
 

 

EMANUEL AX 

Critical acclaim 

“Surprisingly, it wasn’t one of the anniversary composers who had the strongest interpretative light shone on him. 
By some quirk, a string of recitals at the Wigmore Hall all had Franz Schubert’s music at their core. They were all 

wonderful, but Emanuel Ax’s was the most revealing, as much for its sudden moments of impetuousness as its 

seasoned wisdom.”  
Ivan Hewett, December 20, 2011 The Telegraph 

 

“Ax displayed a creamy technique, played with a breathtaking case, yet one where each note had meaning and 
purpose. The cadenza in the first movement was a whole musical story in itself, phrases dissipating slowly into 

the air, fingers like butterflies kissing the keys and power available when needed. This was a musician of scope 

and confidence, one who never had to overwhelm the music and Dohnanyi and the PSO wisely complimented his 

effortless style."  
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra/von Dohnanyi, Mozart K466, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 19 October, 2002  

 

“His greatness, his overwhelming authority as musician, technician and probing intellect emerges quickly as he 
plays. Within minutes, we are totally captured by his intensity and pianistic achievement.”  

Los Angeles Recital, Los Angeles Times, February 7 , 2001  

 

“Ax is an extremely satisfying pianist; he is at home in a wide variety of music and his pianism is always 
thoughtful, lyrical, lustrous.”   

The Washington Post  

 
"The soloist was Emanuel Ax - strong on bravura, ravishing in finesse and flinging himself into the work with 

glee. There was a liquid purity in the slow unfurling phrases of the slow movement, a real optimistic bounce in 

the finale."  
LPO/Eschenbach/Beethoven 5 Guardian,  October 24, 1998  

 

"...hearing Ax play on an Erard grand of 1851 was a revelation..... Almost more extraordinary than Ax's absolute 

technical ease was how he seemed totally at home on this instrument, exploiting those contrasts in tonal register to 
capture in turns the brilliant clarity of the sometimes explosive passagework in the opening movement...."  

OAE/Mackerras/Chopin 1 The Times May 19, 1998  

 
"As the population of piano virtuosos keeps growing, Mr Ax remains a dot of seriousness in a sea of frivolity. His 

choice of music made listeners think about every piece in relation to every other. His patience and peripheral 

vision, qualities that keep Schubert's discursive sonata style in line, were deeply appreciated, not to mention the 
beautiful sound and careful separations of colours."  

Carnegie Hall New York Times February 24, 1997  

 

"Playing doesn't get much better than the masterful rendering Ax gave the first published piano concerto of 
Frederic Chopin... From the dramatic opening movement, to the nocturnal spell of the middle movement, to the 

sprightly, almost playful finale, Ax revealed the concerto's passion and intensity without falling into the 

melodramatic traps that lesser musicians find so tempting in Romantic literature."  
Dayton Philharmonic Orchestra/Gittleman/Chopin 1 Dayton Daily News January 15, 1998  

"Emanuel Ax is one of our most gifted Chopin pianists - a rare breed - and his playing has finesse and suitable 

power.  

OAE/Mackerras/Chopin 2 Classic CD June 1998  
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EMANUEL AX 

Penderecki Piano Concerto Premiere Reviews 

Critical acclaim for artist 

Krzysztof Penderecki, Concerto for Piano and Orchestra „Resurrection‟  

World Premiere · 9th May 2002 · New York, Carnegie Hall  

Philadelphia Orchestra/Wolfgang Sawallisch  

Press Reviews  

“…there is plenty for an audience of first-time listeners to feel good about: a treacly music-box section 

with harp and celesta, a ravishing Merchant-Ivory patch of musical purple prose, a hymnlike theme, 

cellist imitating a heartbeat, and a gorgeous bloom of an English horn solo…The really impressive thing 

about Penderecki‟s piano concerto is that it is a real piano concerto. The relationship between soloist and 

orchestra in modern times is a loosely defined concept, and all that‟s required to put a “piano concerto” 

label on a work is the act of rolling the piano out front. Not so for Penderecki, who gave Ax a part that is 

monstrously difficult and interacts with the orchestra in a typically heroic way.”  

Peter Dobrin, The Philadelphia Inquirer, 11th May 2002  

“…this work began life as a vibrant capriccio. Then while Mr. Penderecki was composing, the events of 

9/11 intervened and the music, inevitably, took on ominous undertones. The resulting 25-minute, one-

movement concerto is eclectic, boldly episodic and invigorating…Throughout, Mr. Ax‟s playing of the 

daunting piano part was intense, commanding and wonderfully mercurial…the glittering orchestration 

offered a vibrant array of colours and effects.”  

Anthony Tommasini, The New York Times, 14th May 2002  

Orchestration: 3 flutes (3rd doubling piccolo) · 2 oboes · English horn · E flat clarinet · 2 clarinets · bass 

clarinet · 2 Bassoons · Contrabassoon · 5 horns · 3 trumpets · Flugelhorn ·  

4 trombones · 1 tuba · percussion (4 players) · harp · celeste · strings  

Duration: 30 minutes 

 



 

 

Emanuel Ax 

The Guardian  August 21, 2011 

Proms 47 and 49: COE/Haitink – review 
Royal Albert Hall, London 
BY ANDREW CLEMENTS   

 

In the programme notes for his two concerts with the Chamber Orchestra of Europe, Bernard Haitink 

categorised Brahms as "a composer who thinks with his heart and feels with his brain". It's a 

marvellous description, and one that could be applied just as tellingly not only to Haitink's own 

conducting but to Emanuel Ax's piano playing. Ax joined Haitink and the COE for both of their all-

Brahms programmes, pairing two of the symphonies, the third and fourth, with the two piano 

concertos. 

 

This was wonderfully mature Brahms, humane and intensely musical, the product of a genuine 

meeting of interpretative minds. Ax is the antithesis of the self-regarding, attention-seeking soloist. 

Even in such huge works as these concertos, his playing had a pearly, chamber-music quality, not just 

in the slow movements – the Adagio of the first looking towards the introspection of Brahms's late 

piano pieces, the Andante of the second a rapt dialogue with the COE's principal cellist – but in the 

more robust exchanges of the outer movements where everyone listened to everyone else, with Haitink 

presiding over it all with his usual authority. 

 

There were moments, in the first concerto particularly, that could have been more extreme – a more 

starkly tragic first movement, more exuberance in the finale – just as there were passages in the two 

symphonies that could have been underlined more heavily, like the F minor angst of the opening of the 

Third. But working with forces this size allowed Haitink to create moments of extraordinary 

refinement and transparency, whether in the Third's intermezzo or its closing pages, or the flute solo in 

the finale of the Fourth, delivered, typically, without a hint of superfluous pathos. 

