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lassical pianist
Emanuel Ax is con-
sidered one of the
finest musicians of
the 21st century—and
he's accrued a world-class collection of

awards and accolades to prove it. But
success doesn’t mean this seven-time
Grammy winner is ready to rest on his
laurels. On June 2nd, he will join the
Baltimore Symphony Orchestra and
Maestra Marin Alsop in a performance
of Brahms' Piano Concerto No. I at the
Music Center at Strathmore.

A longtime fan of both Alsop and
the BSO, Ax is enthusiastic about the
upcoming concert. “Marin and [ have
played together many times and had
a terrific time,” he says. “And [ have
known the BSO for many years — it is
a great orchestra.”

He is also a big fan of Brahms’ Piano
Concerto No. [, and although he has
played it many times, he still considers
it a great challenge. “I can keep coming
back to it because there is always some-
thing new to discover in the music,”
he explains. “There’s something novel
about interacting with the orchestra.”

Brahms’' concerto went through
many incarnations before it was com-
plete—first as a symphony and then as
a sonata for two pianos. “When it de-

buted it was a dismal failure and set
Brahms back both personally and pro-
fessionally,” Ax observes. “In part this
is because at the time the orchestration
was considered dark and the movements
long. The piano music is very powerful,
although not brilliant like Chopin. It is
an incredibly exciting and deep piece.”

Completed by Brahms when he
was just 25, the concerto is part of the
BSO’s season-long celebration of youth;
also on the program will be Benjamin
Britten's A Young Person’s Guide to the
Orchestra and Sidereus, a new work by
the Argentine-American composer Os-
valdo Golijov.

Ax, who began studying piano in
the Soviet Union at age 6 with his fa-
ther, brings to his performances what
The New York Times describes as a “lu-
minous intensity.”

“l had wonderful teachers when [
was young, teachers who knew just how
to combine fun with serious learning,”
he recalls. When he was 8, Ax's family
moved to Poland, then to Canada. In
1961 the family finally settled in New
York. “My family left the Soviet Union
after the Second World War,” Ax ex-
plains. (Both parents were Holocaust
survivors.) “Anyone from that genera-
tion who lived behind the Iron Curtain
was affected by the war and did every-

With Brahms’
Piano Concerto
No. 1, “there is
always something
new to discover.”
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thing they could to leave.”

Known throughout the music world as
Manny, Ax now lives in New York with
his wife, pianist Yoko Nozaki (with whom
he occasionally performs) and teaches at
The Juilliard School. Prior to violinist
Isaac Stern’s death, Ax played in a quartet
with Stern, cellist Yo-Yo Ma, and violin-
ist Jaime Laredo; he still appears frequent-
ly with Ma. When he isn't performing,
teaching or practicing, Ax has other plea-
sures as well. “My wife and | are big tennis
fans and like to follow football.”

In addition to playing the classical
repertoire, Ax has commissioned many
contemporary works, which he com-
pares to learning a new language. "l am
very interested in contemporary compo-
sition, in what is going on around me,”
Ax says. “The only thing holding me
back from commissioning more is that
[ am a slow learner, so it is a big endeav-
or, a big commitment for me.”

Ax is also a passionate classical
music listener and is leading a one-man
crusade to encourage audiences to clap
between movements. “No one wants
to take the credit, but it was probably
Wagner who insisted on silence be-
tween movements,” Ax explains. “But
like spending useless energy on deciding
which fork to use, it is time to get rid of
artificial taboos. I really hope we can go
back to the feeling that applause should
be an emotional response to the music.
It is all part of a trend towards more re-
laxation in the world of classical music.
[t just keeps getting better.”

Characterizing his evolution as an
artist, Ax stays down to earth. “Things
change in very small ways. I just keep
working day to day,” he says. Contemplat-
ing goals for the future, Ax adds, “I still
have many musical mountains to climb.
Both with working on pieces | have al-
ready played many times, and with learn-
ing new works. One of the nice things
about being a musician is that [ am always
learning. | never get close to doing any-
thing perfectly. Any music I pick up and
try is exciting to me.” =
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