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A Musician with a Peculiar Concept

Composer Yong-Won Sung wrote a
Piano Concerto based on the Korean
folk song, <Jeong-Seon Arirang>.
While explaining the piece, he
expressed his wish that today’s
Korean pianists would appreciate
and support works of Korean
composers. While he believes that
music is a universal language, he
urges Korean people to cultivate a
deeper understanding of their
culture and spirit, because
performers' nationalities and
music are deeply connected. He
believes that Korean musicians
should feel responsible to promote
Korean compositions on the
international stage. Then, he
introduced me to a remarkable
pianist, Kayoung An. Ms. An has
commissioned Mr. Yong-Won Sung to
compose a Piano Concerto based on
Korean music, which she will
premier in the United States.

When I heard about Ms. Kayoung An
for the first time, who is
pursuing her doctorate degree in
the United States and is focusing
on her dissertation entitled
“Studying Korean Music Played with
Western Musical Instruments”, her
choice of dissertation seemed
bizarre to me. It was unfamiliar
to me to witness a pianist who is
determined to preserve Korean
music in a foreign country.

She was working on harmonic
analysis and research of the
historical background of Arirang.

Carnegie Hall Performance in USA (2013)

Later, I finally got to meet her
in person when she visited Korea
for her performing engagements. I
asked away my questions.

Kayoung said, “I was exhausted
from long years of performing
standard piano repertoire and
competing against other pianists
in international competitions. I
had to come up with solutions to
stand out from the rest of the
performers. Then, I sparked an
idea, what if I choose a rare
repertoire and performed them at
the highest level?”

“Then, I recalled master pianists
in the past. All the previous
musicians we remember today did
not strive only to be famous and
successful. Instead, they were
driven to create something new and
true to the art. They simply
focused on what they believed to
be right to their ears. They
refused to conform and challenged
themselves to be original.”

“Taking an unfamiliar path was a
risk. I was scared”, she said. “I
did not know where to start.
First, I asked Mr. Yong-Won Sung
to write me a concerto. I
specifically wanted it to be
nationalistic, which would be
rather unusual for the
international ears. I thought that
the concerto premier concert in
the states would be remarkable.
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Performing a nationalistic piano
concerto must have been a challenge
for you. What made you pick the
specific genre?

I got inspiration from a concert I
attended in Boston. That was my
first time hearing a Chinese piano
concerto, <The Yellow River
Concerto>. The performance had a
huge impact on me. It was written
for a solo piano and orchestra. It
was orchestrated so authentically
like a Rachmaninoff concerto and
the soloist was a Chinese native
pianist who delivered the concerto
with magnificent force to the
audience. She also wore a unique
Chinese outfit which stole
everyone’s attention.

S0 that’s why you decided to work
on the Korean piano concerto
<Jeong-seon Arirang>?

Correct. I strongly believed that
performing this concerto on the
international stage would be
meaningful for me and the
listeners. It was a big
disappointment when the first
attempt at performing this concert
was dismissed because of the
internal complications of the
orchestra. Mr. Sung and I are
rescheduling concert dates to
premiere the concerto as soon as
possible.

A Brand Name, Pianist Kayoung An

The world 1s full of musicians. It
seems they are all working towards
being a star. What kind of attitude
and mindset do you have facing
this?

As I have been living in _the United
States, the land of immigrants, I
learned that people do not think
Asian culture is completely alien.
People in the U.S are highly
exposed to Asian culture in many
ways. Therefore, they learned to
appreciate it more and started to
be more curious about it. Also,
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Performing Beethoven Piano Concerto No.4 with
Seoul Philharmonic Orchestra (2013)
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Handshakes with conductor Lawrence Golan

there are many Koreans living in
the country who are potential
concert ticket buyers.

Therefore, I would use this to
stand out. I wouldn’t only focus on
playing the standard repertoire
that everyone else is playing. I
decided to take a different route
than other musicians. I see
tremendous potential in this
project.

Searching for True Art

Please share the most meaningful
public concert you gave.

Last summer, I had a concert tour
in Sicily, Italy. I gave solo piano
recitals in twelve different
locations in ten days. My energy
was completely drained after the
long tour.

Although it was very challenging to
me both physically and mentally, I
learned something incredibly
valuable: to not stress out myself
to perform ‘perfectly’. As 1
continued the tour, I learned to
free my mind and show my real self
to the audience. It was not to
prove myself to others or to show
something made artificially, but to
be honest to myself and express
what I feel at the moment. I
learned to interact with the
audience l1ike talking to old
friends. This different perception
helped me endure the intensive
concert tour and freed me from
performance anxiety.
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Performance in Sicily, Italy (2015)

Is there anyone who inspired you
artistically and challenged you to
be a better musician?

