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The performance tonight may
include music from composers
J S Bach, Cameron Carpenter,
Frédéric Chopin, Marcel Dupré,
Percy Grainger, Howard Hanson,
Arthur Honegger, Franz Liszt,
Maurice Ravel; and film scores from
Gerald Finzi, George Gershwin,
Joe Hisaishi and John Williams.

ooooo

00 Programme

© Steve Sarafian

Meet-the-Artist (Post-Performance)

26.2.20110 00
oooooooooooooooooon
ooo

000000000000000000000
00000 O www.hk.artsfestivalplus.org

26.2.2011 (Sat)
If you would like to meet Cameron Carpenter, please
remain in the auditorium after the performance.

Find out more about Festival PLUS in the Festival PLUS Booklet
or at www.hk.artsfestivalplus.org
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From Franz Liszt and Vladimir Horowitz to
Michael Jackson and David Bowie, the most
enduring musicians emerge as revolutionaries
in their field, but never stop evolving as their
careers develop. Encompassing the organ in
all its iterations — virtual, pipe, classical, and
popular — Cameron Carpenter is following
that pattern.

Carpenter is highly acclaimed not just for his
prodigious talent — such as his playing of
Chopin’s Etudes, Op 10 — but also for his
design of organs, organ benches, Swarovski-
encrusted performance wear and organ shoes;
for his original works and improvisations; and for
his expansion of the organ repertoire into music
from film, anime and popular culture. One of
Carpenter’s most vocal advocates comes from
within the “old guard” of the organ community:
Dr John Weaver, a former head of the organ
departments at both The Juilliard School and
The Curtis Institute of Music. In his spoken
introduction to Carpenter’s first appearance
at a national convention of the conservative
American Guild of Organists, Dr Weaver said:
“This is truly one of the most amazing musical
minds that | have ever encountered, a talent
of Mozartean proportions, and a technique the
likes of which | don’t think has existed on this
planet...because if it had, we would all know
about it.”

With his 2010 album, Cameron Live!, a DVD
was made of him playing a large cinema organ
using HD cameras and includes repertoire
from Bach to Schubert and Sousa. The CD
includes all the major organ works of Bach and
a world premiere recording of Carpenter’s own
Serenade and Fugue on B.A.C.H.
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By Michael E McClellan

“Revolutionary” is not a term that is commonly applied to organists. More often than not,
the image evoked by this particular type of performer is that of a staid church musician
isolated in a dimly lit choir loft playing complicated Bach fugues. However, Cameron
Carpenter, a 30-year old organist who has recently been making news in the musical
press, contradicts this stereotype at nearly every turn. His choice of instruments,
his choice of repertoire, his manner of performing, and even his appearance have
led commentators to label him a “maverick”, a “rock star organist”, and an “organist/
runway model”. Such responses should not surprise us given that the artist in question
lists Rudolf Nureyeyv, Liberace and David Bowie among his personal heroes.

So what exactly has this musician done to earn himself such notoriety? Perhaps the
most obvious difference between Carpenter and other concert organists is his sartorial
sense. From his Swarovski crystal-encrusted jersey to those white Cuban-heeled
shoes, Carpenter cultivates a flamboyant visual look that is calculated to draw the eyes
of his audience — as you will see on stage. Carpenter’s concern with his appearance,
however, is not simply a fashion statement. In attracting the gaze of listeners, he makes
them aware of the sheer physicality of organ performance as well as their own visceral
response to the music. In this regard, he is not unlike Virgil Fox, a twentieth century
organ virtuoso who, on his many tours of North America, would invite audiences to clap
and dance in the aisles along with his spirited performances of the so-called “Gigue”
Fugue in G (attributed to J S Bach).

Carpenter’s showiness, and the showmanship that informs it, are accompanied by first-
rate virtuosic performances. Carpenter is nothing if not a technically gifted musician,
whose recordings attest to the extraordinary control that he maintains over the
instruments he plays. His performances in churches and concert halls — he performs
at all of the top venues including London’s Royal Albert Hall, Leipzig’s Gewandhaus,
Berlin’s Philharmonica — receive extraordinary praise. During his debut at Moscow’s
Tchaikovsky Hall, he was called back for eight encores and at Saint Petersburg’s
Capella, the raucous crowd demanded no less than twelve encores. But his choice of
music is yet another way in which he distinguishes himself from his peers.