 



 

 

Emanuel Ax 

Cleveland Plain Dealer  May 20, 2011 

Offbeat Cleveland Orchestra program offers much to savor 
BY ZACHARY LEWIS 

 

Just exactly what music director Franz Welser-Most intended with the Cleveland Orchestra's program this 

week isn't clear. But the lack of a strong, coherent theme doesn't prevent enjoyment of what is, in fact, a 

piquant evening at Severance Hall, a menagerie of four diverse works in mostly striking performances. Best 

advice: sit back and savor the ride. 

Musical threads were as scarce as empty seats Thursday as the orchestra presented one score apiece from this 

and each of the last three centuries, perhaps in preparation for the diverse offerings in store for this summer's 

Lincoln Center Festival. Still, the program made a certain structural sense, as the concert's two halves 

mirrored and echoed each other in sometimes telling ways. Additionally, Welser-Most took time Thursday to 

honor the four longtime players retiring at the end of the season. 

Straddling intermission with masterful ease was pianist Emanuel Ax, soloist in both Haydn's D-Major Piano 

Concerto and Stravinsky's Capriccio, a small-scale concerto from 1929. Ax's Haydn was everything one 

could ask for. A model of lightness, softness, boldness, and quicksilver emotion, his performance amounted 

to pure manna for the Classical aficionado. Welser-Most and the orchestra strode nimbly alongside their 

colleague, last here in 2008. 

Though 150 years younger, Stravinsky's Capriccio bore resemblance to the Haydn in the form of comparably 

restless moods and brisk tempos. But there the similarities ended. Haydn couldn't possibly have predicted 

Stravinksy's madcap romp, a fusion of Baroque and jazzy elements with a percussive style all his own. 

Neither could anything compare to Ax's performance: cohesive, suspenseful, and above all else, fun. 

The evening concluded with Beethoven's Symphony No. 8. That the work served as the last hill on a musical 

roller-coaster only made a jubilant score sound all the more festive. Moreover, there was much to love in the 

performance. Following in Ax's footsteps, Welser-Most kept textures crisp and contrasts sharp, guaranteeing 

effective delivery of the composer's ideas. Particularly engaging was the final Allegro, characterized by 

dynamic extremes. 

Only late in the program, after visiting three other musical destinations, did the merit of hearing Adams' 

"Guide to Strange Places" at the top of the night become fully apparent. Between a brilliant team of 

percussionists and countless colorful solos, Thursday's performance more than covered the basics, conveying 

the music's mechanical energy and gradually increasing senses of urgency and darkness. But a Minimalist 

score such as "Guide" also hinges on clarity, and on that front, the reading came up short. 

Doubtless the piece will be in tip-top shape this July, when the orchestra take it to New York. In the 

meantime, there's a little room for refinement, and much on this program to appreciate. 



 

 

Emanuel Ax 

Audiophile Audition  May 15, 2011 

BEETHOVEN: Symphony No. 5 in c, Opus 67; Piano Concerto No. 

4 in G, Opus 58 – Emanuel Ax, piano/ San Francisco Symphony/ 

Michael Tilson Thomas, conductor  
SFSmedia multichannel SACD 0037, 68:21 ***** 

Absolutely the best-sounding recording of these two works ever issued! 
BY STEVEN RITTER  

Now that Tilson Thomas and company have completed their landmark Mahler series it is good to see them continuing 

on and turning in other directions. The fact that it is Beethoven surprised me somewhat, as this pairing is more known 

for their adventurous programming, and this is certainly not that, but yet another foray into the tried and true, and 
heaven knows we are not in any sort of shortage as regards these two works. 

But I am still happy to see them, if for no other reason than the fact that this is the best-sounding recording of either of 

these pieces that I have ever heard in my life.  The clarity, overwhelming presence, and stunning surround sound 
balance must be heard to be believed, the SFSO sounding like the best orchestra in the world. I am not the type of 

audiophile that glories in sound for sound’s sake if the interpretation is a dog; but I must admit that I could almost 

detect that in myself when listening to this recording, marveling many times at the sheer beauty of sound and the 
outstanding engineering that went into this effort. This is one honey of a recording. 

Interpretatively it is actually middle of the road, but that is not a bad thing. Thomas is a proven Beethovenian, having 

completed a full set of the symphonies many years ago on Columbia with the English Chamber Orchestra. That set was 
a sparkle, using a smaller orchestra that provided a lean, energetic, and young man’s stab at the symphonies. This Fifth 

is not like that one; indeed, considering the recent spate of Beethoven symphony recordings the last ten years or so, this 

one seems a deliberate throwback, at least in the first movement. It is slower than most, and quite deliberate, though the 
conductor is quick to highlight certain aspects of phrasing that do provide some new illumination on the work. But 

generally speaking I was a bit fearful at what was to follow. I needn’t have worried—Thomas’s subsequent 
interpretative felicities show that he was not setting out to take us down memory lane, but was providing a very 

deliberate and careful approach to the motive-heavy first movement that springs the subsequent movements to life in a 

manner maybe not possible if not for this deceptive setup as fate first knocks at the door. 

I do need to mention that many of the things I hear in this recording that strike me as unusual or even revelatory I do 

not believe solely the responsibility of the conductor. In this case there are things that have simply been overlooked or 

drowned out in other recordings that the engineers are able to bring to light here, especially some of the timpani work, 
often difficult to capture. This reading, while not groundbreaking in a major way, sounds fabulous and is very exciting 

and convincing. 

The Forth Piano Concerto, Beethoven’s greatest, has no want of great recordings. My favorite, unfortunately, is still 
sitting somewhere in the Polygram vaults, the 70s reading of a bearded Bernstein conducting the Bavarian Radio 

Symphony on DG with Claudio Arrau, curiously also paired with the Fifth Symphony. That is a stunning reading of 

this marvelous work, and I wish DGG would get on it—or maybe Archivmusik—and release it. But I must confess that 
this new turn with Emanuel Ax, certainly one of the most overlooked of the “great” pianists today, gives it a run for the 

money. This is easily the best new recording of this piece I have heard in 20 years, everything perfectly proportioned, 

and captured in sound to die for. Ax has a very masculine touch in this work while filigreed with a feminine sensibility 
in his way with the many decorative passages that are the hallmark of this piece. Yet the heroic nature of the work is 

not ignored, and the final passages are as exciting as any you will ever hear. 
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The New York Times  February 12, 2010 

Music Review: A Snowy Celebration of Schumann and Chopin  

BY ANTHONY TOMMASINI 

 
Photo by Hiroyuki Ito for The New York Times 

 

New York music lovers can be an intrepid bunch. Despite Wednesday’s snowstorm, a sizable audience made it to 

Carnegie Hall for a recital by the estimable pianist Emanuel Ax, the second in a series of three programs celebrating the 

200th birthdays of Chopin and Schumann.  

