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BlueWater Chamber Orchestra: a conversation
with guest harpsichordist Kenneth Cooper

by Daniel Hathaway

The celebrated American harpsichordist and conductor Kenneth 

was featured in multiple concerts with the Ohio Chamber Orchestra 
several years ago. On Saturday, May 4 at 7:30 pm at Plymouth 
Church, Cooper will play Manuel de Falla's Concerto for harpsi-

 and Handel's Concerto 
No. 15 in d minor for harpsichord and strings with BlueWater 
Chamber Orchestra under the baton of its assistant conductor, Neil 
Mueller. Also on the program: Grieg's and J.S. Bach's 

Cooper began his harpsichord studies with Sylvia Marlowe, one of 
the modern champions of the instrument, who was attracted to the in-
strument through concerts given by Wanda Landowska when Mar-

lowe was studying with Nadia Boulanger in Paris. Cooper eventually succeeded her at the 
Mannes College of Music and now holds posts at Columbia University and the Manhat-
tan School of Music where he chairs the harpsichord department and directs the Baroque 
Aria Ensemble. He serves as music director of the Berkshire Bach Ensemble and appears 
regularly with Paula Robison at the Metropolitan Museum of Art as well as on such series 
as the Yale-Norfolk Summer Chamber Music Festival and Music at Menlo.

His forty-year career as a specialist in eighteenth-century music has yielded many record-
ings of the Baroque masterworks as well as a wide range of other music including rag-

We reached Kenneth Cooper at his home in New York after a busy week of opera con-
ducting to ask about his forthcoming concert in Cleveland.

Kenneth Cooper: I sent them a list of pieces I had in mind but it was Neil who suggested 
the de Falla. I've been very tightly scheduled. I just conducted a performance of John Ec-
cles's in the Catskills last night with a fabulous cast of people, 
and earlier this week, one of my favorites, Handel's with grad students 
at the Manhattan School that took weeks and weeks of preparation. I've done the de Falla 
many times, so this was perfect.



KC: I haven't the slightest idea! I believe Neil made arrangements for a Dowd from 
somewhere, and I just took his word for it because he's a great guy. I've played the de 
Falla many times on all kinds of different instruments and the piece presents an extremely 

an ensemble was rather new at that point and composers didn't know how to give the illu-
sion of dynamics as Scarlatti, Bach and Handel did.

Wanda Landowska was the unchallenged master of the harpsichord at that time and a fab-
ulously great performer, and her Pleyel instruments were glorious in some ways — espe-
cially for up-close recording — but you couldn't hear them from ten feet away. They had 
eight pedals and lots of color but not much projected sound.

There was an incident some years ago when I played the de Falla in Santa Fe on a rather 
tame instrument that was inadequate to the task so we had to be very careful with bal-
ances. When I got back to the City, I had a phone call from Andrew Porter's secretary at 

asking if I would listen to a paragraph in a review he had written saying 
“the balance would have been better if Mr. Cooper had used the instrument for which it 
was written.” “Nothing could be further from the truth,” I said. She thanked me and they 
went ahead and ran the review anyway!

In the 80s, a historical instrument would have made for a better balance especially if was 
built with a naturally strong sound and voiced for concert purposes, which not everybody 
is doing these days because they are under the illusion that instruments were softer in the 
old days.

But if the players really listen to each other and take de Falla's markings with lots of 
grains of salt, it works, though it took me a while to realize it was such a fabulous piece. 
After a performance in Ottawa, Eduardo Mata said he thought the concerto was de Falla's 
greatest work — and that it was intensely serious. I agreed with him about the second 
movement, but not the rest, which is like Scarlatti, satirical and playful and maybe a bit 
ceremonial as the Spanish do sometimes.

KC: This concerto isn't played very often but it's delicious and a little dangerous, written 
in a playfully demonic style. Though it sounds Handelian, he stole about 80% of it from 

in 1733 
and sent Telemann in Hamburg some species of tropical plants in return — that was Tele-

must have said what he thought about a melody by Bononcini, “that's too good a tune for 

made it into a concerto for keyboard and strings with the suggestion that the player im-
provise a prelude and fugue between the movements — which I'm not going to do. It's an 
astonishing metamorphosis. The concerto wasn't published until the 1790s, maybe be-
cause of all the borrowings. There are lots of opportunities for solos between the string ri-
tornellos, giving the harpsichord a chance to be heard and opportunities to decorate the 



repeats in the second movement. There's also a rather devilish cadenza about which I will 
say no more!

KC: Neil asked me if I wanted to conduct and I've done this piece many times — but he's 
also a fantastic trumpeter and I've done it a number of times with him. I'll do whatever he 
likes. But I'm not sure I want him playing the continuo! (laughs)


