Interview

Sharon Isbins Visionary 1£g:|c:}.r

F"f_]f Colin Davin

The documentary Sharon fibin: Trotebadown, broadeast recent-
ly on nearly 200 public television stations throughout the U.S,,
explores the lite and work of the str guitrist whose career has crossed
countless boundaries, The title calls to mind both her journey as an
internadonal traveling musician and as the ardstic sorvenr of John
Coriglianos guitar concerto Trewbadenss, wrirten for her in 1993,
It is one of over forey new works which Isbin has broughe inw the
repertoire through courage and wvision every bit the equal of
Segovia and Bream. This commitment to new compositions, in the
midst of one of the most successful concert careers of any modern
classical guitarist, is remarkable, Along with performances on the
world's g!.‘lllrlu_‘st srages, and in film and relevision settings, Ishin
has embraced the pursuic of new music with fervor throughout
the years, never resting an the laurels of popular success bur racher
using her recogniton as a pulpit from which to champion these works.

A highlight of Isbin’s legacy of new commissions is the impres-
sive set of concerti written for her, Major composers who fhad YEL o
engage with the instrumenc benr o Ishin's persistence and fearured
the guitar as solo instrument with orchestra, While many of these
partnerships were formed with preeminent Americin composers such
as Christopher Rouse, John Corigliano, and Aaron Jay Kernis, her
reach has been international. Most novably, Y122 Converta fir Guitar o
Orvhestra, writeen for her by prominent Chinese composer Tan Dun,
is an exciting work that she bas premiered in eighe different countries.
From the very beginning, Isbins desire to foster new music has been
global in vision, Her first commission at age seventeen was a concerto
by the Isracli composer Ami Maayani.

As a former student of Sharon Isbin, Pve seen firsthand how
she approaches projects, works with collaborators, and passes on her
expertise in these skills as well as her comprehensive knowledge of the
musical and rechnical aspects of the guitar, 1 had the Opportnity o
ask her some questions about her career and in particular her work
with composers, Her explanations abour the collaborative process,
fram the conceprion of an idea 1o the realization of the music on stage,

are- enlightening,

Colin Davin (CD: Your first commisiton wes a concerto for guitar fy
A Meayani. What evere yose to bis music, and bow did that conection
cannie abous?

Sharon Isbin: (SI): [ heard his harp concerto during a presencarion
le gave in Minneapolis. The engaging rhythms and gorgeous plucked
timbres called our "guitar!” So [ asked if he would consider writing a

concerto for me, He laughed, exclaiming it was a ridiculous insctru-
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Above: Sharon [shin with Christopher Rouse (left) and Tan Dun {right)

ment, Bur ata party later that evening, | offered to play for him, con-
vinced it would t'l1:1|1g{' his mind. Amused l}:.' my naive cenacicy (1 was
only seventeen), he agreed to hear me in New York six manths farer,
By the following summer [ had the concerto in hand, and perform:
ances were soon arranged with the Minnesota Orchestra and Jerusalem
Symphony. | saw the live Tsrael Television broadeast for the frsc time
last wear!

CD: Ouer the years, yorve commissioned works in sole, chamber, and
concert seetings. Has there beer s difference i your approach o warking
with i compaser depending on which forces were wied for a piece? Aned fov
f]f-!'nl _}'(JH .(!rf!r'r.?”]:?.l'l" .'n'-'n'l.lr"'ﬂl.lr':"_'l.'."”.i Rt @ cencerio or G _ﬁ'ﬁl'j'lflfflﬂfﬂ 5{?”‘]’{"!'-‘“.!_"_':
S81: Ir's a combination of chemistry and inwdtion. When | heard the
Beavtifully lyrical Hute concerd Chris Rouse and Lukas Foss had
written, | vearned for thar from ezch. Chris proposed a concerto
inspired by the Spanish architect Antoni Gaudi, and | proposed 1o
Lukas a waork inspived by early American folk themes, Tan Dun cam-
manded such an exoric sonic landscape thar there was no question an
orchestr would enrich the guitar in magical ways. He proposed that
the concerto be inspired by the ancient Chinese piga and its relasion-
ship o the Spanish guitar,

By the tme | mer John Corighano, he had already written



several brilliant concerd, so the word rolled our of my mourh ac our
second chance encounter, which took place standing in line at a post
alfice! Eight years passed before he agreed o rake on the projece, how-
ever, and I got his atention only after suggesting the romantic idea of
the thirteenth-century French troubadours. As with Rouses Concerr
de (ranedt, 1 recorded Trondedonrs and hive given over eighty perfor-
mances of the worl.