 

In no time Mr. Ax banished thoughts of winter as he played the stately, solemn opening chords of Chopin’s Polonaise-

Fantaisie, an elusive late work, more fantasy than polonaise. Mr. Ax played this haunting music with uncanny dramatic 

timing and melting sound. During the opening section, as the sound lingered after each statement of the chord motif, a 

lacy hint of a melodic line trailed slowly up the keyboard with eerie calm.  

 

Eventually the gentle polonaise began, played here with beguiling elusiveness. In this wondrously strange work 

stretches of dance alternate with harmonically rich musings and bursts of rhapsodic fantasy. From Mr. Ax’s 

magnificent performance I know that he loves the piece as much as I do. 

 

Fantasy was a recurring theme in this substantive program. Mr. Ax played Schumann’s great Fantasy in C as well as his 

“Fantasiestucke,” a suite of eight fantasy pieces. “Fantasiestucke” truly is fantastical. To the dreamy lyricism of 

“Warum?” (“Why?”) Mr. Ax brought a touch of inquisitive urgency. He dispatched the impetuous flights of “Traumes 

Wirren” (“Dream’s Turmoil”), all whirling runs and turns, with scintillating delicacy.  

 



 

 

Emanuel Ax 

Audiophile Audition (Online Magazine)  February 10, 2010 

MENDELSSOHN: Piano Trio No. 1 in D Minor, Op. 49; Piano Trio 

No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 66 - Yo-Yo Ma, cello/Itzhak Perlman, 

violin/Emanuel Ax, piano - Sony 88697 52192 2, 59:40 **** 

The new “Million Dollar Trio” presents a lustrous Mendelssohn album 

as their first inspired offering as 

part of the composer’s 

bicentennial celebrations. 

BY GARY LEMCO 

  

Two generations ago, the trio of Artur Rubinstein, 

Gregor Piatagorsky, and Jascha Heifetz became dubbed 

“The Million Dollar Trio,” and it seems that epithet 

now belongs to the three distinguished instrumentalists 

who realize Mendelssohn’s inspired chamber works on 

this delicious disc. In celebration of Mendelssohn’s 

200th anniversary, these colleagues decided to record 

the two trios 28-29 March 2009 at The Academy of 

Arts and Letters, New York City, under the guidance of 

producer Steven Epstein. 

 

The facility of composition in the D Minor Trio (1839) 

consistently reveals a freshness of spirit and inventive 

charm that obviously appeal to these performers. As 

might be expected, the keyboard urges ever forward in sonata-allegro form, but never at the expense of the other two 

instruments, and Ma’s cello sings with noble authority in the seamless Molto allegro agitato first movement. 

Mendelssohn always conjures up “songs without words,” and the Andante of this fine chamber work proves the rule, 

Here, Perlman’s burnished violin tone sets the stage for a completely absorbed transparency of texture in all parts, with 

Ax’s conscientious piano part underlining the pathos of expression. While Mendelssohn’s Romanticism may appear 

staid, in the manner of an Austen novel heroine, the sincerity and simplicity of his melodic gifts belies any charge of 

emotional “effeminacy.”  

 

Few can rival Mendelssohn’s “elfin” impulse, and here the rondo form trips in figures always acknowledging the 

primacy of his A Midsummer Night’s Dream fancies. The duo that often erupts between Perlman’s fleet violin and Ax’s 

diaphanous piano make for brilliant ensemble, with the Ma cello often shimmering in its own lights. The quasi-martial 

last movement Allegro assai appassionato keeps everyone busy, especially the active keyboard part that often calls for 

chromatic octaves and plastic chordal declamations. How much of the Heifetz ethos Perlman has integrated into 
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Audiophile Audition  February 10, 2010 

page 2 of 2 

 
himself can be assessed by comparing this version with that of the older master; but Ma, too, makes his sweetly songful 

contribution felt in the secondary theme whose sentiment remains direct without cloying. The inevitable transition to D 

Major marks a happy culmination for the ensemble, who bask in each of the composer’s lyrical outpourings, “from the 

heart to the heart,” to paraphrase Beethoven.  

 

The Trio in C Minor (1845) casts a darker stormier shadow than the first, and its relatively gloomy hues appealed to 

that fellow melancholic, Johannes Brahms. In this opening movement, the duet of violin and cello exerts its hegemony, 

leaving the piano occasional runs and accompanying ostinato figures.  The string duet announces the lovely secondary 

theme in the major mode that becomes quite the rhapsody. The chromatic line and its brooding variants often concede 

some influence to Mendelssohn’s The First Walpurgis Night, Op. 60. The recap utilizes melodic kernels and brief 

rhythmic cells in felicitous harmony that move to a sighing ardent restatement of the full theme at the impassioned 

coda. 

 

Ax alone announces the song without words that dominates the Andante espessivo second movement; but once Perlman 

and Ma arrive, they remain in close harmony. The rocking motif in the rhythm could easily have been derived from one 

of Mendelssohn’s choral motets. The cello writing reminds us of the equally facile Sonata in D Major, Op. 58 by this 

same composer. Perlman, too, provides exquisitely arched phrases for this wonderful moment of expression. The 

Scherzo, as Mendelssohn once offered, “is rather nasty to play,” as this well applies to the piano part. Brilliantly quick 

and quicksilver, the music flies at dizzying speeds, the violin buzzing and the keyboard aloft in various registers. What 

sufficed for eight players in the Op. 20 Octet now must be provided by three enthralled artists with symphonic 

aspirations. The last movement, Allegro appassionato, takes its cue, as in the Reformation Symphony, from a pre-

fabricated chorale, here the sixteenth-century Genevan psalter “Vor deinen Thron tret ich hiermit.” 

 

The intensity of the writing, however, never betrays any sense of compromise, especially as the figures descend in 

leaps and sighs to a fine-honed sense of devotional closure.  A fine debut album--frankly, a tough act to follow.  
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Democrat and Chronicle, Rochester  February 5, 2010 

What our critics are listening to 

EMANUEL AX, YO-YO MA, ITZHAK PERLMAN: 

MENDELSSOHN PIANO TRIOS.  

