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Artist Biography

HENRY KRAMER

Piano

Praised by The Cleveland Classical Review for his “astonishingly confident
technique” and The New York Times for “thrilling [and] triumphant”
performances, pianist Henry Kramer is developing a reputation as a musician
of rare sensitivity who combines stylish programming with insightful and
exuberant interpretations.  In 2016, he garnered international recognition
with a Second Prize win in the Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels. Most
recently, he was awarded a 2019 Avery Fisher Career Grant by Lincoln
Center.

Kramer began playing piano at the relatively late age of 11 in his hometown of Cape Elizabeth, Maine. He emerged
as a winner in the National Chopin Competition in 2010, the Montreal International Competition in 2011 and the
China Shanghai International Piano Competition in 2012.  In 2014 he was added to the roster of Astral Artists, and
in 2015, he earned a top prize in the Honens International Piano Competition.  

A versatile performer, Kramer has soloed with the Bilkent Symphony Orchestra, Shanghai Philharmonic Orchestra,
Indianapolis Symphony and the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra, among many others, collaborating with

conductors such as Marin Alsop, Gerard Schwarz, Stéphane Denève, Jan Pascal Tortelier and Hans Graf. Upcoming  
performances in the 2019-20 season include a return engagement with the National Orchestra of Belgium  
performing Beethoven’s Concerto No. 4, as well as debuts with the Columbus and Hartford Symphony Orchestras  
playing Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 3.

A sought-after collaborator, Kramer has appeared in recitals at the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, the  
Mainly Mozart Festival, the Mostly Mozart Festival, and La Jolla Music Society’s Summerfest.  His recording with  
violinist Jiyoon Lee on the Champs Hill label received four stars from BBC Music Magazine. This year, Gramophone  
UK praised Kramer’s performance on a recording collaboration (Cedille Records) with violist Matthew Lipman for  
“exemplary flexible partnership.”  Henry has also performed alongside Emmanuel Pahud, the Calidore and Pacifica  
Quartets, Miriam Fried, as well as members of the Berlin Philharmonic and Orchestra of St. Luke’s.  

Since 2018, Kramer has held the L. Rexford Distinguished Chair in Piano at the Schwob School of Music at  
Columbus State University in Columbus, Georgia.  Throughout his multifaceted career, he has also had positions at  
Smith College and the University of Missouri Kansas City Conservatory of Dance and Music.

Kramer graduated from the Juilliard School, where he worked with Julian Martin and Robert McDonald. He received  
his Doctorate of Musical Arts from the Yale School of Music under the guidance of Boris Berman.  His teachers trace  
a pedagogical lineage extending back to Beethoven, Chopin and Busoni.  Kramer is a Steinway Artist.

This concert is sponsored by 



Program Notes

SERGEI RACHMANINOFF (1873-1943)

Selections from A Piano Concerto No. 3 in d minor, Op. 30Night’s Dream, Op. 61

World Premiere: November 28, 1909

Most Recent HSO Performance: February 17, 2013

Instrumentation: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani,
bass drum, cymbals, suspended cymbal, snare drum, and strings: violin I, violin II, viola, cello, and bass

Duration: 39'

Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor, Op. 30 (1909)

Sergei Rachmaninoff

(Born April 1, 1873 in Oneg [near Novgorod], Russia Died March 28, 1943 in Beverly Hills, California)

The worlds of technology and art sometimes brush against each other in curious ways. In 1909, it seems, Sergei
Rachmaninoff wanted one of those new mechanical wonders — an automobile. And thereupon hangs the tale of his
first visit to America.

The impresario Henry Wolfson of New York arranged a thirty-concert tour for the 1909-1910 season for
Rachmaninoff so that he could play and conduct his own works in a number of American cities. Rachmaninoff was

at first hesitant about leaving his family and home for such an extended overseas trip, but the generous financial 
remuneration was too tempting to resist. With a few tour details still left unsettled, Wolfson died suddenly in the 
spring of 1909, and the composer was much relieved that the journey would probably be cancelled. Wolfson’s 
agency had a contract with Rachmaninoff, however, and during the summer finished the arrangements for his 
appearances so that the composer-pianist-conductor was obliged to leave for New York as scheduled. Trying to 
look on the bright side of this daunting prospect, Rachmaninoff wrote to his long-time friend Nikita Morozov, “I

don’t want to go. But then perhaps, after America I’ll be able to buy myself that automobile.... It may not be so bad

after all!” It was for the American tour that Rachmaninoff composed his Third Piano Concerto. 

