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D’Arcy Trinkwon -
an organist of our time

Robert Matthew-Walker

In the last issue of The Organ, we carried a commentary on the life and work of the distinguished British organist. Regrettably,

technical problem in the production of that issue led to a significant part of the text being omitted. For the sake of clarity and

d one, that of all musicians
rm publicly, the organist is the
who is virtually invisible to the
throughout the programme.
a solo pianist or violinist, sing-
er or conductor, will be conspicuous at
all times, the result of that greater con-
tact is that the personality of the musi-
cian will often transcend the platform
be conveyed to the listeners, yet the
s st cannot experience that almost
intangible frisson of simple human con-
tact. The organist is thereby a lone musi-
n, able to reveal his or her personality
y through their music-making or
their programming - as is equally true
of those whose name is best-known
through broadcast concerts.

And when is also added the inescap-
able fact that the public’s ability to hear
an organ recital is more often than not
confined to visiting a place of Christian
worship — not something every music-
lover may wish to do, no matter how
ecumenical the parish may be - then
the opportunity for organists to make a
career for themselves is further circum-
scribed. This combination of factors may
11 go some way to understanding the
flamboyant nature of those concert or-
ganists who have wished to broaden the
appeal of the organ and its repertoire:
one thinks especially of such as the late
Virgil Fox and of Carlo Curley, and today
the young American organist Cameron
Carpenter - whose approach has not al-
ways earned universal admiration - is
sometimes claimed to draw attention
away from the musical content towards
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presentation. It is a difficult tight-rope
for the organist to tread, especially for
those practitioners of the craft who have
no desire to be considered a ‘church or-
ganist and choirmaster’, when the chal-
lenge of building a career as a concert
organist becomes even greater.

Such thoughts came to mind after sever-
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al illuminating discussions with D’Arcy
Trinkwon, the highly gifted organist,
whose life and career has evolved in
the full awareness of the comment he
made: ‘If things were not given to you on
a plate, the person with a real desire to
learn will go and find it for himself!

Born into a cultured family of French
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(on both sides) and South American de-
scent, he grew up near Canterbury and
as a child showed prodigious talent for
the graphic arts from his earliest age. It
was as a youthful painter that Trinkwon
found he was able to express himself
more readily. ‘As a child, I used to paint
and draw at every possible moment (I
was not interested in other children or




pursuits), and - if [ might boast - it
=< said I had special talent as an artist.

n zddition, as the youngest of five chil-
Zren, Trinkwon began piano lessons at
the age of four. His eldest brother, An-
thony, was already the church organ-
il of Allan Wicks - ‘And I grew
g to all those fantastic LPs of
Kynaston. In fact, these are so
- 1 in my pysche that as a result I
—zn lsten’ to them entirely in the head
: laying them... They are still as
remarkable as ever!’

“rnkwon'’s love of the graphic arts ran
I with his innate musicality:
2522 to sing all the time [ was pamtmg
=nc thus was born the idea of me be-
coming a chorister at Canterbury Cathe-
1der Allan Wicks', where he was

tecture of the cathedral (being
1tly told off for looking around at
1dows and stone work when he
2ught to have been singing); however,
quite urally, the unity of music and
ture in the Cathedral had a pro-
Tound effect on the developing boy, but
the musical side of Trinkwon's evolv-
ing personality came about through an
any experience at the age of 11. It
hrough hearing an LP of Jennifer
playing Liszt's great organ Fantasy
ugue on the Chorale ‘Ad nos, ad
arem undam’ S.259, that the youth
ised his true musical vocation, and
from that age he has been dedicated to
organ. Prior to this moment, he ex-
ined, ‘T frankly hated practising the
; several teachers even refused to

o

v

as - albelt very politely - I would say I
didn't feel like playing in lessons and
would even refuse to! But after hearing
this Liszt I could not be stopped from
practising and learming as music as I
COo .Acl get hold of’

Trinkwon continued: ‘T had to play that
piece, so I had to learn the organ. Sim-
ple as that... before, it had just been the
power and sounds of the instrument
that had intrigued me. He first attend-
ed an organ recital on 29 March 1979
when his brother, then studying with
Harry Gabb at Trinity College of Music,

took him to the Royal Festival Hall: the
performer was Jane Parker-Smith and
‘Ad nos’ was on the programme. ‘It was
electrifying, I have never forgotten it...
I was beyond intoxicated’.Liszt has al-
ways remained one of my greatest musi-
cal gods... Remember the BT ‘who would
you have a ‘One to One’ with' campaign?
I'd have mine with Liszt... * A fascinating,
generous man on every human and ar-
tistic level.