1 hatel 2 very different experience with Ned Rorem, When 1 ran
into him at a concert, he said that he was jealous 1 was asking everyone
else towrite for me, Why not him? Having heard many of his magnil-
icent art songs, | suggested something for guitar and voice: A couple
af years later, I premicred his Songs of Sadness with the Chamber Music
Society of Lincoln Cenrer,

Guirarists required no convincing, | invited Joseph Schwanmer
to 3 recitl of mine, after which he suggested a concerto—rturns out,
he was a formier guitarist) When he finished From Afar ... A Fantasy
for Gueitar @ Orcfrestra, | didn't have to change a note, though he did
asle thar [ write hall the cadenza. Leo Browwers £ Decameran Negro
arrived out of the blue one day in the mail. Wed not discussed a new
waork, though [ had recorded two of his earlier compositions.

John Duarte had been eager 1o write for me. [nspired by his
English Sueiee, | suggested a suite based on Appalachian folk music,
We each rescarched source material, and he made the selections. We
approached his foan Beez Swite in a similar way, When he finished it,
I made a special wip o London to coach it with him, knowing that
he was dying of cancer and this would be my only opportunity. The
expericnce was invaluable in answering questions of tempo, cxpression,
dynamics. He played his Beorite recording of the haunting "Lament”
from Purcell’s Dids and Awear to illustrate the quore he used in the
miovement “Unquier Grave.” As he recited the prescient lyrics aloud
{which begin, "When | am laid in carch. .. "), we both broke down.

Somerimes the project precedes the composer. For example,
Aurist Carol Wincenc and [ chose [oan Tower (ar the recommen-
dation of Bruce MacCombie) for our recital commission, Vielinist
MNadja Salerno-Sonnenberg and | selected Aaron Kernis to write a
double concerto. 1 premicred it with Nadja and the Saine Paul
Chamber Orchestra, violinist Cho-Liang Lin made the recording with
me and the SPCO, and soon after I performed it with several other
winlimists,

The most recent work came abour in an unusual way, Richard
Daniclpour called twa years ago to say he wanted to write 2 song cycle
for me. By coincidence, Columbia Artists was making plans for me o
tour with Mer Opera star [sabel Leonard, and Carnegie Hall had just
asked to commission 2 work for us. That was an easy puzzle o put

together! We'll premiere his beaudful work in November 2015,

CD: Braee MacCmmbics Niphshade Rounds appeers in a version with
arebentr ar well ar a sole version, Wi ohis an adaptation of the sole
versiand Ane dre either cave, what leed to this adapation?

SI: | asked Bruce o write a work for my New York recital debur at
Alice Tully Hall in 1979, Nine years kater, Lukas Foss and the Brooklyn

Philharmonic commissioned him to arsange ic for guitar and serings,

The main difference is thar in the solo version the plaver improvises
the number of repedtions tor each pattern, whereas in the version with

orehestr the kength For each is specified,

CD: Your nect commiscion is & concerta from Chric Briebeck, What has
the experience of preparing thiv new work been Jthe, and what can we
expect {n his music?
SI: For the first dme in working with @ composer, T was invited 1o
participate in the actual compositdonal process {as opposed o just
refining the guitar pare) and o suggest revisions and new directions
along the way. | loved this approach, and ic allowed me o influence
the outcome substantially. One very important change involved the
slow middle section, which was ransformed ino s ruminative elegy
that commemorates his late father Dave Brubeck with one of his beau-
tiful melodies. The concerto is dynamite, and T'm Jooking forward to
premicring it this April! Chris describes ir best

“I am very excited about Affwityy Concerte for Guitar and
Orelestrar, which T have written for guitar virmoso Sharon Ishin Like
most of my compositions, this piece has taken on a personalicy and
life of its own bur was nurured by the ideas Sharon and T discussed
ar the inceprion of our collaboration. Affisdy possesses an inrer-
mational stylistic air with sounds thar reflect the rhythms and
harmaonies of South America, the Middle East, lberian Peninsula,
and America, The spirited music bursts our of the starting gare in the
first measure, evenmually evolves into a beautiful andante section in
the middle, and then takes us on an intense musical ride from the
virtuosic cadenz: to the soaring Anale. This new single movement
concerto, about ffteen minuees in length and scored for guiter and

chamber orchestra. is a tonr de force for a rruly exceprional guitarist.”