I have a musician friend who gave
me immense motivation and helped me
to set a new goal as a musician.
Although he is younger than I am,
he is incredibly mature and
passionate about music. He is
conscious of his everyday progress
and is driven to achieve his goal
as a professional violinist. When I
withessed his performance in
Tchaikovsky International
Competition, I was completely blown
away, not only by his high level of
performance but also by his robust
and undeniably powerful force that
drew everyone's attention. He gave
me a valuable lesson that music is
an incredible tool to move
listeners, and that artists are
fully obligated to do exactly this.
Moreover, performance charisma is
something that artists should
always pursue, and they should be
fully dedicated to their work.

You studied with renowned musicians
in the past. Please share with us
what you'’ve learned from them and
what they’ve contributed to your
musical career.

I would like to talk about my
beloved teacher and mentor, Mr.

Photo of Ka Young An

Performance for Sicilian citizen in a
music café

Sergei Babayan who I studied with
at the Cleveland Institute of
Music. One evening, I played
Schumann’s Fantasiestuke 1st
movement, entitled <Des Abends> for
him. Des Abends means “an evening.”
In the lesson, we were discussing
how to create a warm and round tone
from the piano. Then, Babayan took
over the instrument and
demonstrated the piece for me. All
of a sudden, I heard a sound that
was absolutely exquisite and
sublime. The miraculous tone that
he was producing struck my head and
heart. Through the window of the
studio, I was able to see the
beautiful sunset. It was indeed the
perfect night to learn the lesson.

Your performance 1s known as ‘warm
and humane.’ Do you have any
thoughts on the review?

Art is for people. Music would lose
its meaning without listeners. I
feel grateful to be a musician and
I have so much joy playing music. I
was very lucky to get a proper
musical education, and I want to
give back what I have received.
Therefore, for many years in Korea
and the United States, I have been
organizing and directing open music
concerts in various locations such
as hospitals and retirement homes
to provide music programming and
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education. I hope that my music
gives listeners hope and healing.
That is my calling that encourages
me to thrive as a musician.

Her Plans

What 1s your upcoming events? Are
there any performances coming up?

I invest most of time on my
doctorate studies at this moment,
however I do my best to accept
performing inquires when I come to
my home country. This winter in
Korea, I will be performing with a
violinist Ji-Hee Lee at ujung Art
Hall. This concert is gratefully
sponsored by Hyun-Dai Medicine.
Also, I'm making recordings for
future use.

What 1s your current project?

I'm working on Ravel’s <Piano
Concerto for the Left Hand>. I was
invited to perform in Cuban
International Festival, where my
teacher Dr. Mikowsky is the artist
director. Every summer, Cuban
National Symphony Orchestra(NSQ)
collaborates with leading artists
in the world. Simone Dinnerstein
(Sony Recording Artist), Kirill
Gerstein (Avery Fisher Grant
Artist) have performed there. They
are also students of Dr. Mikowsky.
I'm very excited and thankful to be
part of the event.

Please share other goals in music.

Daily practice is very important to
keep my performance level high. Due
to limited time, I try to use my
practice time very wisely with a
precise conscious training. I set a
certain time, within 30 mins or 1
hour, for example, I learn to
activate my senses to learn pieces
as fast as 1 can, and as productive
as possible.

Pianist Kayoung An has been
reviewed as an “artist who
hypnotizes audiences with her

compelling storytelling.” Born 1in
Seoul, Korea, she began her
professional piano studies at the
Sun-Wha Music School in Korea until
she moved to Canada. She

received the highest performance
level certificate from the Royal
Conservatory of Music

(Toronto). She also earned piano
performance degrees from the
Cleveland Institute of Music (BM),
the New England Conservatory (MM).
and the Colburn Conservatory of
Music (AD).

Ms. An is a winner of New York
International Artists Association
competition and IBLA Grand Prize.
She made her performance debut in
prestigious halls, such as New
York’s Carnegie Hall, Seoul Art
Center. She also gave perfcrmance
tours 1in Italy, Spain, Russia,
Mexico, and United States, and she
was invited to play in numerous
renowned music festivals such as
the Aspen Music Festival and
Norfolk Chamber Music Festival at
the Yale School of Music. Ms. An
appeared as a soloist in the Seoul
Philharmonic Orchestra, Seoul
Symphony Orchestra. She previously
studied with Alexander Korsantia,
Ory Shihor, Sergei Babayan, Kathryn
Brown.

Currently, Ms. An is pursuing her
DMA (Doctor of Musical Arts) at the
Manhattan School of Music where she
studies with Dr. Sclomon Mikowsky.
She is a recipient of the
President’s Award.
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