SPECIAL FOCUS:
GUITAR FESTIVALS & COMPETITIONS
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NORTHERN LIGHTS

The Aalborg International Guitar Festival
continues to shine on Denmark’s guitar scene

Although Denmark is a prosperous coun-
try that looks kindly on the arts, projects
such as the Aalborg International Guitar
Festival require much time and toil to
keep them afloat. In 2013, AGIF music
director Finn Svit’s “day job” as director
of the Mariagerfjord School of the Arts
placed such demands on his time that
he reluctantly resolved to pull the plug
on the guitar fest, only to decide a few
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months later that he couldn’t bring him-
self to kill off a creation that has become
so close to his heart.

Thus, between November 23 and 30,
2014, the AIGF was duly reinstated with
Marcin Dylla and Irina Kulikova as prin-
cipal guests.

An annual gathering launched in
1996, the AIGF is a relatively small-scale
event that nonetheless fields some big
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MARCIN DYLLA (L) AND IRINA KULIVOA

names. Over the decade that I've been
reporting on proceedings in this com-
pact industrial city in the north of Den-
mark, guests have included Pepe Rome-
ro, Carlo Marchione, Craig Ogden, Géran
Sollscher, the Katona Twins, and Pavel
Steidl. On the non classical side, Austra-
lian guitar legend and showman par ex-
cellence Tommy Emmanuel has visited,
as has veteran Nordic rock icon Mikkel
Nordso.

Although it doesn’t have a competi-
tion, Aalborg boasts a long tradition of
showcasing rising young performers us-
ing the twin categories of Danish Talent
and International Talent. It was under
the latter flag that the then-unknown
Alberto Mesirca flew to Aalborg in 2006,
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his subsequent output of world-class re-
cordings and publications (CGs passim)
proving this early patronage was justi-
fied.

This retrospective roll call establish-
es Aalborg as a fairly typical example of
the mixed-genre event with a classical
bias, an unsurprising situation given
that its founder and artistic director,
Finn Svit, is a classical guitarist by trade.
Heading a team of volunteers from with-
in and beyond the music profession, it
is Svit’s responsibility to put together
a package that, although not intended
to yield a profit, must at least cover its
costs. In addition to registration fees and
box office takings, the AIGF receives lo-
cal and national government funding, to-

AALBORG BOASTS
A LONG TRADITION
OF SHOWCASING
RISING YOUNG
PERFORMERS.
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gether with private sponsorship mostly
from businesses with links to the event.
Of these, the Prinsen Hotel, with its won-
derfully preserved elevator installed in
1926, is a key player. This is where the
artists stay, as do overseas journalists.
Breakfast-time musical discussions are
lively, especially when U.S. guitarist,
pedagogue, and Aalborg stalwart Ber-
nard Hebb joins us.

A component in the AIGF mix that’s
central to its financial well-being is the
didactic program. In this respect, the
AIGF is possibly unique in that teach-
ing only takes place over the final
weekend. This is because the major-
ity of its three dozen registrants are
kids of school age, mostly teenagers
but some much younger. This has the
desirable consequence of
producing a packed and energetic fina-
le to the festival, with youthful soloists
and ensembles presenting the fruits of
their labors under the guidance of such
outstanding music educators as Soren
Bodker Madsen, who's also a stylish and
versatile guitarist in his own right. The
downside is that performances held ear-
lier in the week tend to be sparsely at-
tended, the youngsters and their parents
having not yet arrived.

With this thought in mind, I checked
in at the Prinsen Hotel and set out for
the Thursday evening recital by Timo
Korhonen hoping I wouldn’t be just one
of a faithful few. The mood was also one
of anticipation, Korhonen being a player
whose worthy and sometimes weighty
recordings have often come my way, but
whose live offerings I was yet to experi-
ence.

Although the number present.was in
no danger of breaking the three-figure
barrier, turnout was a marked increase
from previous years. The quiet and at-
tentive clutch of people was amply re-
warded by a substantial and colorful
program in which Korhonen presented
the music of his native Finland, includ-
ing an impressive mixed bag of Sibelius
arrangements, in the company of the
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mighty Bach Chaconne and some equal-
ly familiar Albeniz and Turina. Of partic-
ular interest was the rather lengthy scale
passage preceding that triumphant re-
cap in the Turina “Sevillana,” Korhonen’s
campanella fingerings adding shape and
direction to what can often seem a weak
spot in this otherwise compelling mid-
dleweight of the Segovia era. '

One of the local sponsors is the
Klaverstemmeren piano showroom,
which provides the venue for the
long-standing AIGF tradition of an early
evening guitar and piano recital. This
year, former International Talent bene-
ficiary Leandro Riva made a welcome

POLISH GUITARIST

ic heritage alluded to in his name, is a
recent Danish Talent and Aalborg regu-
lar. Fielding an agenda in which Giuliani
was the only composer born before
1900, Pedersen proved himself a worthy
exponent of the recent and contempo-
rary repertoire—with “Voices” by Lars
Hegaard (b.1950), being billed as a pre-
miere.

In the closing student concert, Mad-
sen’s team weighed in with a highly pol-
ished Beatles medley, followed by the
senior youth ensemble under the baton
of Frederik Munk Larsen, whose widely
praised AIGF solo recital had taken place
before my arrival. One key figure who,

KRZYSZTOF PELECH

WAS IN DAZZLING FORM

IN A PROGRAM THAT RAISED

THE DOUBLE CHALLENGE OF BEING
BOTH TECHNICALLY DEMANDING
AND MOSTLY WELL-KNOWN.

return to Aalborg in the company of pia-
nist Martin Torres Godoy. Their spirited
and superbly executed agenda of tangos
and milongas contained an added bonus
for this writer insofar as the works of Pi-
azzolla were kept out of the frame until a
relatively late stage. The warmth of the
audience response was further illustrat-
ed by the presence of several familiar
faces when the program was repeated
in an extended form at the AIGF’s main
venue on the following evening.

In the meantime, Polish guitarist
Krzysztof Pelech was in dazzling form in
a program that raised the double chal-
lenge of being both technically demand-
ing and mostly well-known. “Asturias”
by Albeniz shone anew, as did an almost
turbocharged take on Brouwer’s setting
of “Danza del Altiplano.” '

Also in excellent form was Tim
McVeigh Pedersen who, despite the Celt-

to my eternal shame, hasn’t been men-
tioned in past Aalborg reports, is senior
Danish guitar pedagogue Anette Wandel.
In addition to providing a sizeable num-
ber of players for the student ensembles
past and present, Wandel’s wide invento-
ry of successful former pupils includes
none other than Finn Svit.

Finally, I was informed by a reli-
able source that, a couple of weeks
before curtain-up, the 2014 AIGF was
in mortal danger of being axed due to
disappointing advance bookings. But
all went ahead as planned, the final
head count appearing to be a modest
increase on past figures. [ hope the AIGF
continues to thrive as one of the Scandi-
navian guitar scene’s true survivors. CG

Paul Fowles is the co-author of The Classi-
cal Guitar: A Complete History.



