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| grew up as one of four children 1o parenis born of Rusian
and Polish immigranis. When | was nine, our family moved
1o llaly for a year, the chance circumsiance which broughi
me lo 1he guilar. My failher, a scienlisl and profesor al the
Universily of Minnesola, had accepled an invilalion 1o be
a consullani. My moilher, a law schal| gradualie, folk dance
insirucior,and naiurally gifled musician, was eager 1o provide
arlislic experiences for me and my siblings.

\NNhen my oldesi brolher Ira
asked for guilar lesons, our
molher learned thal a famous
clasical guilarisi and former
sludeni of Segonia, Aldo Minellq,
commuied weekly from Milanio
leach al ihe local consenaiory
in Narese \Where \we lined. Ira’s
faniasiesio be ihe nexi ENis Presley
Were quickly dashed, however,
\when he realized he would have
1o gro long right hand fingernails
and learn clasical. He bowed
oul, and | volunieered 1o 1ake
his place. | hadnl a clue \what
classical guilar was, bul | liked folk
music and figured il couldn’ be
1@ far afield.

Aldo seni us 1o a builder in 1he
couniryside \Who measured my
hands and made me a small
guilar. I'll nexer forgel 1he fhrill
of holding il for 1he firsi lime. \Ne
climbed a rickely slaircase,
waded ihrough a gaggle of
chickens and enlered a modesl
sludio \Where he presenied me
Wilh  1he insirument. | had a
fresh \Wwad and Narnish scenli,

and fell like a 1reasure. Unlike
lhe piano which | had given
up a year earlier, 1his \Nas 1o be
cradled and sirummed, flesh 1o
sirings, no picks, keys or pedals. li
\ibrailed ihrough my being. 1 \was
lhoroughly exolic.

Aldo sen became onernhelmed
Wilth concerlizing and lurned oNer
all his sludenis 1o his falher, an
exuberani, enihusiastic man \Who
fueled my moiher’s imaginaiion
by ielling herihal\whenhe placed
my hands on ihe guilar ihey
lawked jusl like his son’s. T\nenly

minules a day of praciicings
didn’1 produce any miracles, bul

| had a god lime and played in

a litlle reciial 1he following spring. ..

/Veanwhile, | learned French in
schml, disconered ruins in Pompeii
and Rome, gondolas in \enice,
/Michelangelo in Florence,
caslles and prehisloric caves
in France, Nolre Dame in Paris,
bulllights in Spain, The Matlerhorn
in S\ilzerland....

My life changed fore\ver!
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Before our relurn 1o ihe Siales by ship, | broke a
finger in a fight \Wilh my mischienous oldesi broiher.
\Nith my arm in a casl, il Was a sad journey back
on ihe SFrance. Bul | learned a life leson aboul
lemper. And my finger reconered ils full range of
molion, albeil a litlle craoked.
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Once back in Minneagpolis, | conlinued \iilh
Jeflrey Nan, a young pioneer of clasical guiiar in
Minnesola. | had my firsl lesons \Wwilh SegoNia ai
fourieen and disconered up close The enchaniling
magic of his gemlike sound and rich, colorful ione.
Bul | was on a fasl frack 1o becoming a scientisi,
disecling every miniscule 1hing 1hal moved,
building cloud chambers and model rockels. My
falther used 1o bribe me by saying | couldni launch
my rockels uniil I'd pul in an hour on 1he guilar.
The lurning point came \nhen | \won a compelition
and performed for 10,000 people as a’ soloisi
with the AMinnesola Orchesira. | had disconered
someilhing more exciling than sending \worms and
grashoppers up inlo space, so | shifled gears and
bbegan praciicing five hours'a day.

