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Tuesday, February 22nd, 2005

Piano Soloist Outshines Orchestra
Tanya Bannister delivers lilt, silkiness, speed and good humor
By Steven Brown
For a while there, it looked like Albert Moehring thought he was emceeing the Miss Queen City pageant.  Tanya Bannister had played the piano part in the "Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini" with flair. As soon as the applause died down, the Charlotte Philharmonic's conductor grabbed his ever-ready microphone.

"Aren't you glad you came," Moehring asked Saturday's audience, "just to look at her!"

Moehring brought the svelte, slinkily gowned pianist back onstage, saying he wanted everyone to hear her British accent. Bannister good-naturedly answered his questions about how she started studying the piano. She played an encore: Isaac Albeniz's "Evocation," which in her hands was as atmospheric as the "Rhapsody" had been athletic. 

Looks and speech were not her main stock in trade. Playing the piano with style was.  She made Rachmaninoff's "Rhapsody" more than a warhorse. Sure, virtuosity was part of it. After all, Rachmaninoff was paying homage to a showman before him -- the 19th-century fiddler Niccolo Paganini, who was so accomplished that people halfway thought he was in cahoots with the devil. When the "Rhapsody" needed diabolical bite, Bannister had the nimbleness and muscle to produce.  When the music went for luxury -- as Rachmaninoff usually does, sooner or later -- Bannister delivered that, too. She not only made the filigree glitter, but she flecked even the speediest bits with contrasts of color. She gave lilt and silkiness to the little waltz. She built the 18th variation's groundswell of melody from a tender, pure-toned opening -- though her left hand briefly got lost in the lyrical interweavings -- to a ringing peak.

Moehring and the orchestra weren't so assured. When their part consisted only of intermittent chords or plucked-string punctuations, they could grasp it. But speed was unsafe. Rachmaninoff's will-o'-the-wisp dartings -- which need sharpness -- came across as just vague chatter.

The group was on firmer ground with the simpler scoring of a "Camelot" medley. The surges of melody and the occasional lustiness by and large came through. And when nine girls from the Walsh Kelley School of Irish Dancing joined in for Robert Kerr's "Irish Legend," the players delivered the final jig with gusto.      
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