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The sound of music

Russian event a first for North America

WORCESTER GOES GLOBAL
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Vera Tariverdieva, widow of Russian composer Mikael Tariverdiev, stands in the Chapel of the Holy Spirit at Assumption College yesterday, where the North American Preliminary Round of the Mikael Tariverdiev International Organ Competition of Kaliningrad began. (T&G Staff / PAUL KAPTEYN)
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	External links: 

» VIDEO: Organ competition at Assumption 
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Jonathan Oldengarm practices at the Chapel of the Holy Spirit at Assumption College before the start of yesterday's competition.
(T&G Staff / PAUL KAPTEYN)
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WORCESTER— The sound of organ music being played inside the Chapel of the Holy Spirit at Assumption College yesterday afternoon could be heard drifting pleasantly outside and traveling around the pleasing June sunlit green and leafy campus. And maybe beyond that to Russia. 

For the first time in its eight-year history, what is described as Russia’s only international organ competition, The Mikael Tariverdiev International Organ Competition of Kaliningrad, is holding a preliminary round in North America. The venue yesterday and today is the Chapel of the Holy Spirit, and the music that could be heard was from the first contestant, Robert Horton, playing the opening of Dietrich Buxtehude’s Praeludium in E minor. 
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Among a small group of people in the audience listening and watching intently was Vera Tariverdieva, widow of Mikael Tariverdiev (1931-1996), who was a very popular composer in Russia. 
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But she was a long way from Kaliningrad, the administrative capital of Kaliningrad Oblast — a Russian enclave between Poland and Lithuania on the Baltic Sea. 

“It looks strange — a Russian competition in Worcester. But it’s a very good opportunity to know each other from such events,” Mrs. Tariverdieva said during an interview before the competition. 

Her husband was best known as the composer of movie scores — 132 of them — for Russian films. However, he also wrote extensively for the organ, an instrument he loved. 

After his death, Mrs. Tariverdieva established an organ competition in his name to help the cause of organ music. She also manages the contest, which began in 1999 and is held every two years. This year, preliminary rounds are in Hamburg, Germany; Worcester, and Moscow, with the final two rounds in Kaliningrad in early September. 

“She devotes her life to this competition,” said James David Christie, the president of the jury for the 2007 competition of the North American preliminary round. 

“It’s my idea. It came to me straight after my husband left us,” Mrs. Tariverdieva said of the competition. “I had a problem how to live without him. He’s extremely famous in Russia, but as a film composer. But he composed a lot of music. … I thought I must do something to advance this music, make this music known to people.” 

Other ideals also guide the competition. 

“All his life he tried to help talented people, make connections with different people, and different countries. So I am in Worcester because of this main principle,” she said. 

The Kaliningrad-Worcester connection came about when Mrs. Tariverdieva was talking to Mr. Christie at the finals of the 2005 competition in Kaliningrad. Mr. Christie, a world-renowned organist, is distinguished artist in residence at the College of the Holy Cross and professor of organ at his alma mater, Oberlin College. 

“We became very good friends. She said she was very sad they didn’t have a round in America,” Mr. Christie said. 

That would change. The Worcester round of the competition is being sponsored by the Worcester Chapter of the American Guild of Organists and Assumption College Humanarts with a grant from the George F. and Sybil H. Fuller Foundation. 

Organ competitions and organ music are their own world. The skills needed to play the instrument require years of training. For an international competition, the required repertoire that a contestant must play is daunting and demanding. 

“The repertory requirements are enormous. I didn’t expect a large group,” Mr. Christie said. 

Initially, six people from the U.S. and Canada were going to compete in Worcester, but the number dropped to four because of illness and personal reasons. 

Playing yesterday were Mr. Horton, a native of Manville, R.I., and assistant professor of music at Dordt College in Sioux Center, Iowa; and Jonathan Oldengarm, assistant director of music at the Church of St. Andrew and St. Paul, Montreal, Canada. 

Today, Thomas Kean, assistant music director of St. Francis of Assisi Church in Ann Arbor, Mich., will perform at 11 a.m., and Mikyoung Yun, a native of Korea and organist of St. Matthew Lutheran Church in Pittsburgh, will follow at noon. 

“I think the level is incredibly high. The dossiers on them are just superb,” Mr. Christie said. The four organists have five judges well known in the world of organ music: Mr. Christie, John Grew, James Higdon, David Heller and Carole Terry. 

The judges have $4,000 they can award to contestants they think worthy of traveling to Kaliningrad to represent North America in the finals. All four could get $1,000 each, Mr. Christie said; one person could get $4,000; or each might get nothing. 

“That’s highly unlikely,” Mr. Christie said of the third possibility. 

“Of course I want to win it,” said Mr. Horton, 31, after he had completed a warm-up session yesterday morning. Asked if he gets nervous before a competition, he said, “A little bit. It’s mostly a matter of warming up your ears and making sure you’ve got your head screwed on right. It’s pretty much a matter of making sure the brain is engaged and the brain will tell the fingers what to do.” 

• 

At 4 p.m. today in Wesley United Methodist Church, 114 Main St., the winner of the 1999 Mikael Tariverdiev competition, Jean-Pierre Stejvers of the Netherlands, will perform a recital titled “From Russia With Love.” Also at the recital, the winner(s) of the North American preliminary round will be announced. The event, like the competition, is free and open to the public. Mrs. Tariverdieva will give a short speech at the beginning. 

