
Greatest Emissaries of Music  
 

Exclusive interview with Christopher OôRiley, an accomplished pianist and 
host of the top-rated National Public Radio show, From the Top , and the 2009 
Emmy winner  PBS series, ñFrom the Top at Carnegie Hallò 
 
By BoŨena U. Zaremba 
 
You are such a perfect fit for this 
show. You do it with enormous 
passion, humor, an unpretentious 
style  and,  most  of  all,  a  warm 
attitude  toward  the  young, 
talented musicians that the show 
presents. Does it come naturally 
or do you have a key to being, 
yes, the best host possible?  
It is very kind of you to say so, but 
many of us at From the Top 
contribute to the general welcoming 
and celebrating young kids ï from 
the very beginning, when we get in 
touch with them, up to the time when 
we have them appear on the show. 
The staff work on the exhaustive pre-
interview process, then on the 
questions, which have a great deal to 
do with their personal lives. We also 
design the way in which we present 
them and decide whether we will talk 
to them by the piano, or maybe talk 
with their friends on the swim team, 
and see what they think about their 
friend. It all depends on their story. 
We want to present the participants 
with clarity and to illuminate them in the best possible way, but at the same time let them be 
themselves.  
 
What are your most memorable moments on this show?  
The most memorable thing for me has to do with the fact that we are able to help these kids in 
their musical pursuits with the help of the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation. We have now given 
away, in a form of a $10,000 scholarship, over a million dollars to kids who are talented.   
 
Do you personally or the producers of the show follow those young musiciansô paths 
after their appearance on the show?  
Yes, quite often. First of all, our website is a very good meeting place and clearinghouse for 
updated information. We also do a where-are-they-now show twice a year, in which we will play 
with the kids who have previously appeared on the show. Some of the follow-up stories are 
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Upcoming 
Events:  

 

Piano Recital 
 

Christopher OôRiley,  

piano 
 

October 24, 2009, 7:00 PM,  
Roswell Cultural Arts Center. 
See our website for the infor-
mation about the After-
Concert Essay Contest. 
 
 

3 x Chopin ð three  

different visions of  
Chopinôs music 
Leszek MoŨdŨer, piano 
Andrzej JagodziŒski, piano 
Jacek Kortus, piano  
 

March 21, 2010, 7pm  
Roswell Cultural Arts Center.  
 

 

Concert tickets are always  
discounted for members of 

the Chopin Society of Atlanta. 
To become a member join 

online at   
www.chopinatlanta.org or  

call 770.663.0620 
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After-Concert Essays 2 



 

Sa Chen told the story of this piece very well. The 
beginning of the Sonata seemed very mysterious and 
depressing, yet peaceful. The gradual crescendos and 
diminuendos added to the style of this spectacular 
piece of art. I liked how in between each movement, 
she paused, which created suspense. She came in 
just at the right time so that we took in the silence, 
without losing the feeling of the previous movement. 
Although the mood changed in the Allegretto, Sa 
Chen continued to keep the flow going. She made the 
light and bouncy notes very delicate and gossamer. 
My favorite part of this piece was when Sa Chen 
played a loud chord, followed by soft staccatos. It 
brought a very heartwarming and spine chilling 
sensation.ò (Ingrid Cai) 

ñI liked the Night on Bald Mountain, because it 
reminded me of a birdsô party. I heard the coo-coo of 
the morning dove, the fus-fus-fus of the blue jay, the 
chickadee-dee of the chickadee, and the moc-moc of 
the mocking bird.ò (Emily Catherine Foster) 
 
Authors of the best essays have been awarded 
Barnes & Noble gift certificates. Excerpts have been 
edited for space and clarity. 

The role of a music critic role is essentially to inform, 
educate and enlighten audiences. Although our tradition 
of student-written essays aims first of all at enriching the 
lives of young listeners, we do believe that their fresh 
and untainted outlook can inspire adult audiences as 
well. Our essay contest has attracted so many students 
over the past few years that we feel it has become a 
breeding place for future musical critics. Here are 
excerpts from prize-winning essays about Sa Chenôs 
recital in March 2009: 
 
ñThe piece I treasured most was Chopinôs Fantasy in F 
Minor, op. 49. The style is unique, with sudden dynamic 
and rhythmic contrasts throughout. At first, the piece 
appears to be dark and gloomy, but then it becomes 
lighter and happier, creating a contrasting mood. This 
pieceôs theme seemed to portray the battle of the good 
and the evil. Sa Chenôs performance was mesmerizing. 
Her musical style is delicate and intense.ò (Alexandra 
Taggart) 
 
ñIt was a wonderful night! Listening to Sa Chenôs 
beautiful performance was just music to everyoneôs 
ears. I thought that each of the pieces was dazzling and 
engagingé but there was one in particular that stood 
out to me. It was the Piano Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp 
minor by Ludwig Van Beethoven. Although the hand and 
fingering technique were fabulous, Sa Chen putting her 
heart and soul into the piece was what really made it 
glorious. There was a significant amount of contrast in 
mood and sound, which made it unique. The beginning 
of the piece was elegant and graceful. You could 
imagine hearing the music of a ballet scene. Gradually, 
the music grew stronger, giving the piece even more 
juice. I felt myself imagining the action of a movie or a 
fierce battle going on.ò (Kathryn Jian) 
  
ñThere is no doubt Sa Chen is very skillful when it 
comes to playing emotional music. Every piece had its 
own story, which she interpreted flawlessly. Of all the 
touching pieces that I heard at Sa Chenôs concert, I 
enjoyed the Piano Sonata No.14 in C-sharp minor most. 
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ñMusic to Everyoneôs Earsò  
 

Essay Contest for Children 
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