Masterclass by Steven Isserlis
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Sponsored jointly by the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and the Kindler Cello Society of Washington 

October 25, 2008, 11 a.m., at the Kennedy Center

British cellist Steven Isserlis, wearing a tee shirt featuring a dog, gave a masterclass attended by about 70 area cellists and other music lovers on Saturday, October 25, 2008. Isserlis was in Washington for his debut with the National Symphony Orchestra, playing the Haydn C major concerto to outstanding reviews. Before the class, the audience gave sustained applause to NSO assistant principal cellist Glenn Garlick, who was concluding 24 years of exemplary service as president of the Kindler Cello Society. 

The first performer, Jessica Hu, studies with Laurien Laufman. Hu performed the Chonguri for Solo Cello by S. Tsintsadze. The piece appears in the collection Cello World by Steven Isserlis. Isserlis worked with Hu on rhythm and the placement of accents. He pointed out that “when a composer repeats something three times, it’s because he really means it.” Repetition was a theme to which Isserlis would return several times during the class. (Repetition on repetition!)
The second performer, Julia Henderson, is a student of Loran Stephenson. She played the Allegro movement of the Dvorak cello concerto, with pianist Miriam Avalos Teie. Isserlis wryly offered his opinion that there’s nothing wrong with International editions, especially in the winter for starting fires. He asked Henderson, rather cryptically, “Have you been having trouble with your cello lately?” She replied no, and Isserlis continued “Has your cello tried to run away? Then why are you looking at it? Pianists have to look down. We can pick someone in the audience to look at.” “When I look down,” he continued, “my hair gets stuck under the string, then my nose gets stuck.” 

Describing the introduction as heroic, he compared it to Saint George slaying the dragon. He complimented Henderson for sounding like a heroine, at least until she looked down. He commented on repeated figures, observing that when a composer repeats something, it’s for emphasis, not for passagework. Dvorak was, in Isserlis’ words, “a very silly man.” Isserlis wrote about him in one of the children’s books he has authored.
“If playing the cello was difficult, I wouldn’t do it,” Isserlis declared. He worked with Henderson on flexibility of the wrist and cautioned her against being “just a cellist.” As self-assessment, players should consider whether their bow is helping or hurting them. “On January 1, we’re starting a tax on wasting bow.” He also declared it illegal to change the bow in the middle of a note and cautioned that false accents can spoil a beautiful phrase. “Internal rhythm is so important to this piece,” he added. “It’s alive.” 
The third performer, Eric Adamshick, also studies with Loran Stephenson. With Miriam Teie, he played the Moderato movement of the Haydn C major concerto. Isserlis complimented Adamshick on his good feeling for the piece and then encouraged him to sustain the mood. “You play it like ‘It’s a happy day….but my dog just died.’” Isserlis made a mournful face. He continued, “My dog always liked C major.” Isserlis commented that the music must dance. He chided Adamshick for the edition he used, saying that a “proper” edition makes all the slurs completely unnecessary. Isserlis also worked with Adamshick on wrist flexibility. “Hold your own wrist and see how legato you can play.” 

Haydn was the kindest of men, who wrote the happiest music. For classical music, dress up in your fancy clothes, and then be expressive. In playing Haydn, Isserlis explained, you never make an ugly sound, “but you can express everything.” 

The fourth player was Paolo Meliksi, from the Peabody Conservatory, with pianist Hye-Yeon Park, playing the Andante grave movement from the Prokofiev sonata, opus 119. Isserlis explained that the piece was written after the 1948 trials in which Shostakovich and others were accused of writing music too complicated for the people. “What is simpler than C major?” Isserlis asked. Yet in the opening, “there are no two equal notes.” The work is a ballad which needs to tell a story. It must flow, it must suggest something. Isserlis, urging greater connections, quipped, “Your notes don’t know their neighbors. They live in their little houses without knowing the people on the left and the right.”

According to Isserlis, Rostropovich once said “The tempo must be like the nose on the dog, pointing forward.” In rushing, one loses a sense of drama. The bow, Isserlis continued, is not a stick of wood. It’s a live, speaking, breathing animal. “Listen with your bow.” There is a great correlation between the shape of a sentence and the shape of a musical phrase. Equal notes, Isserlis observes, “are the real enemy of legato.” 
In a question-and-answer period that followed the performances, Isserlis reported that he uses Pirastro Eudoxa gut strings. He spoke briefly of his son, Gabriel, also a cellist, who in his father’s opinion, doesn’t practice enough. That is not, however, the worst of it. With a sorrowful expression, Isserlis spoke of a recent great disappointment. “My son is changing to a steel A string,” he said, evoking much audience laughter. Isserlis mentioned that in performing with the NSO, for the first concert he tuned flat and for the second he tuned sharp. He wondered what would happen that night. He likened playing a concerto to a very big chamber piece. Haydn’s soloist would have played along with the section. Isserlis would rather be thought of as a chamber music player than a soloist. “You need a very special personality to play in a strong quartet.” 

His musical influences include, among others: cellists Pablo Casals and Daniel Shafran; conductor Sandor Vegh; pianist Andras Schiff’s performances of Bach; and his own mother, father, grandfather, and nieces. “I’m a magpie,” Isserlis said, explaining that he draws inspiration from many sources.  His insights and humor provided rich inspiration and food for thought for the appreciative audience. 
By Ann Franke