Rachmaninoff’s hectic schedule during the early months of 1909 prevented him from beginning the new piece until 
June, when he arrived at his country retreat at Ivanovka, a village north of the Black Sea, but then he worked 
feverishly on the score all summer, adding the finishing touches when he returned to Moscow in September. He did 
not have time, however, to get the demanding solo part into his fingers before he left for the United States, so he 
took along a silent practice keyboard and labored over it in his stateroom throughout the crossing. The unorthodox 
method worked, and he was ready for the premiere on November 28, 1909 with Walter Damrosch and the New 
York Symphony Orchestra, but he vowed never to use the contraption again.



Rachmaninoff was, as he had expected, depressed during his inaugural American tour, though the impressions he 
made on his audiences were so strong that he was invited to become permanent conductor of both the Boston and 
Cincinnati Symphony Orchestras, offers he firmly refused so that he could return to his beloved homeland. Eight 
years later, however, as fate would have it, he was forced to leave Russia when his estate and family fortune were 
swallowed by the Revolution, and he settled in the United States for good in 1917 — his annual cross-country tours 
were a hallowed American institution for the next two decades. The Concerto No. 3, the work with which he 
introduced himself to American audiences, remained an integral and constantly requested part of his repertory 
throughout his career.

The Concerto consists of three large movements. The first is a modified sonata-allegro form which begins with a 
theme that is recalled in the later movements. This opening melody, announced in stark octaves over a sparse 
accompaniment, bears a strong resemblance to the plaintive chants of the Russian Orthodox Church, and Joseph 
Yasser, organist, musicologist and friend of Rachmaninoff, asked him if there was any deliberate relationship 
between the two. Rachmaninoff denied that the theme was based on liturgical or folk music, but he maintained that 
he had not composed it consciously; it had, he said, “created itself.” In 1969, Yasser discovered a chant used in 
Kiev that closely parallels Rachmaninoff’s melody. He speculated that the composer may have heard it as a boy, 
and, when pressed with the need for thematic material for the Third Concerto, the ancient strain rose up from the 
recesses of his memory. Whatever its source, the haunting melody sets perfectly the Concerto’s mood of somber 
intensity. The espressivo second theme is presented by the pianist, whose part has, by this point, abundantly 
demonstrated the staggering technical challenge that this piece offers to the soloist, a characteristic Rachmaninoff 
had disguised by the simplicity of the opening. The development section is concerned mostly with transformations 
of fragments from the first theme. A massive cadenza, separated into two parts by the recall of the main theme by 
the woodwinds, leads to the recapitulation. The earlier material is greatly abbreviated in this closing section, with 
just a single presentation of the opening melody and a brief, staccato version of the subsidiary theme.

The second movement, subtitled Intermezzo, which Dr. Otto Kinkleday described in his notes for the New York 
premiere as “tender and melancholy, yet not tearful,” is a set of free variations with an inserted episode. The 
descending, drooping principal theme derives from a melodic type used to express sadness since at least the time 
of Josquin des Pres in the late 15th century. The motive is played first by the orchestra alone, then in several 
transformations by the soloist. A sprightly, scherzo-like passage in quick triple meter intervenes before the last 
variation; it is in this episode that the chant melody from the first movement is recollected by the clarinet and 
bassoon. The slow tempo returns for the final variation of the Intermezzo theme, but the music is broken off by a 
flourish from the soloist and a brief blast from the brass to lead directly into the finale.