BY ANNA REGUERO 

 

This is the heavyweight version of the Mendelssohn Piano Trios — three of today’s most widely known and celebrated 

classical musicians on one disc is almost too good to be true. The recording lives up to the hype. These trios are 

impeccably performed and full of zest, thanks to the joyous music-making among these three friends. In jazz, it’s called 

playing in the pocket when music feels so good; that’s what to expect here… 
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The New York Times  February 1, 2010 

 

Pianist and Cellist Have an Encounter with Chopin and Schumann 
BY VIVIEN SCHWEITZER 

 

 

A duo recital for piano and cello is not the most obvious way to celebrate the Schumann and Chopin bicentennials, since both 

composers treated the cello as a relatively minor player. But at Carnegie Hall on Friday evening the cellist Yo-Yo Ma joined 

the pianist Emanuel Ax in the first of three recitals Mr. Ax is devoting to the two composers. It’s an indication of the 

continuing popularity of these performers, who are frequent collaborators, and of the Romantic repertory that the 

hall was packed, with audience members crowded onto both sides of the stage.  

The shared birth year of Schumann and Chopin perhaps makes it inevitable that their anniversaries should be celebrated 

jointly. Although they are certainly very different composers who followed divergent paths, similarities abound: The music 

of each is full of whimsy and imagination, and their lives and careers were curtailed by fragility, Schumann’s mental and 

Chopin’s physical.  

 

The program opened with Schumann’s Adagio and Allegro (Op. 70), originally written for horn. Mr. Ma spun out the 

melody of the tender first movement with eloquent phrasing before plunging into the fiery Allegro. Schumann’s Five 

Pieces in Folk Style (Op. 102), which followed, illuminate his penchant for small-scale forms and his fondness for 

contrasting dreaminess with vigorous outbursts.  

 

Mr. Ma and Mr. Ax also performed the New York premiere of Peter Lieberson’s “Remembering Schumann,” which conveys 

the spirit of this Romantic composer in a contemporary voice. Mr. Lieberson, who writes that he has always loved Schumann 

while being “somewhat scared by how unhinged his music could be,” constructed this three-movement work on a variations 

form. 

The cello unfolds with rhapsodic flair over oscillating piano chords in the first movement; the third is based on a signature 

motif that Schumann used in “Carnaval” and other works. Contrasting melodious interludes with agitated sections, the score 

aptly evokes its namesake, perhaps to a fault: except for a few piquant harmonies, Schumann’s voice overpowered Mr. 

Lieberson’s. Mr. Ax and Mr. Ma played it with obvious dedication. 

 

Schumann was also represented by his Fantasiestücke (Op. 73), miniatures intended for amateurs and sometimes performed 

by violin or clarinet with piano.  

 

Mr. Ax and Mr. Ma offered a spirited rendition of Chopin’s popular “Polonaise Brillante” in C, which the composer 

self-deprecatingly called “nothing but tinsel.” The program concluded with Chopin’s Cello Sonata in G minor, not a 

work that rates highly in comparison with his extraordinary output for solo piano. But Mr. Ax and Mr. Ma, equal 

and expressive partners throughout, offered an elegant rendition.  

 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/s/robert_schumann/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/c/frederic_chopin/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/c/carnegie_hall/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/yoyo_ma/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/a/emanuel_ax/index.html?inline=nyt-per
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Pittsburgh Tribune  January 22, 2010 

Review: Symphony crowns top performance with bravura 

BY MARK KANNY  

 

Conductor Manfred Honeck and the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra were back at the top of their game Friday night at 

Heinz Hall, offering remarkable interpretations performed with the utmost commitment. 

 

The first concert after a seven-week absence began with an exciting performance of Ludwig van Beethoven's Piano 

Concerto No. 5 -- known as the "Emperor" -- featuring soloist Emanuel Ax. His playing was full of bravura, sensitive 

phrasing and touch, and a wonderful array of trills. 

 

Ax said in a recent interview that a conductor's most important contribution to a concerto performance is the kind of 

energy he or she brings. Honeck brings many kinds of energy to each piece he conducts, including in this concerto 

swift urgency to the first movement and a slow movement that had the nobility of spirit Beethoven intended. The 

collaboration between soloist and orchestra was as close as chamber music. 

 

Ax's encore was an exquisite account of "Des Abends" (In the Evening), the first of Robert Schumann's Fantasy Pieces, 

Op. 12. 

 

After intermission Honeck lead a breathtaking performance of Anton Bruckner's Symphony No. 7. 

 

The piece begins with a barely audible string tremolo after which the initial idea is a glorious ascending line for celli 

doubled by horn for only four measures. Honeck created a striking long line, connecting everything beyond after the 

horn bows out to when the woodwinds and violins pick up the opening idea with new colors and feeling. 

 

It is no accident that the opening musical idea works so well when played with an inverted version of itself (up goes 

down). Bruckner spent many hours working through inversions. It is not merely a technical device in his hands and 

contributes some of the symphony's most remarkably atmospheric moments. 

 

In color, weight and pacing, Honeck made the spirituality of Bruckner's slow movement a darkly glowing reality. The 

lament played by the tenor tuben and horn after the big climax with timpani, cymbals and triangle was written right 

after the composer heard of the death of Richard Wagner. Wagner had invented the tenor tuben with his friend Hans 

Richter, a horn player and conductor. 

 

Every section of the strings, winds and brass made wonderful contributions. Timpanist Chris Allen produced some 

awesome sonorities, including a long low E rolled pedal in the first movement.. 

 

The surprise was the impressive guest principal flute David Buck. He's principal flute of the Oregon Symphony. 
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Boston Globe  November 7, 2007 

Beethoven's music speaks for itself through Emanuel Ax's hands 

BY MATTHEW GUERRIERI  

You need a lot of technique to take Ludwig van Beethoven at his word. On Sunday afternoon, pianist Emanuel Ax 

tackled the familiar yet formidable "Waldstein" Sonata in C Major (Op. 53), and he achieved the not inconsiderable 

feat of letting the music speak for itself, in all its stubborn, maddening glory. 

The dense, obsessive passagework of the first movement had clarity and bite; the bass tremolo leading into the coda 

was a precise avalanche. Steady, deliberate austerity marked the slow movement, with eloquent pauses juxtaposed 

against the transfixed, pedal-blurred cantabile line that opened the closing rondo. The muscular grandeur of the finale 

was paced like a thoroughbred, each dramatic crest building on the last. 