Even in the context of her teaching, Isbin instlls a passion
for new works in her studenes and substanrial wisdom in how 10
pursue the collaborative process with composers. We spoke abour
her proudest experiences as a eacher and her approach to developing
students not only inm oursanding puitarists. bur musicians wich

diverse pursuits throughout the field.

Sharom i 3 Classic A, a Fve-C LY boe ser release on Warner Classics,
includes music performed in the Trewbadonr film. The fve albums aee; faur-
ney do the Avugean (1997 GRAMMY" somination), D afa Wield (2001
GRAMMY® Award), Cancert? fy Roreed T Dun (2002 GRAMMY™ Aveand),
Retroigice Fuvorites, and Copeerst by Rodvipa/Villa-Lobos/Pasiee witle the
Mere Yorde Phitharmonic (2005 Latin GRAMMY® Nominadan),
For more informarion. please visic sharanishin,com'music. himl
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Sharon Ishin’s Visionary Legacy (continued)

CD: Of the many accomplishments in your career, is there one that yow've
wiast prraeed off

SI: Its all been exciting, but onc of the things I'm most proud
of is seeing students like vou blossom from o talented and hard-
working fifteen-year-old ar the Aspen Music Festival 1w a brillian
performer and Juilliard graduate who 5 now my teaching assis-
tnt in Aspen, commissioning composers and curating your own
series in New York City, speaking cloguently in the Trosdidonr
docurmnentary, and sharing the staze with the likes af Jessve Norman ar

Carnegie Hall and on the Letterman Show! How cool is thar!!

Documentary
and Performances

Sharers felin: Trosbaadonr, 1 one-hour documentary produced by

Susan Dangel, was presented by American Public Television and seen by
millions on nearly 200 public relevision swmrions sernss the ULS, since
Movember 2004, The March 2015 release on DVD and Blu-ray by
Video Artists lmternzrional feanres the flm plus thiree minuees of exees
perfarmances. For more information, and w view che miler,

please visiv sharonisbintroubadour.com!

l'm so proud when students come into their own and forge new
pachs in the guitar woeld, This vear at Juilliard, for cample, [ have
three remarkable students: Bokyung Byun, Tengyue Zhang, and
Alberta Khoury, and last year, Pierre Ferrevra-Mansilla (M.M. 2014),
Check out their YouTube channel: youtube.comdJuilliard Guitar,
Tronbadpser shines a light on weaching at Juilliard and the Aspen

Festival as well.
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CD: Youwve left quite a mark w an cducaton, with alumné from Juilliord
and Aspen qrrryfing on successfud mical caveers throseghot the world, Da
yat take a specific approach o working with your sdents, and what o
yor hape ta offer thene by the end of their studlies with you?

8l T encourage students to refine their listening, to master rhythm,
lyricism, legato, color, vibram, phrasing, dynamics, nuance, expres-
sion, Baroque performance practice, and techniques of teaching, all
with the gn:;l of mu'ruring their Undgue vorce and ArtisTrY, I encour-
age them to work with composers, o make ranscriprions, and o
play chamber music with each ather and with non-guitarises as well.
Juilliard offers many performance opporunites, including some
high profile gigs ar Lincoln Center. Another wonderful player,
Cameron O'Connor (MM, 20110, found himself onstage at Alice
Tully Hall performing under the baton of Tan Dun his very
(MM 20100

created @ summer guitar program in 5o Faulo for unders-

st semester!  Brazilian  Jodo  Kouyoumdjian
privileged  kids that was so successful Juilliard modeled one of

their own after his and invited him o partcipate as 2 teacher

We also briefly discussed some of the challenges 1sbin has faced
over the yeirs, which seem o have served as important motivating

factors.

CD: What are some of the greatest challenges yorcve faced? In Troubadour,
1are f.r.'.:".r.n'."f.':-'.l:ﬁ:.-."ir:g the :r!].’ﬂf.lf.!rf Bateles ofa womian i the miale-dominated
gwitir world and as a guitavist in the classical psic world. Are there any
s‘l.tl.:‘f{ﬁr.' r.'."fﬁ!.rh'l,r.l."lr:l "{.fl ‘there r':".lm".lre':{;-_rrs_]'(.l.r;?f woreh to dhare?

