LETTER FROM NEW YORK

By JULIA CROWE

GUITAR FESTIVALS have been taking bloom in
the form of three-day weekends and dayflowers.
Dr. Robert Trent, Director of Guitar Studies at
Radford University in Virginia, held his 8th annu-
al Radford University International Guitar
Festival this past March, featuring master-class-
es, technique classes and performing guest
artists lutenist Paul O’Dette, guitarist Jorge
Caballero and The Ryoanji Duo (Frank Bongiorno
on saxophone and Robert Nathanson on guitar.)

‘When 1 started the festival eight years ago, I
wanted to introduce new ideas, viewpoints and
an experience of music other than my own to my
students,” Dr. Trent says. In the past, I invited
guest artists and instructors throughout the cal-
endar year, but I knew that a festival compacted
into one or two days would provide a more
intense and powerful experience.’

‘People in the community had also expressed an
interest, asking to attend guitar master-classes
and other workshops. I feel strongly that such lec-
tures and workshops are important ways of bring-
ing the community together. When people witness
the kind of work, thought and dedication that goes
into performing and teaching, we can accomplish
several things - firstly, a more meaningful appreci-
ation for art and craft; and secondly, an increased
desire to learn, take up lessons, purchase record-
ings and scores, and to attend more concerts.
These are all very worthwhile goals because, ulti-
mately, they cultivate patronage of the art.

‘I chose to develop an international component,
in addition to having at least one chamber-music
group. The guitar and its music are global, and
both the students and I feel the community must
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be exposed to the broadest experiences.
Chamber-music is an important component,
because currently there is an emphasis on solo
work which I feel is out of sync with the career
potential for guitar students. If we don't expose
our students to chamber-music, we are in effect
hiding a potential career path from them.

‘The Radford International Guitar Festival con-
tinues to evolve. This year we have invited a
youth ensemble to perform and join university
students and adults to form one large guitar
orchestra. The youth ensemble is essentially our
future, and my aim is to draw this generation in
as participants so that they can be inspired.

‘To encourage new audiences and participants,
we have managed, with the aid of various grants,
to make all our events free and open to the pub-
lic. I realise this is a departure from how most
guitar festivals operate, but my hope is to contin-
ue to fund our artists and keep our events free so
as to remove any barrier for those who might dis-
cover a new musical-world for themselves,” Dr.
Trent says.

Dr. Trent performs with his period instru-
ment ensemble, Duo Firenze (Pamela Trent,
fortepiano and Robert Trent, 19th Century
guitar). The duo is listed in the Virginia State
Touring Artist Directory and is currently
investing in repertoire for their second record-
ing. (Their current CD is Italian Nocturnes:
Early Romantic Music for fortepiano and guitar
on Dorian 80156). Dr. Trent has been touring
with the Radford University Chamber Players
and is also preparing to record a disc of works
for his 10-stringed Scherzer model guitar,
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featuring the music of Mertz, Manjon, Coste
and two modern pieces. One of these is a work
written for him by composer Daniel Crozier
and the other is his own composition, ‘Siren
Song of Evil: Homage to Tolkien.” He will be
touring in Italy next season along with perfor-
mances in both South America and Europe.
For more details on the Radford University
International Guitar Festival, the URL is:
http://music.asp.radford.edu/festivals /GuitarFest /GuitarFest.htm

Also, this past March, Ben Verdery launched
his 6th Annual Yale Guitar Extravaganza, a 6-
stringed jambalaya which opened with a youthful
Suzuki guitar ensemble and included a number
of lectures, master-classes and concerts on
baroque, electric and classical guitars; before
ending with a grand finale concert by Eliot Fisk.

‘Four-year-old Kayden Behan opened the event
with a jaw-dropping performance of Ayal's
Celeste Y Blanco, and the Suzuki ensemble led by
David Madsen was impressive for it's sense of
ensemble and dynamics,” Verdery says.