Although he does perform what is considered standard repertoire for the instrument, he
is also a tireless advocate for less traditional music for organ, including transcriptions
of orchestral scores, piano music, film music and popular songs. Indeed, his own
arrangement of Chopin’s Etude, Op 10, No 12 (yes, that one, the “Revolutionary”
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Etude) needs to be heard (and seen) to be believed. The transfer of this music from
piano to organ may not be to every listener’s taste, but the sheer force and stamina
required for its performance on organ is unquestionably impressive. By placing the left-
hand figuration in the pedals, Carpenter gives that line a weight (aurally and visually)
that propels the music forward with exceptional momentum.

Such forays into genres not commonly associated with church organs have not always
received praise from reviewers, especially from those critics who privilege an idealised
classical repertoire in which anything that hints of the popular is suspect. Carpenter,
however, has no time for such pieties. His explorations of unconventional music for the
organ are part of what he sees as his freedom of artistic inquiry, and this search for
“newness” in sound and in experience will, in his opinion, renew and enliven interest in
this instrument, broadening its audience base.

Despite his devotion to things new and untraditional, Carpenter does not dismiss the
standard organ repertoire. He has repeatedly expressed his admiration for the music
of J S Bach, which constitutes the core of the standard organ repertoire. Indeed, his
most recent CD is largely devoted to the music of that composer. However, Carpenter
is not content to perform this literature conventionally. True to form, he looks for means
of making familiar music surprise us, so that we hear it in a fresh, new manner. Not
surprisingly, he is not adverse to employing extravagant rubato or using contrasts of
texture and timbre that would not have been available (or perhaps conceivable) to
eighteenth-century musicians like Bach in order to do so. Carpenter rethinks every turn
of harmony and twist of texture in well-known pieces and makes use of sharp colour
and dynamic contrasts to lift listeners out of their complacency. The results may not
convince period performance practice purists, but they do possess an integrity and
logic of their own.

Michael E McClellan is Associate Professor and Chairman of the Music Department at the Chinese University
of Hong Kong.

The full version of this article previously appeared in FestMag 2010.
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One problem besets all organ players —
their instrument is fixed at each venue and
no two instruments are the same. Every new
date demands time to learn the peculiarities
of each machine; peculiarities that tend to
dictate the repertoire that can be played. To
resolve this dilemma, Carpenter is involved in
the construction of a new organ, codenamed
Excalibur that can be dismantled for travel.
Excalibur will use electronic samples from the
great organs in place of pipes — and deploy
a 3D system of sound reproduction. He plans
to take the new instrument into schools, into
nature and, Johnny Cash-style, into prisons.
Anywhere, it seems, except where organs are
traditionally found. “l want a relationship with
an instrument | practise on everyday. Like a
violinist with his violin. Not a relationship that’s
basically like having a one-night stand in front
of 3,200 pairs of enquiring eyes.”

Taken from an article that first appeared in The Guardian, by
Edward Helmore, 20 May 2010.

Please note that Carpenter is not playing Excalibur for his
concert in Hong Kong.
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Carpenter’s Shoes

Where did you get the shoes and
what are they made of?

The shoes are made of calfskin and they are
custom made for me in New York. They have a
2 2" heel and are extremely flexible. They are
much more flexible than conventional organ
shoes, which allows for more push and for less
weight. They are a much thinner, lighter shoe.

For a long time I've felt and said that the
organist should be an Uiber-pianist. This doesn’t
really happen unless the player’s ability with
the organ’s pedals, in terms of activity and
technical capability, is that of which manuals
are addressed. After all, the pedals of the
organ are but another keyboard, as important
as those provided for the hands. Therefore
having the right shoes is extremely important.
Over my life I've already been through an
enormous variety of shoes and never was too
satisfied until | got to these.

How did that come about? Had you seen a
model of them before? Was it your idea?

It was my idea. Because | studied ballet
seriously through high school and have
experience with Latin dance as well, [the dance
shoe] was sort of a natural place to look.

Excerpt from an interview that first appeared in the San
Francisco Sentinel by Sean Martinfield, 29 April 2009.






