Spaniard wins first OSM composing prize

ALAN CONTER 

MONTREAL -- You should always go with what the people in the band think -- they've obviously got an instinctive edge when it comes to picking a winner in music competition.

At least that was the result of a straw poll conducted after the final note of Raphael Cendo's Rage in the Heaven City dissolved at the end of the final concert of Montreal's new biennial OSM International Composition Prize. I sounded out a friend in the orchestra as to who she thought would win. "I'm not sure, but I really loved the 'birds' piece," she said, referring to Spanish composer Ramon Humet's Escenas de Pajaros. Other musical friends in the audience, meanwhile, had their money on either Montrealer Paul Frehner's Lila, for stereophonic orchestra, taking the top prize, or Cendo's Rage in the Heaven City.

Ah, people in the band have that feel. The jury awarded the $25,000 Olivier Messiaen Prize to Humet's delicate work. Cendo's searing study, which exploited the orchestra to its fullest, came in second, winning the $15,000 Internatianal Promise Prize, and Frehner won the National Claude Vivier Prize of $10,000 for best Canadian entry with his sometimes lilting and always intriguing piece.

For everyone who thinks contemporary music is a crock, it's worth noting that Wednesday night the 1,400-seat hall at Place des Arts was almost full, with an impressively young audience. Of course it does help that Montreal has four universities with music programs, so there's a large pool of interested listeners.

Nonetheless, the attendance was enormously gratifying for Kent Nagano, who was determined from the day he was named the Orchestre symphonique de Montréal's musical director to create a prestigious international competition for young composers. With the generous help of Montreal philanthropist and businessman David Sela, the OSM has firmly staked a place on the Canadian and international new-music scenes. "This was not an easy process," Nagano acknowledged at the end of the evening, "but it has surpassed my expectations. You can see that Montrealers are engaged in this process."

While there are a good many new-music composition prizes handed out worldwide, precious few of them are dedicated to the orchestral medium. And Lord knows that they rarely come with the promise of the work being performed by one of the world's top-flight symphonies.

For the OSM competition, more than 240 works were submitted from some 45 countries, and a first round of reading of scores by a Canadian pre-selection committee greatly reduced that list.

In October, a jury comprising John Eaton (United States), Alexina Louie (Canada), Philippe Manoury (France) and Manfred Trojahn (Germany), with Gilbert Amy (France) presiding, selected the five finalists heard on Wednesday night. The finals jurors were Nagano, Peter Eotvos (Hungary), Gilles Tremblay (Canada), Unsuk Chin (Korea) and Amy.

In addition to Humet, Cendo and Frehner's works, the audience heard English composer Luke Stoneham's Proem, inspired by Herbert Melville's Moby Dick and commissioned for the London Symphony, and Spaniard Eneko Vadillo Perez's Stella, dedicated to Pope John Paul II and the renaissance Spanish composer Tomas Luis de Victoria.

"The quality of the work that was submitted was just incredible," said David Sela, president of the competition. "Every piece that was played this evening was so very different in style and tone, and the orchestra seemed to love playing each work. I am delighted by the work and by the quality of our juries."

The 39-year-old Humet said he was amazed by the process of watching and hearing his winning work come to life over five days leading to its world premiere on Wednesday evening. "It's been a remarkable experience to watch [conductor] Jean-François Rivet take the score and make it breathe," Humet said. "From the first reading on day one to the second reading on day two, it was such a shift. I feel I learned so much."

You can hear all five pieces on Two New Hours Feb. 4 on CBC Radio Two at 10 p.m. Humet will be commissioned to compose a new work for the OSM, and the finals concert is to be broadcast throughout the European Union. Not a bad start to a first round. "I'm very excited about where this will go," Nagano concluded.
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