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Oberlin Artist Recital Series: violinist Tessa Lark
and pianist Andrew Armstrong step in

by Jarrett Hoffman

After playing John
Corigliano’s ‘The Red
Violin’ Concerto last
month with CityMusic
Cleveland, violinist Tessa
Lark returns to the area to
make her Oberlin Artist
Recital Series debut,
replacing violist Lawrence
Power.

On Sunday, November 19
at 4:00 pm at Finney
Chapel, she’ll join pianist
Andrew Armstrong in Igor
Stravinsky’s Suite Italienne, Manuel Ponce’s Estrellita, Martin Rojas’ En la Orilla del
Mundo, Maurice Ravel’s Violin Sonata No. 2 in G, Béla Bartok’s Romanian Folk
Dances, Sz. 56, and Richard Strauss’s Violin Sonata in E-flat. Previously purchased
tickets for Lawrence Power will be honored at the door.

During our October conversation, Tessa Lark said that she and Armstrong met and
collaborated only a few weeks before the call from Oberlin. “We’d talked then about
performing together, saying we’d let each other know if an opportunity came up, and lo
and behold, this one did. Then we were texting back and forth about our dream pieces,
what we’d be willing to play any day of the week, what we’d be willing to learn, and
what was just totally not possible in that amount of time. Through that, we devised a
unique program. And Oberlin requested that I add some jazz in the recital, so I’'m
arranging a beautiful Latin jazz tune. I’ve never been to Oberlin, but I’ve heard amazing
things about it and I’m excited to go.”
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The recipient of a 2016 Avery Fisher Career Grant, Lark was also Silver Medalist in the
2014 International Violin Competition of Indianapolis, and winner of the 2012
Naumburg International Violin Competition. After graduating from the New England
Conservatory and living in Boston for three more years, she decided to head back to
school, and graduated from Juilliard with her Artist Diploma in May.

“I love Boston, but one of my friends thought I needed a change in my life at the time
and suggested I look into the Juilliard program,” she said. “I decided to apply, of course
because of the amazing history it has and the incredible facilities, teachers, and
opportunities it provides, but also because it sounded appealing to try a new city. New
York is a fantastic place for a musician to be, but I wasn’t interested in moving here with
no agenda in place. So when I got accepted, that sealed the deal for me — and now this
1s my first year out of school and living here.”

Lark’s talents as a violinist transcend genre boundaries, and she was happy at Juilliard to
get to perform with the school’s Jazz Ensemble at Dizzy’s Club Coca-Cola. “I was
traveling so much that I couldn’t immerse myself in the jazz studies there as much as I
would’ve liked,” she said. “But one of the beautiful aspects of the Artist Diploma
program is that you can have lessons or coachings with anybody in the school at all —
not just in classical but in jazz, theater, drama, or dance — which is phenomenal.”

Because of her interests in other styles of music, Lark asked to collaborate with the jazz
department. “I had a week or two of rehearsals for the show at Dizzy’s, and I made what
seem to be lifelong friends. I actually have a couple engagements coming up this year
with the people I collaborated with, and I’ve stayed in touch with the coaches. I was
happy that the jazz department welcomed me with open arms — it was intimidating to
me because I’ve always had an interest but never a formal training in jazz. They were
very generous and curious to have me there, and I learned a lot.”

Lark grew up in Richmond, Kentucky. “It’s a college town with small-town vibes,” she
said. “Eastern Kentucky University is there, and that’s why my parents came — my
father had a job as a wildlife biology professor at the University. I lived on a beautiful
property of seven acres of land with a nice creek and a lake nearby — lots of
surrounding nature.”

Did leaving for Boston present any conflicts back home in Richmond? “Especially in the
very rural regions of Kentucky, there can be several generations of family in a town, so
one is expected and usually prefers to just stay there with their family. But my family is
all around the States, and my parents were there just because of my father’s job, so the
same didn’t apply to me. There’s a lot of state pride in Kentucky. It’s a beautiful place to
live and the people are wonderful, but I was always drawn to classical music, which is



such a global thing. I think because of that training, I just really wanted to spread my
wings and find other people with those interests.”

For a while after leaving, Lark’s background stayed with her, audibly. “I had a little bit
of a Kentucky accent when I moved to Boston, and I was teased pretty quickly for that.
One advantage of having a musical ear is that you can adapt to different accents, so I just
got rid of it as quickly as I could. I was a little shy about my upbringing at first, but over
time I realized there wasn’t anything to be shy about at all.

“Because I play a lot of bluegrass and Appalachian music, I’ve made sure to integrate
that into the classical music setting — not just because I love the music but because I
feel that in a big city or in the more liberal areas of the country, I would love people to
know the beauty and the poignancy and the quality of that music. Some of the most
amazing musicians I know are from folk genres, and happily, I can report that the
attitude towards bluegrass and folk musicians is changing.”

I complimented Lark on her work to bridge the cultural gap. “We’re lucky to be in a
profession like music,” she said, “because I think it’s one of the few where you really
can move globally, affect all different walks of life, and inspire all different types of
people with different mindsets to come together and hopefully have conversations about
things that need to be discussed.”
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