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WF Oratorio’s Johnson
Dazzles at St. Stephens

Editor’s Note: Paul Somers grew up,
and made his home, in Westfield for
many years as an active musician, com-
poser and teacher. He spent 10 years as
a classical-music reviewer for The Star-
Ledger and also contributed concert
reviews to The Westfield Leader and
created the biweekly Classical Music
Society Journal, which provided an
invaluable road map and guide to clas-
sical music in the Garden State.

By Paul Mack Somers
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

MILLBURN – The Beckerath or-
gan in St. Stephen’s Church in Millburn
is elegant, stylistically quite distant from
the giant Wurlitzer, which resides in
Radio City Music Hall.

Yet, Trent Johnson [music director
and conductor of the Oratorio Singers
and Orchestra of Westfield, as well as
the director of Music and organist of
Our Lady of Perpetual Help in
Bernardsville], who has played the
Christmas Show at Radio City, as well
as concertized on other large organs
around the world, was anything but
baffled by the comparatively small size
of the St. Stephen’s instrument when
he performed on it in late May.

He, like any fine artist, made the
most of what he was given, and lo and
behold, there were times when the au-
dience heard the sounds of a theater
organ emerging from the classically
designed Beckerath.

This “magic” was worked in the
concert’s grand finale, the premiere of
Johnson’s own Concert Variations on
“The Carnival of Venice.” Mr. Johnson
is a highly regarded composer of cham-
ber, orchestral and choral works, which
have been played around America and
in Europe.

It was the opportunity to hear his
take on that old standard tune, so be-

loved by composers of variations that it
drew this writer to the concert.

The Concert Variations proved to be
a clever and witty piece filled with
bravura playing and composing, fea-
turing most of a virtuoso organist’s
technical abilities. Perhaps the most
vivid, because the audience could see it
happen, was the florid variation for feet
alone in which the tune emerged from
the welter of pedal work in the same
manner that Liszt often gave the illu-
sion of a third hand at work in his piano
music.

So, one joke that surfaced after the
concert was that this was a piece where
having the proverbial “two left feet”
was a great advantage. So amazing was
the effect that at that variation’s conclu-
sion, the audience broke into loud ap-
plause.

Other variations featured conversa-
tions between hands and feet, rhyth-
mic-metric excursions into 5/4 (think
Brubeck’s “Take Five”), an amusing
— even sweet — bow to theater-organ
style for silent movies and Johnson’s
concluding homage to all those late
19th century French organists with a
brilliant, flashy toccata in their style.

The response was an immediate
standing ovation and cheers. Most lis-
teners never would have guessed ahead
of time that this particular instrument
could have produced so many distinct
“voices” and such power, but here was
the elegant Beckerath surprisingly re-
vealing its un-guessed ability to be
wantonly garish if called upon.

What led to the grand finale’s effec-
tiveness was the thoughtfully chosen
program that preceded it:

Max Reger’s Introduction and
Passacaglia in D minor is of course a set
of short variations produced above a
repeated bass line, played with great
clarity.

Johnson’s Visions, an earlier work
from 2001, proved to be meditative
with flutes predominant and a more
boldly colored mid-section.

Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in D ma-
jor (BWV 532) and his two chorale
preludes, Nun komm, der heiden
Heiland (BWV 659) and Wir glauben
all’ an einen Gott (BWV 680), demon-
strated Mr. Johnson’s understanding of
baroque performance practice.

Reger’s chorale prelude on Wie schön
leuchtet der Morgenstern looked for-
ward to theater-organ effects in the use
of a super-sweet tremolant.

And Albinoni’s famed Adagio for
Strings, arranged for organ by S.
Drummond Wolff, spun its meditative
mood, all the better to create a calm
prelude for the musical shenanigans to
follow.

An encore after the finale found Mr.
Johnson continuing in an antic mood,
as he played that favorite of the blue-
grass fiddler, Orange Blossom Special,
in a wild and woolly arrangement that
had everyone laughing, as his fingers
and feet flew around as busily as a
fiddler knocking off the whirling tune
at a party. Cheers erupted again.

A few longtime fans of the St.
Stephan’s recital series enthusiastically
told this writer that this was one of the
best recitals they had ever heard in the
church. Praise indeed, considering the
list of acclaimed artists who have given
recitals on the Beckerath over the years.

Eagle’s Work Has Landed
At UCC’s Tomasulo Gallery

By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS – The many fac-
ets of portraiture, including self-por-
traiture, comprise the solo exhibit by
Glen Ridge artist Ellen Eagle, whose
work is currently at Union County
College’s Tomasulo Art Gallery.

At once forthcoming and shy, each
of Ms. Eagle’s “Portraits in Pastel”
shares a story of its own with the viewer.

Employing professional models,
close friends and colleagues as sub-
jects, Ms. Eagle takes the humanity of
everyday people and transforms it into
art.

One reason for this transformation is
that the artist always works with live
models, not photographs.

“My portraits evolve slowly, during
a series of sittings. Inevitably…as the
model’s mind drifts deeper into his or
her own thoughts, those thoughts im-
pact the body’s expressiveness,” she
said.

This artistic technique, in combina-
tion with Ms. Eagle’s use of light to
express the naturalness of flesh, works
to give her portraits a look that is remi-
niscent of the Old Masters.

The perfection of her portraits is
offset by Ms. Eagle’s ability to capture
the naturalness of each model – flaws
and all.

It is in this dichotomy that the viewer
is invited to participate.

Ms. Eagle’s art is also a great vehicle
for stories, and she captures her close
friend Lisa DeStilo’s battle with cancer
in a portrait.

As Ms. Eagle painted, changes be-

gan to appear in Lisa’s portrait.
“…[H]er chin dropped, her com-

plexion became paler….we did not yet
know she was ill, but our portrait was
recording her illness,” said Ms. Eagle.

Ms. DeStilo’ spirit, captured in
“Lisa,” emanates from the work and
fills the entire exhibit.

“Her presence in my exhibit is a real
comfort and joy to me,” Ms. Eagle said.

Equally captivating is “Self-Portrait
in Blue,” a full-length depiction of the
artist.

The largest piece in the exhibit, it
clearly takes center stage, not only in
size but also in composition, depth
and insight.

Ms. Eagle received a Bachelor of
Fine Arts degree with Distinction in
Drawing from the College of Arts
and Crafts in Oakland, Calif.

She has studied at many additional
prestigious schools of art.

She has had four solo exhibits and
has participated in many additional

Asha, 2004, Pastel on Pumice
Board, 6 1/2 x 5 1/8"

April, 2003, Pastel on Pumice
Board, 8 5/8 x 5 1’2"

Maxine Hong Kingston, 2009, Pastel on Pumice Board 6 1/4 x 6"

group exhibits in New York, New
Jersey, Washington State and else-
where.

Her work has been featured in The
Pastel Journal, American Artist Maga-
zine, The New York Times and The Star-
Ledger, to name but a few publications.

Ms. Eagle’s work will be on exhibit
at the Tomasulo Gallery until July 1.

The Tomasulo Gallery is located on
the first floor of the MacKay Library on
the college’s Cranford Campus, at 1033
Springfield Avenue.

For gallery hours, call (908) 709-
7155.
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http://www.NazzaroMusic.com