Ax's brand of virtuosity - command rather than flash - was manifested throughout his recital at Jordan Hall, presented 

by Celebrity Series of Boston. Rhythms were flexible, but with authority and momentum; accumulations of notes were 

shaded into pellucid clarity, each pitch ringing with purpose, even amidst thick chords or contrapuntal traffic. To seem 

simply a conduit for the music, as Ax did, demonstrated a deep and seamless artistry. 

Ax opened with early Beethoven, the Sonata in A Major (Op. 2, No. 2). The young Beethoven was in aural love with 

the piano's multiple sonic personalities. Themes bounce from high to low, accompaniments are embroidered in a 

multitude of patterns, scintillating ornamentation becomes a resonant end in itself. Ax did justice to the full range. He 

started out by pointing up each contrast in dynamics and articulation: Beethoven the awkward guest, excitable, moody, 

and disdaining small talk. As the piece went on, he shifted the dichotomies from moment-by-moment to section-by-

section, the temperamental rhetoric coalescing into confident sculpture. 

In between the sonatas was music by Robert Schumann, whose mercurial, protean forms were well-served by Ax's 

direct, robust phrasing: He immediately found the core of each new mood, making vibrant and entrancing what, in 

lesser hands, could be merely attention-deficient. 

Ax used a near-continuous but unobtrusive rubato to stitch the variegated sections of the Op. 20 "Humoreske" into a 

convincing whole that still gave free rein to Schumann's unorthodox whim. With drive and lilt, Ax emphasized the 

choreography in the masked-ball snapshots of the Op. 2 "Papillons." The dancers returned for an encore, Frédéric 

Chopin's Waltz in A Minor (Op. 34, No. 2). Like the rest of the program, one felt that this simply was how the music 

should go. 
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Dohnanyi energizes CSO 

Maestro had the orchestra playing with an elegance 

BY JOHN VON RHEIN 

The Chicago Symphony Orchestra's need to maintain strong ties to a tradition that reaches back to the earliest years of 

the institution has brought a number of Old World masters into the Symphony Center fold. None is more welcome than 

Bernard Haitink, whose highly anticipated tenure as principal conductor begins this fall. 

But there's also Christoph von Dohnanyi. If not a peerless technician in the Haitink manner, the Berlin-born Dohnanyi, 

76, is an honest, serious, thorough musician whose recent successes with the CSO earned him return invitations this 

year as well as in the following two seasons. 

His concert Thursday night was one of those memorable occasions when players and podium inspire and energize each 

other so completely that a standard symphonic program suddenly becomes anything but standard. 

Mozart's Symphony No. 25, the so-called "little" G Minor symphony, showed Dohnanyi's impeccable ear for balancing 

and clarifying the sound of a Classical orchestra. The restless syncopations of the opening movement had a darkly 

dramatic intensity that looked ahead to Beethoven. Mozart's unusual scoring includes four horns, and Dohnanyi put 

their saturated color to telling use. 

Then it was on to "Till Eulenspiegel's Merry Pranks." The Strauss tone poem has been one of our orchestra's signature 

showpieces practically since it gave the American premiere in 1895. Indeed, the CSO performs this demanding score 

with such practiced virtuosity that one forgets how easy it is for lesser orchestras to make a hash of it. 

Dohnanyi had the CSO playing with an elegance, lucidity and proportion that brought out the music's humor and high 

spirits. He's too sober an artist to elbow the listener in the ribs, as have such heavy-handed interpreters as David 

Robertson and Daniel Barenboim. The Chicago woodwinds were a joy, light and full of character, while our lithe 

strings found the chamber music in the opulent orchestration. Not for ages have I heard a more refined or enjoyable 

"Till." 

After intermission there followed another absorbing performance, that of Brahms' First Piano Concerto, with Emanuel 

Ax as soloist. 

The massive scale of this masterpiece, with its thick scoring, makes it an unwieldy challenge for even the best pianists 

and conductors to bring off successfully. Ax recorded the Brahms Concerto No. 1 a couple of decades ago with James 

Levine and the CSO, but that performance is nowhere near as commanding as the Brahms he, Dohnanyi and the 

orchestra gave Orchestra Hall on Thursday night. 

The qualities that make Ax a major Brahms interpreter were all there: the big and pliant sonority, stamina, intelligence, 

poetic feeling and deep musicality. Brahms requires a lot of heavy lifting from the soloist in the outer movements, yet 

Ax balanced his command of the big bravura passages with great sensitivity to the delicate inflections that shape the 

raptly beautiful Adagio. 

Dohnanyi led an incisive and caring accompaniment, creating a spontaneous sense of dialogue in which the piano and 

orchestra spoke to each other as respected equals. The audience went wild. 
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Denver Post  March 14, 2007 

Veteran pianist keys audience in 

BY SABINE KORTALS 

Translating inner worlds to an external audience is no easy feat.  

But veteran pianist Emanuel Ax achieved just that in a solo recital of two Beethoven sonatas paired with two 

complementary sonatas composed by Robert Schumann.  

Playing from memory to another sold-out posse of Friends of Chamber Music patrons at Gates Concert Hall 

on Tuesday night, Ax - a familiar face to Colorado concertgoers - was masterful in his evenhanded approach 

to making each well- known work sound fresh.  

Intellectually adroit as he is technically dexterous, Ax delivered a reading of Beethoven's Sonata No. 2 in A 

Major that was slow and pondering in the second of four movements, even academic at times. Yet Ax didn't 

stop there - his capacity to grasp the theoretical construct of music serves only to undergird his stirring 

delivery of the emotional heart of it.  

Sinking into each note with careful deliberation and just the right measure of intensity, the unassuming 

virtuoso deftly drew out the melodic lines that, in less capable hands, are too easily hidden among clustered 

harmonies. The extended scherzo movement was played with swift precision, and the final rondo movement 

was brilliantly crisp.  

In Schumann's improvisational Fantasy in C Major, Ax's poetic impulses illuminated the harmonically lush, 

if fragmented, themes. Arguably Schumann's greatest piano work, it is unified by a musical motive from 

Beethoven's song cycle "An die ferne Geliebte."  

Continuing with Schumann's character piece "Papillons" after intermission, Ax delved into the colorful 

carnival feeling of the airy, playful work. Here, too, he not only shaped each delicate nuance with tenderness 

and exactitude, but held the silences between musical thoughts with exquisite timing.  

In Beethoven's furious and fervent "Appassionata," Ax's extraordinary endurance bore out the trills, tremolos 

and deep rumbles of the mighty work with controlled ardor.  