During a summer of sludy Wilh. \enezuelan
guilarist Alirio Diaz, | became fascinaled Wwilh
Soulth American music. From sixieen, | no longer
had a leacher during ihe year - | learned from @
mirror and 1ape recorder, and a fexn lesons \wilth
Julian Bream and Segonia. | sludied fine summers
wilh Oscar Ghiglia al the Aspen Alusic Feslinal,
and discovered jusi how male ihe field \was: one
summer 50 guilar siudenis showed up and only i\wo
of us \were girls. 1t made me \work harder because
| had 1o defend boih gender and insirumeni, and
become god enough 1o compele on all levels.
Thanks 1o an invilation following a concerl my
pbroiher Neil had arranged in Housion, | began
louring Germany ihe summer afler high schal.
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And 1hen came 1he big break. Afler freshman year ai Yale Uninersily, | \won
1he Toronio Guilar 75 competition. Tours and recordings followed in Japan,
and 1he nexi year | \won the MMunich Internalional compelilion. Three years
laler as a winner of ihe Queen Sofia compelilion in Madrid, | began a 20-
year friendship with Joaquin Rodrigo \When he inNiled me 1o his home afler
hearing my line broadcasi of his Concierlo de Aranjuez.

During my lasl t\wo years al Yale, frusiraled by a lack of guidance in playing
Bach, | began sludying baroque performance pracilice wilh the greai
Bach scholar and keyboard arlisi Rosalyn Tureck. 1 meanti slarling from ihe
eginning, Wilh discipline and much palience - e speni an enlire year

on juslt one suite! | performed 1hai
suile in my New York debul in
Lincoln Cenier’s Alice Tully Hall in
1979, and signed shorlly afier \ilh
Columbia Arists Management
Inc. Afler ien years of sludy Wilh
Tureck, | recorded 1he complele
Bach lule suiles for EMINirgin
Clasics - 1he firsi of several CDs
\With The label - and published \NoO
of our collaborailine edilions wiith
G. Schirmer, Inc.

By ihe 1ime of my New York debul,
composers had begun \wriling for
me, crealing whalwould become
a calalog of concerli, solo and
chamber works by some of 1he
finesi musicians of our lime: John
Corigliano, Tan Dun, Chrisiopher
Rouse, Lukas Fos, Aaron Jay
Kernis, Joseph Schwaniner,
Joan Tower, Howard Shore, Ned
Rorem, Danid Diamond, Leo
Brouwer, among many oihers. /My
American Landscapes CD, ihe
first ever recording of American
Quilar concerli, Was launched
- 1he space shuille Allantis and

presenied as a gifi 1o Russian
cosmonauls during a rendezNous
With Mirin 1995, Asaformerrocket
enihusiasl, you can imagine my
excilemeni \when asitronaui Chris
Hadfield phoned every day ihe
week of the launch \Wilh updaies
re NASA's approNal for ihe CD
and a Soloelile Travel Guiiar

for 1the ship’s band 1o be
carried aboard.
In the 1980s, | was inviled 1o

perform Wilh bossa nova legend
Laurindo Almeida and jazz guilarisi
Larry Coryell. Our Guilarjam 1irio
lasied for five years, and \Ne \were
al the vanguard of Whai came 1o
be known as crossoNer. Though in
Those days crossoNer \Was a risky
conceplandlhadiodefend mysell
against  narrow-minded  purisis
Who beliened classical players
should never slep oulside 1he box.
Now everyone is racing 1o do ill
Also during 1his lime, Carnegie Hall
asked me 10 creaie iheir firsi exer
guilar festinal, Guilarsiream “85. |
assembled 40 musicians and an



orchesira for senen themed exenings of music from clasical, Sephardic, is a fribule 1o my guilar heroes \wilh

folk, bluegrass, rock, jazz, Lalin and flamenco genres. | adapled a smaller amazing guesis from ihe rock, pop.
\ersion of 1his festinal for seneral years al he Oraway Thealre in SI. Paul /VIN, jozz and Lalin worlds: Sieve \ai,
and crealed and hosied a radio series for National Public Radio. | also \norked Sianley Jordan, Nancy \Nilson ofHear,
\Wilh Brazil’s musical icon Tom Jobim, recording his music and opening his Avery Sieve Morse, Romero Lubambo, Paul
Fisher Hall show in duos \Wwilh Carlos Barbosa-Lima. \Ninier, Thiago de Mello, and Rosa

