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PLUS Alexandra Dariescu champions the music of Lili Boulanger
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Inner tigress

Lindsay Garritson is an exceptional pianist whose sweetness and modesty belie her
impragnable technique and keenintelligence. Stephen Wigler met this shy but far from retiring
young artist in New York to discuss her new album of works by Australian composer Carl Vine

rofiles of pianists like Lind=ay Garritson
typically appear in IFs ‘One to Watch' column,
which mtroduces readers to young, talented
and relatively unknown performers. They are
often artists who have received prizes in important
miermational competitions such as Seong-ln Cheo | first
prize in Warsaws 2015 Chopin Competition), Nikita
Mndovants | first prize in the 2016 Cleveland International
Competition). George Li (zsecond prize m Moscow s 2016
Tehaikovsky Competition) and Yelwon Sunwoo { first
prize in Fort Waorths 2007 Van Cliburn Competibon).

That Garritson has been selected as this months cover
artist may, therefore, surprise some readers. The closest
she has come to winning a top prize in an internaticnally
celebrated contest was in 2011 when she came second
m the Montreal Competition, finishing behind the now
celebrated Beatrice Rana Garritzon has also competed
m zeveral bigger contests, such as the Clibum (2013) and
Sydney International Piano Competition (2016) - but in
both cases she did not make it past the semi-finals.

T dont fare well in those contests, Garritson tells me over
dinner in New York. She doesn't like them - partly becanss
she abhors the notion of judging pianists as if they were
racehorses, and partly because competibions nowadays
video every note played by participants. Tts worse than the
recording studio, she says. "You never forget that you are
bemg captured forever in postenty. its unnatural.

So why had | travelled to New York from Boston to
mterview a pianist that a cynic might argue was in the
process of passing from obscurity into oblvion? The
answer is that Garritsons twio recordings (a Liszt-Schubert-
Schumann dise released in 2018 and her new albwm
dedicated to the music of the Australian composer Carl Vine)
convinced me that she could be one of the biggest talents
of her generation. s an opinion ghared by several people
I respect: the great Cuban-American virtuoso Santiago
Rodnguez, Vine himself and several of i wnters. Moreover,
I believe Garmtzons career deserves to be given a boost az a
matter of urgency. At 31, she iz still a young woman, bat past
the age limit to enter most compebitions and win the sort
of prize that establishes a musicians career. An important
talent could be about to disappear because too few have
recognised it and too many failed to listen carefully

I must plead guilty to that charge. When | first heard
Garntzons debut album in 2018, [ only hstened to the
opening of her performance of Liszts Rhapendie espagnole.
I never bothered with her performances of Schubert’s

three late Alawersticke 946 or the four-movement 1853
version of Schumanns Sonata in F minor. | remember
thinking that | didn't hear the stupendous sound -
powerful enough to rattle the fillings in ones teeth — that
lexpected of the Liszt from my favourite recordings by
Gyorgy Cziffra and Lazar Berman.

I declined to review it on the basis that there are dozens
of pianists who play the Rhapsodie as well as or better
than Garntson. The gauntlet was taken up instead by
Colin Clarke who wrote an enthusiastic review in which
he described Garritsons Riapeodie as teasing, witty,
meltingly beautiful and with excellent legerdemain.
Singling cut her Schumann sonata for particular praiss,
he wrote: "This is a highly considered reading. with a
driving Scherzo and the vanations jon a theme by Clara)
containing an impressive slow fourth variation’

S0 when | heard that Gamitson was about to record
an album entirely devoted to the music of Carl Vine,
including the first recorded performance of his Sonata No
4, written specially for her. | eagerly requested an advance
copy. Vine is a composer | admire encrmously. A fine
pianist in his own nght. he understands the piano more
completely than any other biving composer. The fact that
he had agreed to write such an important new work fior
Garritson made me realise [ must have missed something.

The albwims first item is Vines dazzling Sonata No 1.1t
is frequently performed at competitions because — like
Balakirev s felamey, Stravinsky's Three Movements from
Perrushka, Ravels Gaspard de la neitand Prokofievs Sonata
Mo 7 - it is-a landmark of virtuosity that calls upon the pianist
to demonstrate everything of which he or she is capahle.
lis nch chordal movements. unusual flowing harmonies
and tonalities, great energy and dynamic extremes make
it technically very demanding. The musics rivwthmie
complexity adds vet another dimension to these challenges.

