GREG McCALLUM, Pianist

Concert Reviews – Excerpts 

"Mr. McCallum is a solid musician eager to make a connection with his audience... The highlight of the recital's first half was Scarlatti's Sonata in A Major, K. 208.  Here, McCallum drew the line with deep and pure intention allied with the most expressive of rubati. I was grateful that all repeats were played, as I didn't want it to end... ["Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues" (1979) by the American Frederic Rzewski] Tone clusters of accumulating density and rhythmic pattern mimic sound and feel of mechanical looms; the work is quite horrifying in what it cooks up and McCallum caught its spirit dead-on and threw it out to us in all its heat and dread. McCallum was no less convincing in the wonderful, slow blues that make up the mid-section."     New York Concert Review Inc.  ~ Summer 2005
"We've been high on Greg McCallum for a long time – back to Spectator days, indeed. As an artist, he's among our very best players, his programs are to die for, his CDs – there are three of them, with more on the way – are superior products, technically and musically, too, and his heart is immense... The program, titled "World Quilt for Peace," was pure McCallum, which is to say that it was varied, diverse, richly rewarding, and thematically linked... The concert ended with a work that may be McCallum's signature song, Frederic Rzewski's "Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues."  It brought the substantial audience to its feet in a lengthy and fervent demonstration of admiration and gratitude...Greg McCallum is a superb player whose work invariably touches the minds and souls of his listeners. There's a human being beneath his technical prowess, and that humanity is reflected in nearly everything he undertakes... It doesn't get any better than this."     Classical Voice of North Carolina (www.cvnc.org) ~ April 2005 
"A high energy performance...McCallum is credited for bringing classical and other kinds of piano music to new audiences with his charismatic commentary and thoughtful programs.  He is doing more than that, though, by unlocking the true value of these compositions, which is insight into ourselves and our history.  No wonder, then, that the audience came away Sunday afternoon happy, beguiled, and wanting more of what Greg McCallum had to offer."     Marion Star & Mullins Enterprise ~ November 1999

“…This outstanding young artist clearly has a passion for music…his performances were invariably compelling and all were rapturously received.  There is much about him that is both unusual and exciting.  He has adopted an approach—several approaches, indeed—to music making that break new ground in terms of outreach and inclusiveness, and his audiences reflect his cultural and social diversity…McCallum’s approach is like a breath of fresh air.”  Classical Voice of North Carolina (www.cvnc.org) ~ September 2001
"...Gregory McCallum and Wissam Boustany don't just play music, they become music."      The Independent ~ August 1999

"McCallum is a true romantic, and he demonstrated this again in four of the Lyric Pieces by Edvard Grieg.  His expressive playing was especially evident in the bleak Evening in the Mountains, which describes the loneliness of the winter darkness in the Norwegian highlands, and the popular March of the Trolls, where McCallum's powerful left hand gave a fiendish cast to the troll's eerie and enticing dance."     The Independent ~ August 1999

“Franck’s Sonata was even more impressive… this Still-McCallum rendition was breathtaking in its clarity and transparency.  It was, in fact, the finest performance of the flute-and-piano version we have yet heard.”     The Spectator Online ~ November 2000

“The program began with a glowing performance of Beethoven’s “Spring” Sonata, one of the master’s happiest, brightest works.  McCallum and Pritchard had not previously worked together, but the partnership seemed exceedingly pleasant for both.  Each interpolated a few interpretive touches that made the reading seem fresh, and there was close interaction between them.”  The Spectator Online ~ May 2000

“…played with consummate technical and artistic skill.”  The Spectator Online ~ January 2001

"It's that kind of imaginative programming -- and that sort of expanded world-view, too -- that sets McCallum apart from many of his peers...he has become one of our region's most innovative performers."     The Spectator ~ August 1998
"...a most enjoyable concert featuring music created right here in the South...enjoyed by a capacity crowd of people who stood in line for an hour just to get a seat."     The Chapel Hill News ~ August 1998
"...McCallum is an outstanding communicator whose commentary adds much to the enjoyment of his concerts...The four preludes from Debussy's Book II were performed with outstanding sensitivity...Held the audience spellbound...An excellent musician with great sensitivity to each composer's musical idiom."     Independent Weekly ~ April 1997
"...Spirited music-making."     Frankfurter Allgemeinische Zeitung, Frankfurt, Germany ~ 1987
"Chopin's familiar Andante Spianato and Grande Polonaise proved dazzling...A fascinating work by Frederic Rzewski began the second half:  Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues...created a powerful and dramatic effect in its imitation of mill sounds."     The Spectator ~ May 1998
"Sports et Divertissements by Eric Satie was delightfully performed by McCallum.  The varying moods...required much nimbleness of fingers and a variety of dynamics that the artist admirably supplied...McCallum's playing was sensitive to the changing subtleties of the music."     The News and Observer ~ 1998

