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Pianist Joel Fan has traveled the world, taking his spirited performances from stage to stage and orchestra to orchestra. 

On Tuesday, Fan’s travels brought him to a grand piano on the stage of Harding’s Administration Auditorium. His nimble fingers led the audience through an eclectic program of styles and composers from across the world.

A pianist since the age of five, Fan was playing with the famous New York Philharmonic Orchestra by age 11. Rather than being star-struck, Fan said he was as “cool as a cucumber.”

“They weren’t really my heroes,” he said. “When you’re 11 you don’t even know.”

Fan’s calm demeanor has stayed with him to this day. Between songs he would rise from the piano bench and explain the history and cultural significance of what he was about to play. Occasionally he would tell stories about himself or ask members of the audience about their own musical expertise.

His musical program for the evening comprised pieces from his first album, “World Keys,” and his upcoming sophomore album, “West of the Sun.” After a brief introduction from Dr. Scott Carrell of Harding’s music department, Fan walked over to the piano, smiled and launched into his first salvo of songs: a trio of passionate and unpredictably energetic Brazilian pieces.

The next piece, “La Nuit du Destin,” took the audience across the globe to the Middle East. Written by Syrian composer Dia Succari, the music supposedly represents a night of spiritual transcendence against the backdrop of the vast Syrian desert. Fan changed gears and dropped the repeating rhythmic bass lines of his Brazilian set. His fingers meandered across the keys at first, setting up an air of mystery from which he pulled enticing melodies. As the song progressed, a rhythm would develop, and the volume would swell to dramatic heights. Fan pounded the keys and sent his fingers scrambling from low to high and back again, as if the character in the desert was being overwhelmed by his ecstatic experience.

The emotional highs faded and came again, but eventually Fan slipped into an improvised section of the music. Demonstrating his skill with the piano, he utilized two different sounds at once: the left hand played soft, long notes reminiscent of the santour, while the right plucked out melodies with the slight attack of the ud. Both the santour and the ud are traditional Persian stringed instruments.

After fading out of the desert, Fan brought the music back to South America for a sonata by Argentinean composer Alberto Ginastera. The song’s four movements put music to the political struggles of Argentineans in the 20th century. Fan pounded out violent fanfares as his hands chased each other across the keys and staged musical arguments between the high and low notes. The tonal assault gave way to what Fan called “a cloud of notes,” which simmered with pent-up energy waiting to explode again. 

While the third movement retained the dissonance and darker sounds of the first half of the sonata, it offered them like a desperate prayer for deliverance. Fan’s right hand pulled out a pleading melodic line while his left hand stirred up commotion among the low notes. But the prayer ended violently as the fourth movement brought back the fanfare and drew the sonata to an epic clash of a close.

Fan flaunted his reputation as a versatile musician with his next piece, a composite of African-American spirituals, blues and jazz called “Troubled Water” by Chicago-born composer Margaret Bonds. The song opened with a variation on the melody from “Wade in the Water,” a traditional spiritual song about deliverance from suffering. Several other melodic lines were featured throughout the song all tied together by a repetitive bass line in the blues style. With the incorporation of some complex rhythms and other jazz elements, the song picked up some energy and shed some of the aching gloom from “Wade in the Water.” 

The last piece of the concert was arguably one of the most ambitious as well: Frederic Chopin’s Sonata No. 2. Fan took time beforehand to explain what he felt each of the sonata’s four movements expressed. He said the first movement was “an epic tale, very heroic,” which he delivered with a fiery fanfare reminiscent of Ginastera’s Argentinean struggle. However, the epic tail swung back and forth between sweeping battle scenes and a soft, elegant segment of the music, which seemed to communicate a kind of beautiful love in the middle of turmoil. 

The second movement continued this idea, only with less distinction between the two themes, as if they were bleeding into one another. The battles were subdued and did not last as long, but the romance was interrupted periodically by dissonant chords. Fan’s subtle playing seemed to add age to the characters of the first movement.

If the second movement saw the themes growing older, then the third movement brought the natural conclusion to age: a funeral march. The melody here has become one of Chopin’s most famous and recognizable tunes, Fan explained, thanks in no small part to its use in older cartoons. But the lesser-known part of the movement is what follows the funeral march. The mood alternated between a solemn dirge and a triumphant procession, back and forth, until it evaporated into a sweet, airy melody that Fan said was representative of Heaven. 

The song slipped back into the dirge just in time for the beginning of the fourth movement, a busy, confusing barrage of notes that pulled the audience through a transition in theme. Fan described this short movement as being evocative of Hell, and although the music never turned explicitly menacing or evil, the sweet tenderness of the third movement was certainly gone, leaving the listener to wonder exactly where he or she was headed.

The audience responded to the performance with a standing ovation. Out in the lobby, Fan shared advice with music majors, who were required to attend, and signed copies of his “World Tones” CD.

Carrell spoke highly of Fan’s skill and of his choice of music, saying it was “accessible” for the audience.

“There’s a lot of 20th century music that is really unusual, very disjunct, very harsh sounding,” Carrell said. “Composers do that intentionally in a lot of music, and these pieces were not that way at all.”

Music major and junior Noelani Wilkinson said she particularly liked the Syrian and Argentinean pieces, especially when Fan played in a different style with each hand. A pianist herself, Wilkinson said she was not necessarily intimidated by Fan’s skill, but realized that she had “quite a bit of work to do.”

When asked where he ultimately wanted to take his piano playing, Fan said that he was just “trying to go with the flow.” The 29-year-old is internationally recognized for his technical skill and flexibility and is a member of famous cellist Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Ensemble. Still, he said that he is focused on enjoying every day of being a musician.

“People always ask me “what’s my favorite city?” Fan said. “You know, my favorite city is the one that I’m in.”

More information about Joel Fan can be found on his Web site, joelfanmusic.com. His next album, “West of the Sun,” is set for release on April 13 and will feature music from composers of the Western Hemisphere.