Trinkwon continued: ‘The influence of
the remarkable Allan Wicks and his
playing continued to draw me to the or-
gan - but only as a concert instrument.
The idea of being a cathedral musician
didn’t draw me - partly as I never felt
any interest, and not believing  had even
the merest talent in choir-training, so
the whole cathedral world was a closed
area. I do, however, admire enormously
those that combine it all so easily - but
I felt I had to be devoted entirely to my
goal as an organist... I was set, more ob-
sessed, on that course at 11 and have
never faltered’

And so, following studies with H.A. Bate,
organist of St James’s, Muswell Hill, in
London (and father of Jennifer Bate),
Trinkwon studied organ and piano at the
Royal Northern College of Music in Man-
chester. By the time of the conclusion
of his studies (in piano and organ) in
England, and throughout his formation
as an organist he had developed what
he describes as ‘a burning fascination
with the French virtuoso organ tradi-
tion’ - in particular, that which was rep-
resented by Jeanne Demessieux and her
teacher Marcel Dupré (alongside other
of his pupils). This fascination inevitably
drew Trinkwon to study with two of the
organists - both pupils of Dupré - who
had most inspired him during his stud-
les- Jean Guillou and particularly Odile
Pierre - ‘Who was completely inspiring
and from whom I learnt so much - par-
ticularly how to - and the rewards of -
approach each style of music with a to-
tally different mindset. Before this, such
an approach totally eluded me, every-
thing being seen through my Romantic
vision. We would examine all aspects
of music in relation to all the other arts
and historical considerations during les-
sons than often ran into hours.

Interestingly, Trinkwon recalls that
some ‘careers advice’ he received from
one body prior to that time was that he
should become a social worker! ‘Whilst
I might have great concern for others,
I didn't think that included playing the
organ - so social work was out!’

Trinkwon’s numerous performances of
the works of Jeanne Demessieux have
greatly contributed to a revival of inter-
est in her legacy and inspired others to
explore her music. He was the first or-
ganist - after Demessieux herself and
her protégée Pierre Labric - to perform
her infamously demanding Six Etudes,
Opus 6 complete in concert. This event
took place in London in 1994 and he has
since performed them many times else-
where. He has also given premieres of
her other works, including Nativité and
the Répons pour les temps liturgiques.
‘For me, she remains one of the most ex-
traordinary organists of all — her Franck,
for example, is - together with André
Marchal's - unsurpassed’.

In 2008, marking the 40th anniversary
of Demessieux’s death in 1968, Trinkwon
gave many performances of her works,
including one in London. He also wrote
several features and studies on both the
woman and the musician - in The Diapa-
son and Organists’ Review. In addition,
Trinkwon's championship of the works
of the Norwegian Kjell Mgrk Karlsen
(born 1947) has included UK premieres
of the composer’s Sinfonia Arctandriae
(Orgelsymfoni nr.2) Opus105 at West-
minster Abbey, Visjon, Opus 81 at Can-
terbury Cathedral (2010), and his Orgel-
symfoni nr.1, Opus 99 at Kings College,
Cambridge in 2011, and more recently
his Orgelsymfoni nr. 2 in Copenhagen.
He enthuses: ‘“This music is just amaz-
ing: people don't know what they are
missing not knowing it’.

He has also given the UK premieres of
numerous other pieces — notably that
of Messiaen’s Prélude in 1992 - as well
as music by Calvin Hampton, James
Hopkins, Wilhelm Kempff, Walter Kraft,
Odile Pierre, Peteris Vasks and Stanley
Weiner. Another Norwegian, Mons Lei-
dvin Takle, has just dedicated his Over-
ture (2014) to him. However, his real
devotion is to the classic masterpieces.
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Throughout his development - and to
this day — Trinkwon claims that ‘I have
always listened to other musicians more
than organists - although I have great fa-
vourites. I particularly listen to pianists
- and perhaps to Martha Argerich above
all, and singers like Jessye Norman. Pia-
nists and other musicians so often play
on a totally different level of dedication,
immersion and perception. I am very
much drawn to musicians who are emo-
tionally involved — and rather turned off
by those who are not!

