
  
 
 
 
 

Akron Symphony: 
“Symphonic Shakespeare” 
 
by Jarrett Hoffman 

 
Akron Symphony music director 
Christopher Wilkins has long had an 
interest in theater. “I’ve kept my eye out 
for theater-related projects for years and 
years and years,” he said during an 
interview. 
 
One of those projects was Mendelssohn’s 
incidental music for A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream interleaved with a 
significant chunk of Shakespeare’s play, 
a production ClevelandClassical.com 
reviewed in 2014. “I’ve also done The 
Tempest with the complete incidental 
music by Sibelius,” Wilkins said. “But 
these next two pieces are knockouts.” 

 
Those would be Shostakovich’s Hamlet Film Suite and William Walton’s Henry V: A 
Shakespeare Scenario, which make up two-thirds of “Symphonic Shakespeare,” the 
Orchestra’s program this Saturday, October 19 at 8:00 pm at E.J. Thomas Hall. 
 
Ethel Smyth’s Overture to The Wreckers will open the concert, kicking off the 
Symphony’s yearlong Stand Beside Her project. That will highlight women 
composers and artists leading up to the 100th anniversary of the ratification of the 
19th amendment in August of 2020. 
 
Henry V: A Shakespeare Scenario is a story of adaptations, beginning when Walton 
wrote the music for Laurence Olivier’s patriotic film version of Henry V, released in 
1944. Later on, Neville Marriner, actor Christopher Plummer, and arranger 
Christopher Palmer reworked Walton’s score into a standalone piece featuring lines 
from Shakespeare’s play — the work you’ll hear on Saturday. 
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The Shostakovich has its own complex history. The suite comes from his score to a 
1964 Russian-language film adaptation of Hamlet. And thanks to a collaboration 
several years ago between Wilkins and Steven Maler, director of the Boston-based 
Commonwealth Shakespeare Company, the version presented in Akron will also 
involve text from the play. 
 
“In the Walton, the narration really interacts with the music. It’s woven into it,” 
Wilkins said. “The Shostakovich now will deliver in the same way.” 
 
Two Shakespearean actors, Nick Steen and Donald Carrier, will help make that 
happen. “Don is representing the elder of the two characters in both situations,” 
Wilkins said. “Nick is Hamlet, while Don is the ghost of Hamlet’s father. Then Nick 
is Henry V, and Don is The Chorus, which is essentially the narrator.” 
 
The two works — like the composers who wrote them and the plays that inspired 
them — are very different. “The Shostakovich is dark, stark, elemental, and terrifying 
in the way that he can be,” Wilkins said. “The colors are bold and in your face, so it 
really meets the harshness and the unforgiving nature of parts of Hamlet’s perspective. 
His great and famous speeches are pretty unrelenting, and the music captures that.” 
 
In Walton’s piece, the narrator helps to paint “the vast fields, the sense of moving 
from England to France, and the sight of 20,000 troops,” Wilkins said. “But we also 
rely on the music to convey the scene and the setting, and to transport us emotionally. 
We go through the whole build-up to the battle, the night beforehand, and the vigil, 
and then the battle itself is portrayed in music. The smoke clears, and Henry says, 
‘The day is ours,’ and there’s this tremendous feeling of catharsis.” 
 
Another point of comparison is the instrumentation. “Shostakovich is basically 
working with a Tchaikovsky-sized orchestra,” Wilkins said. “Walton is working with 
big forces. Triple winds, bass clarinet, a large percussion section, harp, keyboard — 
the whole works. The writing is extremely vivid, bright, and multifaceted.” 
 
Further filling out the stage during Henry V will be the Akron Symphony Chorus, 
prepared by new director Chris Albanese. Among their contributions, Wilkins noted 
that they will sing the Agincourt Carol and one of Joseph Cantaloube’s Chants 
d’Auvergne, which Walton quotes. “And the final hymn for full chorus and orchestra 
is very exciting.” 
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The last topic of our conversation was Dame Ethel Mary 
Smyth, a prolific composer and writer of the late Romantic era. 
“Some of her music sounds a bit like that interesting territory 
between Wagner and Benjamin Britten,” Wilkins said. He 
described her opera The Wreckers as powerful, with a dark and 
psychological story. It was inspired by tales of shipwrecks 
caused by false signaling from people on the coast, who would 
then loot the ship and murder the crew. 
 
“It’s really grim and strange subject matter, and I thought it 
would go particularly well with Hamlet,” Wilkins said. 
“There’s almost something Shakespearean about the betrayal, 
and Smyth being British and a composer for the theater, I 
thought it was a good fit.” 

 
Smyth was a deliberate choice to begin the season-long Stand Beside Her project. 
“Chronologically she comes first of everybody we’re highlighting, but she was also very 
active in the women’s suffrage movement,” Wilkins said. 
 
Wilkins will discuss the program at 7:00 pm in a Preview from the Podium. After the 
concert, a group of musicians from the Orchestra will gather in the lobby for TalkBack, a 
look at the performance through their eyes. Tickets for the concert are available here.  
 
Another note: on Friday, October 18 from 4:30 to 6:30 pm, Wilkins and players in the 
Orchestra invite you to join them at a free casual event: “Beerthoven’s Second” at Hop 
Tree Brewing in Hudson. 
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