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Blair McMillen “How About Now”


When Blair McMillen sat down at the piano for his concert on April 5, 2011 in Brooks Concert Hall, the instrument immediately became an extension of him.  Watching McMillen play the piano was like watching a choreographed dance that featured him swaying in time to the Debussy tunes as well as physically jolting to attention as he reached the climax of his piece.  At times his hands floated over the keys so quickly that it was hard to believe that the notes and chords that filled the room corresponded with the keys he was playing.  The theme of his concert, “How About Now,” was meant to help the listener juxtapose the pieces from the 20th century, like the ones by Debussy and Bartok, and the pieces from the 21st century, including one piece written last year by one of McMillen’s students at Bard College.  


McMillen began the concert with preludes by Debussy.  Each had its own initial theme which led into many variations of the same line of music.  The third prelude was supposed to pay homage to the minstrel shows and popular music of the early 20th century.  This piece was later juxtaposed with by a piece by Tanaka, a Japanese composer, who used modern techno music as the inspiration for her piece.  In between these two pieces, McMillen played a piece by Rjewski that was shocking to the audience not only musically but also in how it was performed.  McMillen called the piece, “a series of non sequiturs piece together.”  In the middle of the bizarre music, McMillen stopped playing and began to scat, and beat out rhythms on the wood of the piano itself.  Then he got up and, using his footsteps, he walked around the piano to a rhythm, picked up and put down the stool of the piano and began to play music again.  The audience was shocked by this unexpected change in the piece.  


The amazement of the audience certainly did not end with the first half of the concert.  In the middle of the second act, he played a piece by his former student, Erica Ball.  Suddenly he began to play the keyboard as well as use what he called “extended technique,” which meant that he played the individual strings of the piano themselves.  Sometimes he even played the strings and the keyboard at the same time.  I had never seen anything like this before and it was a beautiful combination.  During this act, McMillen tried to feature more modern composers that we have been discussing in class.  He played a sonata by Bartok, which was so interesting to see and hear live.  Mellits was featured as well and McMillen went on to explain how Mellits was influenced by the music of Steve Reich.  


As an encore to a wonderful evening, McMillen surprised us with an intricate variation of the song, “Play That Funky Music.”  The composer of this piece hated this popular song and decided to create this new piece as a parody.  McMillen joked how even the things we hate can become our greatest inspirations.  Overall, this concert was certainly an eye-opening experience.  I was able to appreciate modern composers like we discuss in class in a concert setting and see the piano and how it can be played in a new light.  Blair McMillen is extremely talented and is truly the most entertaining pianist I have ever witnessed.  

