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The globetrotting British cellist Steven Is-
serlis recently passed through Northeast 
Ohio twice in eight days, performing with 
Kyrill Gerstein on the Cleveland Chamber 
Music Society Series on January 29 (our 
review appears here) and joining his fellow 
Oberlin alumnus Jeremy Denk on the 
Oberlin Artist Recital Series in Finney 
Chapel on February 5 (popping off to 
Chicago and New York for concerts and 
masterclasses in between). What's even 
better than hearing Isserlis perform twice 
on successive Tuesdays is hearing him play 
two very different, superbly constructed 

In Cleveland, Isserlis built his program around both of Brahms's sonatas, separated by 
Liszt's own arrangements of early songs and prefaced by Bartók's First Rhapsody and 
Busoni's Finnish folk song variations. In Oberlin, he drew back the curtains on what 
could have been a typical chamber music concert in Paris during the Belle époque — that 

Venezuelan-born Reynaldo Hahn's 1905 Variations chantantes sur un air ancien invoked 
the spirit of that age perfectly, as well as introducing the concert's Proustian subplot of 
“time remembered.” Looking both backward and forward (the “old air” is by Cavalli and 

brief Variations are charming and ingratiating. Isserlis mentioned later that this was prob-

-
row it in seventy years!

Gabriel Fauré's second sonata in g minor dates from 1921, but seems to come from some-
where in the composer's earlier memory. Its opening Allegro is perhaps unusually chro-



matic, but its Andante is pure Fauré, a lovely melody simply supported by piano chords. 
Allegro vivo, tosses bits and pieces of themes back and forth 

between cello and piano, which Isserlis and Denk pitched and caught with expressive pre-
cision.

Another out-of-period but in-the-

Thomas Adès's Lieux retrouvés, writ-
ten for Steven Isserlis, conjured up 
impressionistic memories of waters, 

composer's typically fresh and imag-
inative sounds. Laborious, plodding 

Impossibly high, lyrical themes 
which took Isserlis to the extremes 

of animals at rest. Whistles and 

Lieux must have frequently pushed the performers to the edge, the piece was nothing but 
fun for the audience.

The Romanza from Saint-Saëns's 1905 second sonata, an affecting, episodic work inter-
rupted by expressive cello cadenzas, opened the second half and led to the main event of 
the evening, Franck's much-earlier Sonata in A. Dating from 1886, the piece was origi-
nally intended for the violin but its second printing opened the door to performances by 
cellists as well.

In the Franck, Isserlis and Denk were amazing in their ability to maintain a steady under-
current of intensity even while allowing the surface of the music to completely relax dur-
ing more melodic moments. They made the opening Allegretto remarkable for its ex-
tremes of dynamics and mood, and the usually craggy Allegro special for its lyricism. The 

Recitative-Fantasia and 
Allegretto, making an old war-horse sound as newly-

discovered as the Hahn Variations.

Cheering and foot-stomping won the large audience an encore. A Saint-Saëns Romance 
sent a lot of happy people off into the snowy night. 
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