“One of the most dashing and exciting pieces of music ever composed for piano and orchestra” is how Patrick 
Piggot described the finale. It is music that employs virtually every sonorous possibility of the modern grand piano, 
making it a dazzling showpiece for the master performer. The movement is structured in three large sections. The 
first part has an abundance of themes which Rachmaninoff skillfully derived from those of the opening movement, 
creating a subtle but strong formal link across the entire Concerto. The relationship is further strengthened in the 
finale’s second section, where both themes from the opening movement are recalled in slow tempo. The pace 
again quickens, and the music from the first part of the finale returns with some modifications. A brief solo cadenza

leads to the coda, a dazzling final stanza with fistfuls of chords propelling the headlong rush to the dramatic closing 
gestures.

©2022 Dr. Richard E. Rodda



PIOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893)

Symphony No. 5 in E minor, Op. 64

World Premiere: November 17, 1888

Most Recent HSO Performance: December 6, 2009

Instrumentation: 3 flutes with third flute doubling on piccolo, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2
trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, cymbals, and strings: violin I, violin II, viola, cello, and bass

Duration: 44'

Symphony No. 5 in E minor, Op. 64 (1888)

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky

(Born May 7, 1840 in Votkinsk Died November 6, 1893 in St. Petersburg)

Tchaikovsky was never able to maintain his self-confidence for long, and his opinion of a new work frequently
fluctuated between the extremes of satisfaction and denigration. The unjustly neglected Manfred Symphony of
1885, for example, left his pen as “the best I have ever written,” but the work failed to make a good impression at
its premiere, and Tchaikovsky’s estimation of it tumbled. The lack of success of Manfred was particularly painful
because he had not produced a major orchestral work since the Violin Concerto of 1878, and the score’s failure left
him with the gnawing worry that he might be “written out.” The three years after Manfred were devoid of creative
work.

It was not until May 1888 that Tchaikovsky again took up the challenge of the blank page. On May 27th he wrote to
his brother Modeste, “To speak frankly, I feel as yet no impulse for creative work. What does this mean? Have I
written myself out? No ideas, no inclination! Still, I am hoping to collect, little by little, material for a symphony.”
Though he was unusually secretive about the progress of this new piece, he must have begun it as soon as this
letter was written, since the sketch of the complete score was finished just six weeks later. “I am exceedingly
anxious to prove to myself, as to others,” he wrote to his benefactress, Nazedha von Meck, “that I am not played
out as a composer.” He worked doggedly on the symphony, ignoring illness, the premature encroachment of old
age (he was only 48, but suffered from continual exhaustion and loss of vision), and his troubling self-doubts, and
when it was completed, by the end of August, he allowed, “I have not blundered; it has turned out well.”

Tchaikovsky’s satisfaction was soon mitigated, however, by the work’s premiere in St. Petersburg on November 17,
1888. Though the Fifth Symphony was applauded by the public, he felt that it was a failure, that the ovation was
for his earlier pieces rather than for this new one, and that the whole affair was cause for “a deep dissatisfaction
with myself.” Modeste was convinced that any negative reaction to the Fifth Symphony — and the critics had some
— could be traced to an inadequate performance, but Tchaikovsky could not be persuaded of the work’s value until

a performance in Hamburg early in 1889, when musicians, critics and audience alike received it enthusiastically. 
Even the venerable Johannes Brahms, who was not strongly drawn to the music of his Russian colleague, made a 
special effort to attend the performance on a visit to his hometown. Tchaikovsky was buoyed by his reception in 
Hamburg, and his estimation of the Fifth Symphony (and of himself) shot up once again. The work has remained 
among the staples of the concert repertory.



