in Orchestra Hall. Minneapolis. and
again recently in New York. After the first per-
[ormance 1 suggested we record it. The suile
lies the music on the disc together in a remark-
able way.

We'll perform at the Aspen Music Festival in
Augusl, and on tour in the U.S. next season.
He's a wonderful, dynamic, exciting and pas-
sionate player, and his hot jazz improvisation
in the last movement will knock your socks off,
['s dillerent each time,
and lhat's greal fun for
e,

So what's next? It seems
lo me tha! every project
Lo touch turns io
Grammy gold, or af leas( d
nomination...

Rock guitarist Steve Vai
and [ have been perform-
ing logether, and one of
several projects T look lor-
ward to doing with SONY
is recording the amazing
work Steve wrole for lhe
two of us, Blossom Suile.
He's a greal musician,
composer, perlformer and friend - a legend in
his own lime, We premiered the work in Paris
in 2005 during a week of concerls | gave at lhe

Theatre du Chatelet, The 2000-seal hall was

sold out for months in advance, and his [ans
New in from all over the world, nearly causing
a riot during the several hours of post-concert
CD signing, Theatre Chatelet, a very classical
organisation. had never seen anything like il -
they had to improvise bodyguards and had us
snaking through a labyrinth of baclkstage cor-
ridors. The exciting thing is that there is
always something delightfully unexpected
around the corner....

@ Sharon [shin
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JOURNEY TO THE NEW WORLD
ANON: Drewrie’s Accordes. DOW
LAND: Lord Willoughby's Welcome
Home, ANON: Le Rossignol. JOHN-
SON:  Greensleeves.  ENGLISH
FOLK 50NGS: The Drunfen Sailor
Wiledd Mountain Thyme., ANDREW
YORIK: Andecy. TRAD: Wayfaring
Stranger. DUARTE: Joan Baes
Suite. Op. 144, NILES: Go way
Sfrom my windome. Q'CONNOR:
Strings ced Threads Suife.

Sharon Ishin, Joan Baez,

Mark O'Connor

Sony Classical BBE97-45456-2
This album was releascd on 24
March 2008 with a live Interview
on Lhe New York radio programme
WOQXH [available on Sharon [shin's
website], and a Performance Taoday
national broadeast throughout the
USA [rom 235 radio stations. It is
extremely encouraging to find that
such high profile publicity is avail-
able [or the classical guitar in the
appropriale  context, Moreover,
Sharon Ishin's performances lor
film soundiracks (such as
Scorsese’s The Departed), her vari-
ous Grammy and other Recording
Academy Awards, as well as play-
ing al Ground Zero for the Names
Memorial and televised broadcasi
ont 11 September 2002, are all
facets of a career which has estab-
lished her as the guitarist laureate
of the USA.

This new recording is intended
as a progressive musical journey,
moving from the roots of English
music in the Elizabethan age, {o
Ireland. and thence Lo the LSA,
where the traditions of European
lolk songs and dances evolved into
new and distinetive cultural idenli-
tics. To help with this journey
Ishin Is joined by Joan Bace and
Mark O'Connor in a preseniation
full of delightful surprises which
nevertheless maintains o sense ol
coherence amidst considerable
diversity.

At the heart of the content is a
remarkable Joan Baez Siite, Op.
144 by John Duarle. [eaturing
some ol Baez's favourile songs
such as House of the Rising Sun
and Where have all the flowers
gone? arranged for solo guitar, The
settings are poignant vel under-
staled with deft harmonic touches
and imaginative twists o familiar
melodies.

Clas<ical Cuitar Maoozine

The Iyrical singing of Joan Baez is
timeless, of course. and her pres-
ence endows the occasion with truly
hisloric perspeclives, It is a pity that
Baex only appears an bwo of these
Lracks for her musical togetherness
with Isbin is so execellenl that it
needs lurther opportunity to reveal
all the possibilities of range and
expressiveness implicit here. An
entire programme of these two
arlists should surely be the next
steq.

Mark O'Connor's superh Sirings
and Threads Suite lor violin and
guliar, s spectacular, offering bril-
liant virtuesily in a framewark of
authentic folk intensity. O'Connor's
impeccable violin playving is [re-
fquently reminiscent of the sonorous
precision of Stéphane Grappelli and
as a composition which breathes
utter spontanecity, the suoite pro-
vides an abundance of emotional
conlrasts and dazzling colours.

This album is thus conlemporary
and relevant yel traces profound
historical patlerns. As such its
strength is thal of & sense of identi-
ty and purpose. It also demon-
strates that guitar music does nol
have to be overtly complex or eso-
terie Lo achieve an impacl. Sharon
Ishin's concept here is that ol a
recital, progressing naturally from
one perspective to another but ulli-
malely ereating a satisfying synthe-
sis of all the component parts, One
can fmagine that the appeal of this
journey will be considerable, not
oly attracling guitarists but also
the attention of the general public,
As such this new issue provides a
powerful  econsolidation ol Isbin's
stature on the international scene
and a reminder that artisiry ol lhe
highest order manifests iisell in
many subtle and unexpected wavs,

Crrethenmt Wiacle



