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Cavani Quartet celebrates
30th Anniversary (the second in
a series of articles)

by Mike Telin

The Cavani Quartet, Annie Fullard and
Mari Sato, violins, Kirsten Docter,
viola and Merry Peckham, cello, will
celebrate thirty years as a quartet in a
free concert on Wednesday, March 4 at
8:00 pm in CIM’s Kulas Hall. They
will be joined by guest artists Donald
Welilerstein, viola and Vivian Hornik
Weilerstein, piano. The program
includes Shostakovich’s Quartet No. 9
in E-flat, op. 117 and Piano Quintet in
g,op. 57 as well as Mendelssohn’s
String Quintet No. 2 in B-flat, op. 87.

When you walk into their studio, home of the Cavani’s Intensive Quartet Seminar
program at CIM, you immediately understand why they have been a source of inspiration
to so many young musicians. It’s a fairly large space, and in spite of the fact that there are
no windows, it’s bright and cheery with its colorful, poster-covered walls. The perfect
environment for honing one’s chamber music skills.

At the far corner of the studio sits a large chest of drawers. “Show him what’s in the
drawer,” one of them says, laughing. “Let’s see,” Merry Peckham exclaims, producing
two umbrellas, a coffee mug, the Annie wig and a bear hat. There’s also a bow case that
no one claims, and a couple of folding music stands. “These are coaching accessories,”
Peckham tells me, adding, “wait, these are nice stands, why are they in here?”” The
drawer also houses a number of packages of photographs of family and friends.

Although the banter initially appears like goofing around, it quickly becomes apparent
that this is a quartet of dedicated teachers who are honored to be in residence at CIM and
to have such talented students. They clearly see the IQS training as being beneficial in



ways that extend well beyond quartet playing. The process of thinking about how to talk
to an audience about music, as well as learning to work in groups and to solve problems,
will be helpful no matter what career path students eventually take. The program also
prepares young musicians to be advocates for classical music and music education.

Mari Sato underscores these philosophies. “My husband is a doctor who studied music,
and he often talks about the fact that many people in his field like to see applicants who
have studied music. People who have are used to working hard, they have to be well-
structured, and they are used to delayed gratification. It’s interesting because I never
thought of it like that before. But yes, we put in a lot of hours before getting onstage to
perform.” Kirsten Docter adds perspective to the term “delayed gratification.” “I would
say that we spend a minimum of one hour of rehearsal time per minute of music before
we play it for the first time.” The one-hour-per-minute rule is something the quartet
instills in their students.

Sato, who joined the quartet in 1995, feels that as a CIM alum, she is very lucky to have
been asked to join the ranks of her former coaches. “I had the wonderful experience of
knowing them already, although that was as a student. I was part of the Intensive Quartet
Seminar, so I had an insider’s look at what I was going to be doing. But doing it as a
member of the quartet was a very special opportunity.”

Sato was in her first year of graduate school at the University of Michigan when she
received a phone call from her former teachers asking her if she might be interested in
auditioning for the position. “I was in the kitchen,” Sato recalls. “I thought they just
wanted to suggest a summer program to look at. Since this was the last thing I expected, 1
told them that I needed to sit down, so I sat — on the floor.” As Annie Fullard remembers,
“We really thought she might have passed out, because there was dead silence.”

Sato remembers the audition process as being a very pleasant one. “It was all about
playing music together, and the social aspect of enjoying a meal where they explained
what it is that they do. I did have a little bit of an idea but certainly not a complete picture
of all that it entailed.”

What was it about Sato that convinced them she was the right person for the job?
“Everything,” Docter says quickly. “And that was before we knew she was a great salad
dressing maker, too.” According to Peckham, Sato was high on their short-list of
potential candidates. “I remember her as a student at CIM. She did everything splendidly.
I think she did have some hesitations about taking the job. Teaching is so much of what
we do, and I don’t think she was sure she would be comfortable with all that it entails. Of
course, she ended up being one of the greatest educators I’ve ever met.”



Docter’s route to joining the group in 1993 was slightly different. “We connected to
Kirsten in such a beautiful way,” Fullard says. “Our former violist was the one who
found her.” An Oberlin alum, Docter was in her first year of graduate school at Curtis
when she was invited to join the group. And like Sato, the teaching aspect was an initial
concern her. “Mari and I were both very young when we joined the quartet, but thinking
back, I feel it was really a continuation of my schooling for the first few years. Not only
was I learning all of the music, but more that that, I was learning from Annie and Merry
about teaching.”

Listening to the Cavani talk about teaching is heartwarming. “The experiences that we
had with our teachers taught us that love motivates way more than fear,” says Fullard. “I
think that approach is evident in the success of our students in terms of their careers and
their own happiness. They always come back and say that their lives are all about the
passion for music and creativity, as well as understanding how to treat others.”

What do they learn from the students? “A lot,” Docter says, without hesitation. “As I get
older, I learn more and more from them. We are also fortunate to have wonderful
colleagues here, Peter Salaff particularly, as well as great people who come in to give
master classes. I love performing and I hope it’s always part of what I do, but when I
really think about the lasting impact, it’s about the students. And that’s what is
everlasting. It’s really important and really rewarding.”

“Whenever I’'m coaching a group I always think, wow, we’re lucky to do what we do,”
Sato adds. “An hour always disappears so quickly. I love learning the music in a deeper
way together with the students. And by hearing it in multiple repetitions and having the
score in front of me, I get to be a student, too.”

The Cavani also enjoy being part of the cultural fabric of Cleveland. “But it’s not just us,
our families have also committed to living in this community,” Fullard points out. “In
terms of education, culture, sports, and nature, Cleveland is fantastic, and I’'m glad that
the rest of the world is starting to see it as a little gem.” Peckham adds, “And we have
really great food. You can have a great evening out in every way.”

Mari Sato has the last word. “We are lucky that Cleveland has such a vibrant cultural
scene. Who knows what it would be like if we were in a different setting where we were
the only arts offering? But I agree with Annie. Here, we can continue to renew ourselves
through other things in the city, whether those be musical, other arts organizations, food,
or sports. We are very lucky to have been dealt a nice hand for sustainability.”

In the third and final article, the Cavani will discuss their philosophies on rehearsing.
We’ll also hear from some of their current and former students.
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