Pasos. You can wailch the iwo Nideos
Beginning in 1he lale 1980°s, | made 1he first of seneral Trips 1o Nisil rain foresls from the CD - Aslurias and Making
in Cosla Rica, Ecuador and Brazil. Floaling down 1he Amazon in Ecuador, in of Guilar Pasions (wilh Nai innenling
a dugoul canoe \ilh piranhas, electric eels, and glisiening crocodiles al@i, beef yoghurt)

monkeys, sloihs, ioucans, macaws, and an occasional pyihon in 1he foliage
oNerhead, | fell as if in The Garden of Eden. In the Galapagos, | fraveled by
boal from island 10 island, \Wilnesing \WWhal had so capiinaied Charles Dannin,
from sea lions and iguanas, 1o exolic frigale birds and red-lwled bbies. In
Toruguero, Cosla Rica, | Wwaiched huge lealherback urles arduously make
Theirway from 1he safely of lhe ocean’s edge 1o 1he beach \where they \would
lay Their spherical eggs.

| had no idea then ihal ihese experiences \would come 1o figure in my music
as \Well. Back in New York, | mel the composer/organic percussionisl Thiago
de Mello, an Indian from the Aaué tribe of the Brazilian Amazon. He shared

wilh me his compositions \Which describe 1he legends of his people, and Oiher landmarks<include: wriling 1he
eNoke 1he sounds of the Amazon and ils inhabilanis \wilh an array of exolic Classical Guilar Answer Bak based on
insiruments, from iurle shells and coc®ns 1o 1oenails of a 1apir. \Ne formed my four-yearcolumniorAcouslic Guilar
a Trio \Wilh saxophonisi Paul \Ninler and recorded our Grammy-nominaied /Magazine; performing al ihe \\hile
Journey 1o the Amazon (\Narner Clasics), a collection of Lalin American House in 2009, a ihrilling experience
music from couniries of ihe Amazon and ils Tribularies: Brazil, Paraguay, wilh President Obama -and his family
Nenezuela, and Colombia. in the fron! row along wilh 300 of
lheir friends and colleagues; and a
Dreams of a \Norld followed and \won a 2001 GRAMMY for Besl Insirumenial documeniary onmy life andwork fo be
Soloist Performance, 1he first GRA/WM Y {or a clasical guilarisi in 28 years. The released in 2012 fimed over a period
album feaiures folk-inspired music from eight diflerent couniries \Wilh eight of three years Wwilh guesls as diverse
world premieres, including Appalachian Dreams \Wriflen for me by 1he lale as Marlina Nonradilong, Joan Baez, 1o
Briisn composer John Duarie. CarlosSaniana. The fruly fransformaiine
, Lo ; : experience, howe\ver, performing at
/Vore projecisiollowed: a 2002 GRA/M/VIY \Ninning disc of concerlicomposed Ground Zero for the firs1 9/11 memorial,
for me by Chrisiopher Rouse and Tan Dun; Baroque Fanorites \with 1he Zurich jelenised live throughout he world. If
Chamber Orchesira; aLalin GRAMMY-nominated disc ofconcerliby Rodrigo/ ever fhere were @ defining moment in
\lilla-Lobos/Ponce \ilh ihe Ne York Philhnarmonic, their first exer recording my life, i was walking onslage before
wilth guilar; and 1he Howard Shore score soundirack for Aarin Scorsese’s 24,000 family members and suniNors,
Oscar\winning film The Deparied. | 1hen signed \wilh Sony and made the 2010 feeling the healing power of music as
GRAMMY winning Journey 10 1he Nexn \Norld with guesis Joan Baez and never before, and apprecialing whai
fiddler Mark' O'Connor (ranked as a #1 besiselling clasical CD on Amazon. " meani 16 all of us, thal day
com and iTunes, it'spent 63 conseculine \Neeks on the 1op Billboard charis.) and forever.
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This /Vlonih: Sharon Isbin is The November cover siory fealure
for Clasical Guilar magazine, and she is fealured in 1he
November isue of Guilar Player magazine. BBC Radio 4
profiles her Novxember 29 al 15:45 (GA1T) wilh music and
inferview on “Joan Armairading’s Favourile Guilarisis“ series.
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