The only distraction to the sheer artistry that unfolded on stage was a mysterious high- pitched ambient sound 

that recurred throughout the evening. 
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Gazeta (Moscow)  June 29, 2005 

Emanuel Ax gave his first performance in St. Petersburg 

BY GULNARA SADYCH-ZADE 

 A renowned pianist Emanuel Ax gave two concerts during the "June Stars" Festival. The program of the first 

night included the works by Beethoven and Chopin, while for the second concert Ax performed the Second 

Concerto by Brahms accompanied by the First Philharmonic orchestra with Yuri Temirkanov as conductor.  

"June Stars" is the name of a new festival organized by St.-Petersburg Philharmonia. The highlights of this 

festival are concerts of famous conductors Yuri Temirkanov, Vladimir Ashkenazy, Neeme Jarvi, Zoltan Kocsis 

and Krzysztof Penderecki (who is as active as conductor as he is as composer). Among other festival events were 

the concerts of famous and relatively "expensive" pianists: Emmanuel Ax, Helen Grimaud and young Finnish 

pianist Antti Siirala, whose international career had a swift start. Ax was the first performer in the piano series. 

An American of Polish origins who studied in Julliard, he is now one of the top pianists of the highest rank. 

Despite his extraordinary popularity there were empty seats in the audience during the Ax's solo concert. The gap 

between the local philharmonic life and the global music stage has become so wide during the last 15 years, that 

St.-Petersburg music lovers do not follow any more the international development. They do not know what is 

going on at the academic stages of Europe and the rest of the World, who holds the fist place in the unofficial 

"ranking", who are the first choice of record companies. And nobody wants to go to the Philharmonia if it is only 

to listen to Beethoven's sonatas and Chopin's ballads, worn out by numerous performances.  

Those who ignored Ax's concerts lost out. It has been a long time since we last heard such a refined and at the 

same time noble and simple performance: no exaggerations, no wobbling, no moaning or sugariness. The 

performance that wiped the cheap sentimentalism off hackneyed Chopin's works. From the very beginning of the 

First Ballad, heartfelt, performed in an undertone as if speaking to a close friend, one could see what to expect. 

Soft touch, sincere dialogue with music text and impeccable technique all made Ax's performance unrepeatable.  

The first part featured Beethoven's Second and Third sonatas. These are performed by everybody from high 

school students to conservatoire graduates. It is very difficult to find a new interpretation and almost impossible to 

find that fine line, that divides the style of early Beethoven from for example Haydn or Mozart. Ax brilliantly 

completed this task: without deviating from the classicist style, he could develop in these sonatas that "light 

breathing" that rendered extreme clarity to the technique. The pianist created the wide canvas of the sonatas in 

four parts, painting a sunny and typically classicist picture of the world. Listening to the pianist one is forced to 

agree with his interpretation and dreams of the shining world without problems or suffering.  
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Guardian Unlimited  September 14, 2007 

Strauss: Enoch Arden; Piano Pieces, Op 3, Stewart/ Ax 

(Sony) 

BY TIM ASHLEY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Strauss wrote Enoch Arden in 1897 as a vehicle for Ernest von Possart, a well-known actor-producer of his 

day, who was also Strauss's boss during his years at the Munich Court Opera. A melodrama in the original meaning of 

the word - a work with musical accompaniment - it's a setting of Tennyson's poem about the eponymous shipwrecked 

sailor who eventually makes it home, only to discover that his wife, Annie, believing him dead and driven to penury in 

his absence, has married Philip, Enoch's best friend from childhood. 

 

Some of it has the sketchiness associated with compositional haste, but there are some fine things towards the 

end when Strauss, ever the accomplished psychologist, digs deep into Enoch's moral and emotional agony. Patrick 

Stewart is the latest in a long list of actors to champion the work, and his performance with pianist Emanuel Ax is a 

model of intimate restraint until we get to the closing pages, when the pair of them ratchet up the voltage to 

overwhelming effect. Two of the Five Piano Pieces Op 3 (not Op 30, as it says on the sleeve) are also included: Ax 

plays them with great finesse. 
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The Independent  March 2, 2009 

AX / Dudamel / Philharmonia Orchestra, Royal Festival Hall, 

London 

(Rated 5/ 5 )  

BY BAYAN NORTHCOTT  

When a dynamic young musician suddenly emerges from the unlikeliest background and amid sensational publicity, 

standing ovations are liable to follow, whatever the quality of the actual performances.  

 

Yet the 27-year-old Venezuelan Gustavo Dudamel is manifestly the real thing. Conducting without score, he not only 

remembers and signals every cue of a complex orchestral piece, but feels and shapes every phrase and paragraph with 

natural musicality and life. His gestures may be extravagant, but they are unfailingly functional – and evidently 

infectious. Rarely has one seen the Philharmonia Orchestra responding – indeed throwing itself about – with such un-

English physicality.  

 

Clearly, they were all having a terrific time. That was in Mahler's perfervid hour-long Symphony No 5 in C sharp 

minor (1902), which comprised the main part of their Royal Festival Hall bill. But preceding it with one of Mozart's 

calmest piano concertos also showed Dudamel's range. From the insinuating little violin phrase that launches the first 

movement, his reading of the Piano Concerto No 17 in G, K453 (1784), had an exceptional spaciousness and 

translucence, with the limpid arabesques of Emanuel Ax's piano invoking radiant responses from the woodwind 

principals of the Philharmonia. There were moments of poise in the slow movement when time almost seemed to stand 

still, yet the accelerating variations of the finale had all their due vivacity.  

 

Not much calm in the Mahler, which sets out in funereal marchings interspersed with outbursts of hysterical grief, 

centres on a huge Alpine knees-up of a scherzo full of echoing horns; and resolves, by way of an intensely hushed love 

song for strings and harp – the famous Adagietto of Death in Venice notoriety – in a joyous finale, unalloyed for once 

by Mahlerian irony, in which bucolic tunes turn all manner of contrapuntal cartwheels, and even stand on their heads.  

 

And it was all here in this sur- passingly vivid reading. Maybe there were a few moments when the hysteria lost focus; 

maybe the Adagietto was a little too lovingly nuanced quite to carry through. But in general the choice of tempi and the 

pointing of detail were convincingly balanced, while the emotional and sonorous intensity were tremendous.  
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New York Times  February 19, 2007 

Piece by Piece, a Festival Takes Shape 

BY ALLAN KOZINN 

The New York Philharmonic is having it both ways in its festival Brahms the Romantic. By the end of the season the 

orchestra will have hit all the major orchestral works, including the “German Requiem,” and in the aggregate this 

traversal unquestionably has the critical mass to constitute a festival.  

There are more inventive and enterprising festivals an orchestra might offer of 

course, but if Brahms is what the Philharmonic wants to explore, then Brahms it is. 