"...In his performance of Beethoven's Fourth Concerto, McCallum demonstrated an outstanding technical facility...deeply felt, sensitive playing."     Die Main Post, Wurzburg, Germany ~ July 1988
"...Powerful musicianship...An artist with tremendous potential...Chopin preludes were realized with flair."     Spectator Magazine ~ April 1997
"...He played with verve and spirit...A colossal performance...Exceedingly moving. "     The Chapel Hill News ~ April 1995
CD REVIEWS

SOUTHERN QUILT

Here's an imaginative recital.  All eight works have a common premise:  they're all inspired by Southern musical vernacular. But within the conceptual framework, there's tremendous variety, both in the familiarity of the repertoire (which ranges from Gottschalk's ubiquitous The Banjo through Still's moderately well known Summerland on to several works that are probably getting their premiere recordings) and in its idiom (which ranges from the comfortable ragtime gestures of the Mills to the high-energy avant-gardisms of the Rzewski).  Then, too, all of the newer music is well worth hearing... Kenneth Frazelle's Blue Ridge Airs I (based on "melodies that have been passed down for generations") is a misty, improvisatory work in which the eerie harmonies, the shifting textures, and the rhythmic dislocations create a disorienting landscape in which the original tunes are only faintly heard.  And while the last movement of the Harris—which would make a fine encore piece on its own—serves the original tune in an immediately recognizable way, the first two movements (strongly influenced, as the notes suggest, by Bartók), engage in radical transformations of their source material.

In this context, McCallum's own Hymn Quilt makes an excellent centerpiece.  It begins as a kind of potpourri of hymn tunes presented in various styles representing different church traditions (with some contributions here from bass, percussion, and voices from a number of congregations, mostly located in North Carolina).  But toward the end, the congenial tour turns into something more dramatic, even violent, as A Mighty Fortress Is Our God (played with a kind of romantic flamboyance that may bring to mind Liszt's settings in Reminiscences des Huguenots) dukes it out with bursts of competing material that barely identifies itself before disappearing.  

...McCallum makes strong claims for the music, showing himself to be equally adept in the sweet lushness of the Still and in the mechanistic drive of the Rzewski.  The sound is good, and the booklet offers extremely thorough notes and an excellent collection of vintage photographs, too.  All in all, warmly recommended.     Fanfare ~ November/December 2004

REFLECTIONS

“This outstanding collection of reflective piano music presents some familiar fare in an atypical program originally intended to provide comfort and solace to a friend of the performer who was suffering from cancer. McCallum’s playing is marvelous…he is a superb technician with remarkable artistic sensibilities.  Each work is a gem unto itself, and there is in the compilation a wonderful sense of unity.  This CD seems to offer much more than everyday piano recital recordings.  Few CDs come with notes that are as illuminating as those that accompany this one.  They cover the music altogether admirably and relate the specific selections directly to the program with atypical skill.  It should come as no real surprise that they are by the performer himself.  The sound is absolutely first rate.”     The Classical Voice of North Carolina (www.cvnc.org) ~ 2001

EXCURSIONS

Selected as one of The Spectator's 10 Best of '96 for Classical albums.

"...It is spectacular...An admirable debut..."     Spectator Magazine ~ 1996

"...Simply terrific...The right mix of profundity and humor; of the familiar and the new...McCallum produces a thrilling Mephisto Waltz No. 1."      The News & Observer ~ 1996

"...A versatile pianist...He demonstrates an outstanding technical facility...In Samuel Barber's Excursions Op. 20 McCallum handles the changing rhythms and cross-rhythms with ease and plays with a sense of fun...McCallum deserves a special commendation for his program notes [which] contribute greatly to the enjoyment of the music."     Independent Weekly ~ 1996

"McCallum's rendering frees the music to deliver all the playfulness and laughter that Mozart wrote into it...[His] playing is powerful as rolling thunder, but it is perfectly channeled and deftly controlled...He perpetuates the notion of the piano concert as a vibrant and stirring modern art form...An entertaining introduction to two hundred years of virtuoso composition."     The Chapel Hill News ~ 1996