The Heritage Guitar ensemble, led by Yale
Graduate Dr. Kevin Vigil, performed pieces written
by Virginia-based composers, including a pre-
miere of a piece entitled Mortality written by one of
the ensemble students, Andrew Creel. Jerald
Harscher, who received his Masters degree from
Yale, taught a class called ‘Bodymapping,” which
entailed working with students to correct and
improve their awareness of the body in movement
to better enhance their playing. Harscher is cur-
rently collaborating with author Barbara Conable
on producing a book on the subject entitled What
Every Guitarist Needs to Know About the Body.

Ben Verdery, artistic director of the Guitar
Extravaganza, conducted a master-class which
included two young players from the Heritage
High school, and a Manhattan School of Music
student. He worked with the students to lessen
their bodily tension, using the Alexander
Technique and copious amounts of humor.

Seth Josel lectured on the growing body of new
music and concert repertoire for the electric gui-
tar, covering both chamber and solo music by
playing various examples and providing hand-
outs with notated passages. Josel’s concert fea-
tured a composition by Michael Fiday, inspired
by The Who song Slapback, performed on electric
guitar with delay. In addition to this, he per-
formed Morton Feldman’s The Possibility, a new
work for electric guitar. Guitarist-composer Gyan
Riley played his four etudes, which Verdery
describes as ‘a stunning performance. The first
movement of his work Zonata brought the audi-
ence to a hush with its haunting pizzicato bass
line.’

Verdery moderated a panel discussion with three
well-known non-guitar composers, Martin
Bresnick, Ingram Marshall and Jack Vees. Many
questions focused on the process of their writing.
When asked what inspired him about writing for
the guitar. Jack Vees commented on the variety of
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music and styles open to the instrument.
Bresnick warned composers against being cap-
tured by the tricks and gimmicks that the guitar is
capable of. He also said that he admired Fernando
Sor. for the reason that if certain works of his orig-
inally written for the guitar were to be arranged for
a string quartet, the compositions would still be
musically satisfying. Ingram Marshall advised
non-guitar composers to work closely with a gui-
tarist to really learn how to write for it.

‘Jerry Willard played with great vitality and
expressivity,” Verdery says, ‘demonstrating his
passion for composers Sanz, Santiago de Murcia,
Giuliani and Mertz.” Willard performed the Sanz
and Murcia on a Baroque guitar copy by maker
Patrick Caruso, and the Giuliani and Mertz were
performed upon Willard’'s 1820 Francis LaCote
guitar. ‘In addition to his masterful playing,
Jerry had wonderfully informative and witty
things to say about both the music and the
instruments,’ Verdery says. Willard led a master-
class afterwards, instructing two Yale students
on the music of Mertz and Bach.

Guest lecturers Kim Perlak and Kevin Vigil dis-
cussed the role of the guitar in public education
at high school level. Perlak works as a guitar
teacher in Austin, Texas, and Vigil teaches guitar
at a high school in Virginia. Both presented their
ideas on the current state of pedagogy and how
they have managed to maintain their pro-
grammes during difficult financial times.

The Guitar Extravaganza closed with a concert
by Yale’s own Eliot Fisk, who opened with
Scarlatti’s Sonatas. ‘Having studied with Ralph
Kirkpatrick, the Scarlatti scholar at Yale, Eliot
has a particular flair and understanding of this
music which is evident in his wonderful play-
ing,” Verdery says. The second half of the con-
cert featured Fisk’s colorful interpretations of
Berio’'s Sequenza XI and Robert Beaser’s
Shenandoah.

‘It was a great day with an excellent turnout,’
Verdery says. ‘I like events that are helpful to
people, such as the panel discussions. And after-
ward, students and performers alike convened at
the Pan Thai restaurant in New Haven. I must
give a huge thanks to the D’Addario Foundation
and Yale University for funding of this event.
Also. the Yale concert staff did an amazing job.’
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