So why did the orchestra wimp out, scheduling its Brahms in isolated clumps, 

scattered through the season?  

A festival usually explores its theme in a concentrated run of concerts, so that its 

subject’s full scope can be absorbed in a single, hedonistic burst. The music is 

transformed into an evolving structure. Relationships become apparent. And listeners 

who want either to study the music or simply to revel in it can do so in a context that 

means something. That is the difference between a festival and a bunch of related concerts adrift in a sea of unrelated 

ones, which is what the Philharmonic is doing.  

The first installment was a single subscription week split into two programs. In Part 1, earlier in the week, Lorin 

Maazel led Brahms’s First Serenade and First Piano Concerto, with Emanuel Ax as the soloist at Avery Fisher Hall. 

Part 2, beginning on Saturday evening, was the logical sequel: the Second Serenade and the Second Piano Concerto, 

with Mr. Ax again at the piano.  

It takes considerable stamina and focus for a pianist to play both Brahms piano concertos in a week, but Mr. Ax has 

always been a superb Brahmsian, and he clearly didn’t find the task daunting. The salient feature of his account of the 

Concerto No. 2 in B flat was a fluid rubato that created the impression of a natural, organic breath and helped make this 

war horse sound fresh and alive.  

Striking as well was his sense of detail, evident in everything from his sharply accented phrasing in the opening 

movement and his supple unfolding of the Andante, to the vividness and sheer electricity in his pulse-quickening 

rendering of the Allegro appassionato.  

There was a lively sense of give-and-take between Mr. Ax and Mr. Maazel, and the orchestra matched Mr. Ax in 

vitality. There was also much to admire in Mr. Maazel’s leisurely reading of the Serenade No. 2 in A, a work that takes 

its title seriously some of the time, affording entertaining moments of shapely melody and almost danceable rhythms, 

but that also offers moments of greater depth and barely suppressed symphonic ambition. Brahms scored the work for 

reduced orchestra, with only woodwinds and low strings, and the Philharmonic played it with an appealing warmth of 

tone.  

 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/n/new_york_philharmonic/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/lorin_maazel/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/lorin_maazel/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/lorin_maazel/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/a/emanuel_ax/index.html?inline=nyt-per
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New York Times  May 31, 2008 

Berio’s ‘Love Letter’ to Schubert, Inspired by Sketches for an 

Unwritten Symphony  

BY ANTHONY TOMMASINI  

The dynamic conductor David Robertson was almost certainly on the short list during the New York Philharmonic’s search 

for a music director to succeed Lorin Maazel. Though Alan Gilbert wound up with the job, on Thursday night Mr. Robertson 

conducted the orchestra in a concert that suggested what qualities he might have brought to the position. 

It was not just the characteristically inventive program he devised but the way he presented it that was so rewarding, 

especially when he turned to “Rendering,” Luciano Berio’s wildly free recomposition of sketches Schubert made late in his 

short life for what was to have been his 10th symphony.  

Mr. Robertson, a born teacher, began with an engaging explanation of the work. To understand Berio’s aim when he 

undertook this project in 1988, Mr. Robertson suggested, it is helpful to know something about Schubert’s sketches: scattered 

fragments of themes and incomplete longer passages, written for piano with just hints of possible instrumentation.  

Mr. Robertson asked a Philharmonic pianist, Harriet Wingreen, to play the vigorous, jaunty theme that Schubert intended to 

open the symphony’s first movement. It’s just 16 measures, and not until measure 14 do we get “anything that resembles 

harmony,” Mr. Robertson said. Then he had the orchestra play Berio’s rendering of the passage, thick with Schubertian 

harmony, though touched with quizzical, vaguely modern elements.  

Mr. Robertson seemed genuinely moved as he explained that Schubert, in the last month of his life and fearing that his skills 

at counterpoint were deficient, started taking lessons. Because Schubert was poor and manuscript paper pricey, he jotted 

down a homework assignment — a counterpoint exercise — on a page of the symphony sketches. Berio was so touched by 

Schubert’s dutiful yet tender counterpoint (which Ms. Wingreen performed on the piano) that he included the exercise in the 

second movement of “Rendering,” remaking it into a mystical, tonally unmoored, elusive passage.  

In this 35-minute piece Berio honors Schubert by composing a fantastical rumination on his sketches. He patches the 

fragments onto a three-movement structure, filling in the missing swatches with his own music, producing a “love letter” to 

Schubert, as Mr. Robertson called it. In the most modern sections of the work Schubert and Berio are eerily mingled, as if 

Berio had tapped into Schubert’s creative mind, a jumble of fleeting ideas.  

Mr. Robertson’s devotion to this score came through in the sensitive, colorful and exactingly executed performance he drew 

from the Philharmonic players. The music’s effect was enhanced by its placement on the program after another hybrid work: 

the Swiss composer Michael Jarrell’s nuanced and piercing orchestrations of three piano études by Debussy. Mr. Jarrell 

transcribed these austere late Debussy works in 1992.  

After intermission the pianist Emanuel Ax joined Mr. Robertson for an exhilarating performance of Beethoven’s “Emperor” 

Concerto. When you reach the mature master stage of your career, as Mr. Ax has, aren’t you supposed to turn all probing and 

autumnal? Not Mr. Ax, who played with youthful brio, incisive rhythm, bountiful imagination, delicacy when called for and 

thundering power when the piano fought back.  

The ovation was so ardent that Mr. Ax played an encore, the melancholic Andante from Schubert’s Sonata in A (D. 664), 

which, in the spirit of the evening, was exquisitely rendered.  
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A different Ax offers same great moments 

BY DAVID PATRICK STEARNS 

Is there a more comfortable presence than Emanuel Ax? A frequent visitor to Philadelphia's concert halls, the 58-year-

old pianist always transcends nonmusical obstacles - snowstorms, summer heat, antiseptic sound systems - with his 

velvet legato and amiable presence. Never, in my experience, has he phoned in a performance. But without a concert to 

salvage and with conditions ideal (Kimmel Center's Verizon Hall, thanks to Philadelphia Chamber Music Society) and 

a program of his choosing, a different Ax emerged Tuesday. He was on so many edges that when he reverted to his nice 

old self for an encore, you wished he hadn't. 