And so, following his personal ‘star’, as
he claimed, ‘Included being ‘me’ and
not trying to ‘fit in’ - this last is some-
thing I have never, even as a child, man-
aged, or known how to do: neither have
I ever felt the need to ‘conform’ I have
always ‘done my own thing, including
giving concerts in my own style of dress
- which was certainly at first seen as be-
ing ‘outrageous’. I was even once sum-
moned at the RNCM and admonished,
being told that the image I should cul-
‘i"ate was ‘a grey suit, with a briefcase

But I never saw why an organ recital
houl presentation or appear fu-
so many have and continue
n a very different way and

ferent musical ends, what
1 Carpenter is doing now, [ was

f astlhty and slammed doors, in
England more than anywhere. That I
acted as a free-spirit, on my own intui-
tion, was certainly not appreciated here.
Hence, much of my concert career was,
and has been, centred, outside of the UK
- particularly in Europe.’

But times have changed, and whilst the
expansion of Trinkwon’s international
career has been extraordinarily impres-
sive - he has performed more than 800
recitals in concert halls, cathedrals, and
churches worldwide, including radio and
television appearances - over the years
he has been a regular performer in cities
from London to Edinburgh, Paris to Salz-
burg, Berlin to Minich, Oslo to Ghent,
Buenos Aires to Los Angeles - and so on.
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One of the more interesting aspects of
his concert career is that each of Trink-
won's programmes is a self-contained,
singular project — put together as the re-
sult of meticulous consideration of each
instrument and the music most apt to
express its nature and colour to the full.
He has, and surely uniquely, therefore,
never repeated a programme. He is a
musician of scholarship, fascinated by
performance traditions of the past, and
his meticulously researched and consid-
ered interpretations express a profound
emotional involvement in, and joy for,
the music together with respect for the
spirit of the composer. However, disliking
academic rigidity he does not necessar-
ily seek to offer ‘authentic’ performanc-
es, striving instead to find the extraor-
dinary and allow the music to ‘live’ free
from the limitations of the printed page.
As he says, ‘Music is a reflection of life in

_the broadest sphere. I am not interested

in performances that are simply ‘cor-
rect’ or pure (whilst acknowledging and
respecting the absolute integrity that
must be part of any real artist). I want
people to ‘feel’ music and be affected
by it. I have been bored to death by
colourless, accurate but
two-dimensional playing
too often!" This balance
of approach increasingly
gains him recognition as
an inspiring and authori-
tative teacher - his teach-
ing includes invitations to
give masterclasses, coach
and adjudicate in col-
leges and conservatoires
at home and abroad.
‘Teaching must balance
discipline and inspiration
- and allow people to see
the beauty in the music’.

An equally notable fea-
ture of his career has been
the performance of com-
plete solo cycles. These
have included ‘The King
of Instruments’ (a series
of eight concerts featur-
ing the cornerstones of
the repertoire), the ‘Eng-
lish Romantic Organist’,
the complete symphonies
of Widor, the complete

works of Franck, and so on. He has also
performed many all-Bach programmes,
including a complete series. More unu-
sually, he has variously performed ‘The
Dark Side of the Moon’ - centred on Petr
Eben'’s ‘Faust’, this featured organ music
inspired by myth, demons and posses-
sion.

Trinkwon is straightforward in his ap-
proach to the musical aspects of pub-
lic and private performances, believing
that, as he says: ' A musical performance
can only present one version at a time.
But there are hundreds of other ways
and views - always. So I cannot believe
in ‘definitive’ performances although re-
markable ones do, often. As for turning
up with a pre-arranged performance - I
regard that as simply awful! Every time
should be different - the result of new
settings, different instruments, circum-
stances, feelings...and is this not excit-
ing - to be fully prepared and know the
work inside out, but then to ‘take flight’
in a concert? Others may be more disci-
plined, or more ‘correct’ - but I am not
trying to do all that. I like to act on the
spot, as long as my research (the foun-




Zz7on) is fully in place’

Zommitted to live music-making, D’Arcy
n is therefore much drawn to
ontaneity of musical performance
=nd of programme structure: ‘I don't

imes, as events, which thus are
ly always alive and new. In any
zll organs are different — each de-
a2 different programme - and I

often at painstaking length and
n=tmes ignoring the pleas of promot-

1. 2t the same time as attempting
o reflect the spirit of each building. I sit
gine’ what music would work in
Z space - or not!’

