
mary kathleen ernst pianist

PERFORMANCE REVIEW The Morning Journal 
Martinsburg, West Virginia
Millbrook Orchestra
Ernst Salvages Millbrook Finale

SHEPHERDSTOWN—The Millbrook Orchestra’s 13th season ended Sun-
day on a generally positive note, its finest moment in this last concert of 
the year being a crackerjack performance by pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst of 
Beethoven’s “Fourth Piano Concerto.”

At the podium for this concert was Frederick Morden, director of the Al-
toona, Pa. Symphony and a candidate for the vacant post of permanent 
Millbrook music director. Morden’s choice of programming was good, if 
conservative – in addition to the Beethoven, he chose Nicolai’s “Merry 
Wives of Windsor” overture, Ravel’s “Mother Goose” suite and the “Romeo 
and Juliette” overture of Tchaikowsky.

Beethoven’s “Fourth Piano Concerto” is one of the great works of literature, 
filled with memorable melodies and an unconventional, brilliantly inventive 
framework. Ernst proved herself equal to the challenge, offering pianism of 
high quality, distinguished by a strong, commanding sound coupled with a 
technique of enviable control. This last point was particularly evident in the 
first movement, when she was able to shut off power instantly in some of the 
running passages, bringing the volume down but losing none of the intensity.
Ernst’s intelligent, exciting performance brought forth fervent acclaim from 
the audience, which brought her back for several curtain calls.

She should probably have taken an extra bow for her aplomb in working 
with the orchestra, which too often found itself at odds with Ernst, particular-
ly in choosing the same tempo at key moments. In the unusual recitative-like 
second movement—which is admittedly very difficult to coordinate—soloist 
and orchestra seemed to be on different wavelengths. This can happen be-
cause of the movement’s question-answer structure, but a better-coordinated 
performance would have made the music sound more like a real conversa-
tion, rather than opposing viewpoints admitting no room for argument. The 
orchestra ran into difficulty in the third movement, too, where conflicting 
interior tempos ruined the effect of each return of the main rondo theme.

- Greg Stepanich
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