Ax is an original. He doesn't allow his Chopin-esque manner to become a one-size-fits-all approach. Where other 

pianists want to be grand and profound with slow tempos and big, sloshy sonorities, Ax goes in the opposite direction 

with escalating speed and crispness. The more he increases tension, the more intently you listen - and perceive the 

profundity. In Schumann's Papillons (Op. 2), where melodies from two different worlds are sounding simultaneously, 

other pianists tend to pedal generously, suggesting those two worlds are distant but adjacent mountainsides. Ax put 

them in close, sweaty proximity. Charles Ives would have loved it. 

In other great moments, performance heat was fused with intelligent strategy. Even the greatest pianists can't keep 

Schumann's Fantasy in C, with all its unguarded, openhearted rhapsody, from being a letdown after the first movement. 

Ax left no room for that. Movements jumped on each other's backs without pause and with such emphatic 

concentration that your brain hadn't time to ask if the last two movements measured up to the first. 

The velvet legato was kept in his back pocket for a pair of Beethoven sonatas, Op. 2 (No. 2) and Op. 57, 

"Appassionata." But the coloristic abilities that create this trademark sonority joined forces with Ax's equally keen 

ability to clearly show the audience how the composer got from one stunning event to another: Unusually firm 

pianissimos and even pregnant silences became arresting, effective transitional techniques. In the "Appassionata," the 

two chords that succinctly usher in the final movement had such a different timbre, you could barely believe they came 

from the same instrument - this, while maintaining a sonic kinship that convinced you they belonged in the same piece. 

Beethoven's volatility became so apparent that Ax narrowly avoided train wrecks, taking the music's rage to the verge 

of chaos - with great effect. He played the final movement not as a virtuoso romp that happens to be in a minor key, but 

as a furious journey to hell. 

Chopin's Waltz in A minor, which is core repertoire for Ax, was the technically sure but emotionally absent encore. 

After that kind of "Appassionata," how can you be charming when the earth has been scorched? 
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Orchestra has a Jekyll-and Hyde night at the Mann 

BY DAVID PATRICK STEARNS 

Many musical mysteries resolve themselves if only given enough time and thought. But I'll bet that in my final 

moments, as my life is flashing before me, I'll still be baffled by the acoustics and sound design at the Mann 

Center for the Performing Arts. 

 

On Night Two of the Philadelphia Orchestra summer season on Wednesday, the two halves of the concert were 

completely different experiences, seemingly played by vastly different orchestras. The size of the ensembles 

varied from one half to the next, the first having a smaller group appropriate to Mozart's Don Giovanni overture 

and Beethoven's Piano Concerto No. 5, known as The Emperor, with the ever-welcome soloist Emanuel Ax. 

 

Whether the fault lay with the performance, the acoustics or amplification, the orchestral sound was miserable. It 

had no body; in plainer terms, it was scrawny. Rhythms felt heavy-footed. Luckily, Ax is the sort of artist who 

never lets an audience down, and not only did he deliver an artistic experience, but you could hear it, thanks no 

doubt to the microphone stuck into the body of his piano. 

 

The performance's soul lay in the second movement, where Beethoven's orchestra writing so often casts the 

pianist adrift into soliloquy-like solo passages. In such moments, Ax created his own time zone, with each phrase 

unfolding in a way that had its own mind. While his playing didn't exactly defy the meter of the music, he seemed 

to make its time increments grow on their own accord. 

 

Such interpretive wizardry gives the impression of something unique happening before your very ears, as opposed 

to a vivid run-through of what happened in rehearsal. And in repertoire as frequently heard as this, you're grateful 

for a soloist who is able to bring your ears into the present moment without resorting to perversity. 

 

In the concert's second half, guest conductor Peter Oundjian seemed transformed from a congenial routineer to a 

musician of temperament. He brought great detail and color to an even more often heard "greatest hit," 

Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition in the Ravel orchestration. Here, the orchestra sounded like its glamorous 

self, each of the piece's episodes established with its own beautifully delineated sound world. 

 

Of course, there were many more musicians onstage. And it must be said that the quality of sound is relative; this 

wasn't up to what you would hear at the Kimmel Center, but it facilitated a consistently absorbing experience. 

Maybe the artificial sound boosting was minimized because the orchestra could project with sheer brute strength. 

But is brute strength enough to keep the sound from getting lost in the Mann Center's ultra-high ceiling? A 

mystery indeed. 
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The Plain Dealer  October 3, 2008 

Compelling Cleveland Orchestra program features pianist Emanuel 

Ax 

By ZACHARY LEWIS  

Pianist Emanuel Ax is the featured guest of the Cleveland Orchestra this weekend, and he fulfills that role 
magnificently as a vibrant soloist in two short, lesser-known works for piano and orchestra.  

 

In actuality, though, many musical artists, not just Ax, deserve credit for an unusual but subtly compelling program 
that, under music director Franz Welser-Most, often sounds like chamber music on a grand scale, with players around 

the ensemble exchanging crucial commentary and taking turns in the spotlight.  

 
Nowhere was Ax's virtuosity on greater display Thursday night at Severance Hall than in "Burleske," a miniature 

concerto by Richard Strauss so dramatically self-important it could be accused of mocking Romantic-period works two 

and three times its size.  
 

At every point in this dazzling showpiece, Ax was in complete control, whether rattling off sparkling roulades or 

discovering genuine poetry in the music's few slower passages. Then again, so was principal timpanist Paul Yancich, 
whose martial opening statement served as the work's rhythmic backbone.  

 
The Ax effect was even more transformative in Karol Szymanowski's Symphony No. 4, "Symphonie Concertante," a 

work, incidentally, the Cleveland Orchestra premiered in the United States in 1933.  

 
Here, the pianist joined ranks with Welser-Most and the orchestra to cut through the thickets of a dense, prickly score 

and expose music of both visceral intensity and sincere emotion.  

 
Where brute, percussive force was called for, Ax supplied it in spades, hammering out blocks of sound with explosive 

energy. But in the central Andante, the pianist switched gears entirely, partnering with flute and bassoon to spin a few 

precious moments of musical weightlessness.   
 

Szymanowski isn't a composer easy to love, but as rendered Thursday night by Ax, Welser-Most and crew, his 

Symphony No. 4 at least emerged as music easy to admire.  
 

Absent Ax, Welser-Most and the orchestra were at their collective finest in four selections from Dvorak's "Slavonic 

Dances," Op. 46. Each of these colorful little gems -- Nos. 2, 3, 5 and 7 -- shone brightly on beds of fluffy percussion, 
through confident, warm-blooded performances marked by great flexibility of tempo, refined dynamics and crisp 

contributions from the woodwinds.  

 
Mozart has a way of stealing any show, but on this occasion, the mild performance of his Symphony No. 25, the first 

work on the program, was the only one that didn't quite live up to its potential.  

 