Originally composed for the Sydney Dance Company,
Vines First Sonata reflects its physical origins as a dance.
The music is dotted with very strict changes of tempo
that require exact adherence, challenging performers to
resist using rubato. The work is as popular among Russtan
virtuosi as it is among planists trained in the West. I've
heard it played by several remarkable artists, including
the Russian-trained Armenian Sergei Babayan (who
introduced it to Amencan audiences in the early 1990s),
the Russian Sergel Tarasow (Like Bahavan. a student of
Lev Naumiov) who plaved it when he took first prize in
the 1996 Sydney Piano Competition. and the Korean-
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Orchestra Rodriquez says that her knowledge of the viohn
makes her a particulany superb collaborator with siring
players. The piano parts in pieces like Faurés A magpor and
Prokofievs F minor sonatas are among the most difficult
challenges a pianst faces, he savs Lindsay makes them
sound not only effortless, but also beantiful

It is diffirnlt to say why she did not win more gold
medals during her years on the competition circuit. Her
second-place finish behind the equally talented Bealrice
Rana in the 2011 Montreal Competition was probahiy a
consequence of the concertos they chiose to play n the
finals Rana chose the Tchailkowsky First, which is a crowd-
pleaser that every good orchestra can play well because
they perform it so frequently. Garritson chose the Prokofey
Second and. by all accounts, gave a darzling performance
of this piece, which not only makes greater demands on the
soloist than the Tohakowsky, but is also much trckier for
orchestras because it is performed so infrequenthy

She had more bad lnck at the Swdney Competition in
2016, where she was knocked out after the semi-final.
Composer Carl Vine was on the jury that year and says he
was ‘shocked when Garritson failed to make the finals.

Every competitor in Sydney is required to perform at least
one work by an Anstralian composer. 1 suppose so many
contestants chose to play my music becanse [ was serving
on the jury’, says Vine. "Lindsay’s performances of my music
wene far and avway the finest | heard And [ enjoved her
performances of the standarnd repertory even maore than
of my owmn works. The nie observed at the Sydney is that
contestants and jurors are to have no nteractions. But
when she was not named as one of the finalists, [ rushed to
reach her and told her how much I had enjoved her plaving’

By the time she got to Sydney. Garritson's failures to be
named as a fmalist were a puzzlingly irequent cocumence.
Almost exactly the same thing had happened in Fort
Worth at the 2013 Cliburn. After what were said 1o be
darzhng performances in the semi-hnals, she failed to be
named among the sx hnalists Ronanne Schrade who
covered the 2013 Clibum for New Fork Concerr Review
(nyconcertreview.com ). made an interesting ohservalion
about the then Z5-year-old pranist- T would have enjoyed
hearing her again [in the finals] as she is an extremelhy
gifted piamist Don't let the “all-Amencan gird next deor”
look fool you - this woman can play! Her Liszi Ballade in
B minor was exceptionally good. with dazzling left-hand
passagework, and her Prokobev Sonata No 7 was poweriul
and exciling

Lindsay Garritsons Aphorisms: Piano Music of
Carl Vine will be available from the independent
anline music store CI Baby fram 1 November
2019 store.cdbabry.comy Artist/LindsayGarril son

lindsavgarritson. com

Rodrnguez certainly believes that all- Amencan girl
sterentyping has prevented Garmitson from winning

the recognition she deserves in competitions. He says
most greal pranists during the last century were or were
descended from Eastern European Jews. Nearing the
millennium, there were an increasing number of pianists
of Latin American hentage And now there are dozens of
temmific pianists from China, Taiwan, Japan. South Korea
and Vietnam, or whose parents are irom those countries.
Where female pianists are concemed. the piano world s
filled with exotic-looking women from Georgia. Russia
and the countries of the Far East When you look at
Lind=ay you see exactly what she is: a wholesome-looking
young woman from Americas heartland — with very fair
skin_ blue eves and blond hair. There is nothing that is
white bread about the way she plays. Bul compared with
how we now expect pianists to look. Lindsay seems out of
place — even though she definitely isnit’

Such a suggestion takes us into perilous waters as
notions of body image and ethnicity are understandahily
complicated Besides, this may be a uniquely American
problem. 1 can think of at least two young, female pianists
with hlond hair who are making headway in their careers:
Sodva Menshikiva, who recently took a prize in the Junsor
Schumann in Germany, and Eva Gevorgyvan, who won
the Cleveland Junior Competition and came second in
the Junior Chibum_ Both come rom Russia, not St Lowms.
Perhaps if Lindsay Garritsons name was Anastasia
Viadyskaya and she hailed from Moscow. she would have
been treated differenthy. I
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