Tchaikovsky never gave any indication that the Symphony No. 5, unlike the Fourth Symphony, had a program, 
though he may well have had one in mind. Years after its composition, some rough sketches that apparently refer 
to the Symphony No. 5 were discovered in his notebooks: “Introduction. Complete resignation before Fate, or, 
which is the same, before the inscrutable predestination of Providence. Allegro (1) Murmurs, doubts, plaints against 
XXX. (2) Shall I throw myself into the embrace of faith???” The “XXX” probably referred to Tchaikovsky’s 
homosexuality, the only matter he concealed behind secret signs in his notes and diary. If that is so, the Fifth 
Symphony represents Tchaikovsky’s resignation to his fate in the way he could best command — music. The 
workings of fate were an obsessive theme with him, and the program of the earlier Fourth Symphony portrays 
man’s happiness crushed by that intractable power at every turn. In their biography of the composer, Lawrence and 
Elisabeth Hanson reckoned Tchaikovsky’s view of fate as the motivating force in the Symphony No. 5, though they 
distinguished its interpretation from that in the Fourth Symphony. “In the Fourth Symphony,” the Hansons wrote, 
“the Fate theme is earthy and militant, as if the composer visualizes the implacable enemy in the form, say, of a 
Greek god. In the Fifth, the majestic Fate theme has been elevated far above earth, and man is seen, not as 
fighting a force that thinks on its own terms, of revenge, hate or spite, but as a wholly spiritual power which 
subjects him to checks and agonies for the betterment of his soul.”

The structure of the Fifth Symphony reflects this process of “betterment.” It progresses from minor to major, from 
darkness to light, from melancholy to joy — or at least to acceptance and stoic resignation. It is the same path 
Beethoven blazed in his Fifth Symphony, and the power of such a musico-philosophical construction was not lost on 
Tchaikovsky, or on any other 19th-century musician. The sense of a perilous obstacle surmounted through struggle 
energizes both works, and is the substance of any “message” that Tchaikovsky may have embedded in this 
Symphony.

The Symphony’s four movements are linked together through the use of a recurring “Fate” motto theme, given 
immediately at the beginning by unison clarinets as the brooding introduction to the first movement. The sonata 
form proper starts with a melancholy melody intoned by bassoon and clarinet over a stark string accompaniment. 
The woodwinds enter with wave-form scale patterns followed by a stentorian passage for the brass that leads to a 
climax. Several themes are presented to round out the exposition: a romantic tune, filled with emotional swells, for 
the strings; an aggressive strain given as a dialogue between winds and strings; and a languorous, sighing string 
melody. Again, the brasses are brought forth to climax this section. All of the themes are treated in the 
development section. The solo bassoon ushers in the recapitulation, and the themes from the exposition are heard 
again, though with changes of key and instrumentation. After a final climax in the coda, the movement fades, softer 
and slower, and sinks, finally, into the lowest reaches of the orchestra.

At the head of the manuscript of the second movement Tchaikovsky is said to have written, “Oh, how I love ... if you 
love me …,” a sentiment that calls to mind an operatic love scene. (Tchaikovsky, it should be remembered, was a 
master of the musical stage who composed more operas than he did symphonies.) The expressiveness of the 
opening theme, hauntingly played by the solo horn, is heightened as the movement proceeds through enriched 
contrapuntal lines and instrumental sonorities. Twice, the imperious Fate motto intrudes upon the starlit mood of 
this romanza.

If the second movement derives from opera, the third grows from ballet. A flowing waltz melody (inspired by a 
street song Tchaikovsky had heard in Italy a decade earlier) dominates much of the movement. The central trio 
section exhibits a scurrying figure in the strings which shows the influence of Léo Delibes, the French master of 
ballet music whom Tchaikovsky deeply admired. Quietly and briefly, the Fate motto returns in the movement’s 
closing pages.

The finale begins with a long introduction based on the Fate theme cast in a heroic rather than a sinister or 
melancholy mood. A vigorous exposition, a concentrated development and an intense recapitulation follow. The 
long coda uses the motto theme in a major-key, victory-won setting. This stirring work ends with a final statement 
from the trumpets and horns, and closing chords from the full orchestra.

The Hansons characterized Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony in the following manner: “The Fifth Symphony is
splendid music, grand and dignified, and its form expresses the content more satisfactorily than in any other of 
Tchaikovsky’s large works for orchestra. But the final thought must be, as with so many of this composer’s works, a 
thought transcending the obvious pleasure of tunefulness, superb orchestration, and passionate self-questioning; it 
is from first note to last noble. Never querulous, never playing to the gallery, it exposes the soul of a man which all 
must feel the better for knowing.”

©2022 Dr. Richard E. Rodda




