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Preview
Akron Symphony opens its season on September 15:
a conversation with assistant conductor/piano soloist Levi Hammer

by Mike Telin

“I love this concerto,” Levi Hammer says of Mozart’s 25™
piano concerto. “I never played it and have always wanted
to. It has the most gorgeous woodwind writing, especially in
the second movement, and to me, it is like playing chamber
music.”

On Sunday, September 15 beginning at 7:30 pm in E.J.
Thomas Hall, the Akron Symphony Orchestra led by Mae-
stro Christopher Wilkins, opens its 2013-2014 season with a
concert featuring Brahms's Symphony No. I, American
composer Ron Nelson’s Savannah River Holiday and
Mozart's Piano Concerto No. 25.

Levi Hammer, who is also the Akron Symphony's assistant conductor as well as music di-
rector of the Akron Youth Symphony, says that he sees his career following the long tra-
dition of conductors who have ascended to the orchestral podium through the piano. “You
think about Karajan, Bernstein, Levine, Barenboim, Muti and Eschenbach and even Szell
and Reiner: they were all fantastic pianists and they all continued to play even though
they were essentially conductors. Nowadays we have the likes of Asher Fisch, Antonio
Pappano and Robert Spano, who are all conductors but still remain very active as pi-
anists. It is important to me that I follow this tradition and I am following it quite con-
sciously.”

Hammer says the fact that this Mozart’s 25" concerto is very symphonic in nature is
something that drew him to the work. “It’s a piece that is in line with my own sensibili-
ties.” He quickly points out that while Mozart sounds simple, there is a lot of work that
goes into making it sound effortless. He also believes the concerto paired with Brahms’s
first symphony makes for a great program. “Both pieces are written in the key of C Major
and the two composers are of the same musical sensibilities. And Brahms worshipped
Mozart.”

For Sunday’s performance, Levi Hammer took on the challenge of writing his own ca-
denza for the first movement, “I thought about including some quotes from the Brahms
symphony but I felt it might make people laugh. I have written cadenzas for some previ-
ous performances but how I approach it always depends on the occasion,” he said, adding



that there are so many ways to approach the writing of a cadenza. “I’ve written something
that I like and I think Mozart would like it too even though I’'m a mere mortal and he was
not.”

These days Levi Hammer spends the majority of his professional life as a conductor, al-
though he does play the piano every day for one reason or another. “I don’t play these big
pieces very often anymore because my professional focus has shifted to conducting — al-
though I do play concertos a couple times a year, which I have had the chance to do in
Akron. But, I do choose the concertos very carefully.”

He adds that there is a certain amount of pressure that comes with performing in front of
the hometown audience. “I don’t bill myself as a pianist anymore so I do feel that it is a
privilege to be able to perform with Christopher Wilkins and the Akron Symphony. I am
always happy to be able to do this with Christopher. He is such a great conductor of
Mozart. He allows the music to speak for itself but also steps in at the appropriate mo-
ment and energizes things. And, we are very good friends. It’s good for me to be around
him because I sometimes have wilder tastes then he does and he reins me in and I appre-
ciate that so much. He is a great mentor.”
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