Tziing this approach further, and mak-
h appearance an event, Trinkwon
mments that ‘Making a good presen-
t2tion, appearing in concerts in a man-
ner that shows what we do - that is,
music as a living thing - is exceptional
=nd 2 great experience for me. It is a
world away from vapid personal ‘exhi-
oiionism’. Why do so many musicians
] days seek to ‘make a spectacle’ of
1selves when playing (“What Myra
aptly used to call ‘leaking”)? Why

t they just get on with the work and
o it — and let the music speak give its
wn message? It is also too often ugly,

nd ruins the ‘aesthetic’ of the music, as

He is repeatedly invited to return by pro-
moters: he has, for example, given more
than ten recitals in Auxerre Cathedral
part of the Eté Musical d’Auxerre/
stival International d’Orgue d’Auxerre
and six recitals on the 1760 Gloger organ
in Kongsberg in Norway, Scandinavia’s
largest Baroque organ. At home on both
historic and modern instruments, his fa-
vourite instruments depend inevitably
on the music being played - although
particular favourites include the Ma-
deleine, the cathedrals in Passau and
Mtnich, and Auxerre Cathedral which
holds so many memories over many

1w
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years.

The Walt Disney Hall in Los Angeles is
also quite extraordinary. ‘I revel in the
aural colours you can create on the or-
gans - and that ‘painting in’ the beauty
and expression of the music through
them'. Trinkwon is also well-known for
his repertoire, one of the most extensive
of any artist before the public. Although
he is particularly renowned for his inter-
pretations of the French repertoire (Ba-
roque to modern), as well as the most ex-
pressive and demanding virtuoso works
of Liszt and Reger, he does not wish to
‘specialise’. Equally, he feels that may be
wrong for musicians, as it were, to ‘play
all the time’. As he says, ‘I believe it's
vital for musicians to take breaks from
playing — sometimes quite long ones - to
remain ‘fresh’ and to consider. Just prac-
tising endlessly then thumping out the
results is hardly of interest artistically’

If those breaks from playing return the
musician refreshed and ready to explore
anew, Trinkwon additionally is adamant
that ‘Teaching must live too! Having
had several teachers who were certainly
‘wrong’ for me, and who I had to battle
with, made me determined to find and
look for the answers. I never believed
stuff just because I was told it! I have
read and listened to as much and as
many as [ can -and still do’

He also maintains that ‘Being a perform-
er is just part of a mission. You can't ful-
fil the mission without being ‘on stage’
or without a vision, although sometimes
this can be taken by some as expressing
arrogance. One also needs the convic-
tion and wish to fulfil it. However, any-
one seeking the limelight in preference
to serving Music will be sadly disap-
pointed... in and with themselves, etc.,
for the time when an artist is truly hap-
py with what they do, or believes they
are above criticism, then they are fin-
ished. We are chasing perfection, which
will always elude us. I also detest, pas-
sionately, ‘playing down’ to people. Why
not elevate them - and let them enter
the great world of great art and beautiful
music from which so many in it seem to
want to exclude them?’ He is also con-
cerned that transcriptions are maybe
too prevalent: ‘my concern is that oth-

ers may conclude we organists feel the
organ repertoire — which is so rich, ex-
pressive and varied - is inadequate, and
that may make them question the in-
strument as a great musical voice too if
we feel the need to pinch everyone else’s
music. This said, some performances of
transcriptions are jawdropping.’

A free-spirit, he has unusually pursued
much of his career solely as a concert
artist without the usual association to
any church or teaching post. He has,
however, been the Organist of Worth Ab-
bey since 2012, an association that arose
quite by chance when he moved nearby.
‘It has proven to be a particularly happy
association and has resulted in an open-
ing for genuine artistic expression at the
service of both music and the various
liturgies in which I play a huge selection
of repertoire to reflect and enrich the
masses of the Benedictine abbey. There
is also wonderful choral music there un-
der Michael Oakley, the Director of Mu-
sic. The sense of community runs deep
there and I am proud to belong to it’.

Off-stage, Trinkwon maintains that ‘The
most important thing is a happy, bal-
anced personal life, a wonderful part-
ner, family and real, good friends - and
I am very blessed with them. My part-
ner, who is not in the music world, keeps
me balanced when I get too ‘arty’ — and
life needs balance. Away from the organ,
artistic interests aside, I get inspiration
whilst doing the most mundane things.
The times I have been ‘solving’ musi-
cal problems whilst cleaning, dusting or
similar is beyond count. Then I go and
play the results. I also believe it is es-
sential to study the score and consider
the music in great detail away from the
instrument. I may not be seen as an ‘es-
tablishment’ figure and am not interest-
ed in being so either —if that requires de-
nying the self or just being another grey
suit, or playing politics: I just get on with
my work. But the upholding of great tra-
ditions, and great establishments - that
1s a different thing altogether —and I am
passionately devoted to that!’
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