SI: One summer in Aspen, a5 a student of the grear Osear Ghiglia, T
was one of only two girls among fifty guitarsts! That oursized rario
made me work cxera hard w eliminare any questions of gender. On
the guitar front, ac fifteen, | had o fight to enter a competition spon-
spored h}' the Minnesora Orchesten, T stceeeded and was chen fortunace
to win it. There have been several rimes when | was an orchesora’s
first grurivar solasist, and T'm the ””l'r"- guitar saloist to have recorded
with the New Yerk Philharmonic. [Author’s note: the New Yark Phil-
harmonicy website claims thar the orchestra has recorded over 2,000
albums.] When | won a GRAMMY™ in 2001, it had been tweney-cight
vears since a classical guitarist had last won the award (Julian Bream
and Jolin Williams in 1973 for Tagetfer), and Im siill the only female

guitarist to have received a Grammy in classical.

For their art, Ishin's composer collabarators have noted bach the
freedom she has given them to consider a broad range of possibiliries
for the guitar, a5 well as the support needed to develop a non-guitar
composers capacity o write for the instrument Christopher Rouse
whao wrote the dramatic Spanish-style Concerr ale Gandl, describes how
Sharon Ishin worked with him regulatly to overcome @ steep learning

CLrve



“Every aspect of writing for the guitar was a challenge! Sharon T ak
sent me a cardboard frethoard that showed the picches available on ( |
each string, and this was of enormous help! For the only fime in my

concerto-composing carecr, | necded 1o work closely with her in order St
to be certain that what T wrote would work, so we would ger rogecher U
every six weeks o so and Sharon would pls through whar 1l writeen, S ha ro Isbi n
and I'd then male whatever chanees were necessary. And she showed : e
; ! Departmiant Chair

me a Ffew “tricks” that were JL¢|pE'L|| when it came time to desl with the 3 -

| cadenza.”

John Corigliano discussed his own experience working with
Ishin, both in developing the idea of Trowbadons and approaching the
challenge of the guitan

“Three things made me shy from writing for guitar. Firse, Tlnew
nothing about writing for the instrument ... second, 1 like to writea
big concerta with full orchestea, but with the guitar one must think in
ternis of chamber archestra. And the lase problem was thar [ did noc
want to write a “Spanish” concerro. Sharon spent more than a decade
with fio concerto, und] she cime up with the idea of writing a work
based on the lute/guitar world of the troubadours. This completely
sirlved vy “Spanish puitar” problem and made it possible o think of
a gentler orchestra, with double-reeds playing like ancient oboes and

|‘|.'I!1§-ifll:}['|5.. i1|1{] tl:'ll;: TRy nr' :ZII'IU‘[]'I.L‘F I,'i'l'l'll;‘I
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“Sharon is a perfectonist, 1 could write lyrical lines embellished

W

(1L

with filigree ornamentation, knowing that she could—both techni-

M

cally and musically—understand what [ was doing, She is a grear are-
ist.”

This approach, of developing worls with composers—pitching
ileas, working our the technical problems of the instrument, and even
inspiring new creative possibilities in those solutions—is ar the heart
of Ishins effectiveness in this realm, The documentary Trondadonr
offers some interesting insighes inco dhis, partcularly in a scene with
Tan Dun, a5 the composer uses his voice amd body w convey his
intentions, and lsbin recreates his “performance” with uncanny
ACCLIRACY '-|F||.| P;I.blulf'lll.

; i ; ir Sl = ~ * Private Lessons and

lhere is yer one maore scene from Trombadonr thar perhaps ; | R .

L - - =" Master Classes
captures Sharon Ishin’s artistic essence more than any other, And ina ot

PR - . i - L b 5 :
way it s far removed from the glamour of a career flled with Grammy . = Chamber Music Performance

awards, prestigious teaching posts, and concerts in the worlds grear —. i . - . " Guitar History and Literature
halls, She sits in the Piaee of Venice, ltaly, playing the *Largo” from Fin” ¢ "~ ®_Frethpard Harmony

Vivaldi's famous Concereo fn [ RV 93, unaceompanied, as though § 75 Scholarship and cost-of:living

to herselt. There is an intimacy, gracefulness, and humility in the . - = dssistance-available

performandce that reveals an important truth behind Tsbins many and

varied pursuits; thar she is driven, uldmarely, by the beaury of the music o
Apply by December 1

itsell, and the fulfillment that comes from being able 1o share a piece e T
fuilhard.edu/guitar

of music ar the highest fevel.

With much to admire in Isbins musicianship, accomplishments,

and contributions to the guitars place in the chssical music world,

Jl._.l_i_] liar

Joseph \W. Folisi; President

we as a community can also be inspired by her achievements to
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own lmpact.,
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Sharon Ishin's Visionary ljzg:u:}' [continued)

Solo and Chamber Works Written for Sharon Ishin:  “Secoraled f{].-' Shrerane Telin—see sharonichin comfmusic bl

Laurindo Almeida: Tremolo Medancolico (gpuitar solo) —
Brazilliance Music PublishingMel Bay

Laurindo Almeida: Brasilfianee™ (3 guitas) —
Brazilliance Music Publishing

David Balakrishnan: Darkres Oreaming (2 guitars, violin,

chamber orchiesera), 2004

Leo Brouwer: & Decanmeron Negro® {guiear sula), 1981 -
Editians Musicales Transatlantiques

Chiis Brubecle Afnity: Concerte for Guitar and Orcherma, 20015 —
Brubecle Music

John Corigliano: Fesbadonrs (Variations for Guitr and
Chamber Orcheszea),* 1993 — G, Schirmer

Larry Coryell: PSP£1* (3 guirars), 1985
Larry Coryell: PSP £2 (3 guitars), 1986

Richard Danielpour: Sangs of Eove and Longing (mezzo soprano
and guitar), 2014 — Lean Kar Music

Dravid Diamond: Coscert Piece {muitar & sering quareet], 1994

John Duarte: Appadechian Dreams® (guitar solo}, 1996 -
(7. Schirmer

John Duarre: faen Bues Suite™ (guitar solo), 2002 — o be publiched

Lukas Foss: Amrevican Laneboaper™ {puitar 8¢ orchestra), 1989 —
Carl Fisher

Aaron Jay Kernis: Oareble Concerea for Guisar, Viedin anid
Orphesing,” 1996 — (. Schirmer

Ami Maayani: Concerto for Guitan” 1976 — Boosey & Hawles

Bruce MacCombie: Nighinhade Raunds lguimar salad, 19745~
European Americin

Bruce MacCambie: Nightshueale Raunads for Guitar ¢ String, 1988 -
European American

Mark O'Connor: Serings & Threads Suive® (violin & puitar), 2006 —
Mark O'Cannor Musik International

Mark O Connar: Appalachic Wilts for Greitar o Vielfn,* 2004 -
Mark O'Cannor Musik Inrernarional

Ned Rorem: Sowgr of Sadhnes (haricone, guirar, clariner, cello), 1994
— Boosey & Huwkes

Chiistopher Rouse: Concert de Gaud?,” 1999 - Boosey & Hawkes

"aul Schoenfield: Three Fastasy Preces for Guitar and String Qragrser, 1985 -

CONACT GHnpaser

Joseph Schwanenee: Brom Afar . A Ry for Guitar ard Ovehentra,* 1987
— Schor-Telicon
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Craudencio 'I]1i:1gn de Mellos €3 Presidenre’ {guirar, soprano sax, percussion),
1997 — Gaulublishing

Guawdencio Thiago de Mellor works aranged for Sharon [shin

= Ve Venro® (guinie solo) — GaulPublishing

o Hygfor Picingi® {(guitar & percussion) (guitay, soprano sax,
percussion) — GanPublishing

= Castleir sem Armaelan® (uitarn soprano sax, percussion) —
Gaulublishing

e Cildre Alegre (A Fug for Tiberie)* (guitr & percussion) -
GauPublishing

Hloward Share: from Tl Depared, 2006 — South Fifth Avenue Publishing
* Beacon Hilt* (2 guitars)

= Madslpn® (2 puitars)

o The Depupried Tanpe (2 guinirs)

o fleiten Cosmon™ 14 guitars)

Flowird Shore: Billyd Theme™ (guitar, strings. chithm guiear), 2006 -
South Fifth Avenue Pablishing

bin Dung 7 Destrer for Greitar (gaitar solo), 2002 — G, Schirmer
Tan Dune ¥ 20 Concerro for Cudtar e Ovohestra,’ 1996 — G Schirmer

Ivana Themmen: Concerto for Citar and Qrclestna, 1981 -

Lyra Music Corgr
[oun Tower: Smewdrears® (Rure & goimr), 1983 — G, Schirmer

Joan Tower: Clocks® {guicar salo), 1985 — G Schirmer

Steve Yai: Alsssrr Swite (2 guitars), 2005

Colin Davin has performed ot Carnegie Holl, Alice Tully Hall, the Met
rapalitan Museum of Art, the Afghanistan National fnstirute of Music,
and on The Lare Show with David Letterman, He plays an active role (n
the classical apd confemporary musie scenes in New Yark, working with
dozens of compasers, and curating ard performing new music across
the city. Among his colleborators are legendaory saprana Jessye Narman,
GRAMMY® Awdrd-winning sopriang Estell Gomesz: gnd Pulltzer Prize-

winning composer Caraline Staw.



