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Once Again,  
with Feeling

 
A cellist and conservatory teacher who’s never stopped learning 

by nell porter brown 

B rannon cho,  a rising young cellist, 
dives into the first movement of Ser-
gei Prokofiev’s Symphony-Concerto 
in E Minor, Op. 125. The virtuosic 

piece requires tremendous strength and dex-
terity to tackle complex finger work, triple 
fortes, and triple pianos, along with empa-
thy for the fluctuating moods of the music.

After nearly 40 minutes of vigorous bow-
ing, Cho glides into a sensual section, slid-
ing the bow over the strings, building to the 
climax—a repeated arpeggiated figure in E 
major played first on the A and D strings, 
then on the G as well, high up on the cello’s 

register—for an exhausting eight seconds. 
Hiking his bow with a flourish on the final 
note, Cho rests and dabs the sweat trick-
ling down his face and onto the curves of 
his 330-year-old instrument.

Fellow students in the New England 
Conservatory of Music master class ap-
plaud. Then comes a kindly “Do you need 
a sponge?” from Cho’s teacher, Laurence 
Lesser ’61.

A gentle-looking man with lanky limbs 
and a puff of white hair, Lesser has played 
the cello for 74 years, and taught it since he 
was even younger than Cho. A math con-

centrator at Harvard, who in-
stead pursued a music career, he 
studied with masters like Gas-
par Cassadó and Gregor Piati- 
gorsky and won major awards, 
including at the 1966 Tchai-
kovsky Competition in Moscow, 
where he met his future wife, the 
concert violinist Masuko Ushio-
da. He went on to perform with 
orchestras around the country, 
and around the world. Along the 
way, in 1974, he joined the faculty 
at the New England Conserva-
tory (NEC). He served as presi-
dent from 1983 to 1996, oversee-
ing restoration of the acoustical 
gem Jordan Hall, before, as he 
likes to say, “re-rising” to teach.

The NEC last fall celebrat-
ed Lesser’s contributions, and 
eightieth birthday, with a con-
cert by the NEC Philharmonia, 
conducted by Hugh Wolff. The 
evening featured Lesser’s own 
impassioned rendition of Ernest 
Bloch’s “Schelomo: Rhapsodie 

is cheered in the book.
But look also at what that has wrought. 

Doctors in training, university lecturers, even 
public defenders have gone on strike to pro-
test benefits cuts. The Labour Party, firmly in 
the grip of its hard-left leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
has converted disaffection with austerity—
especially among the young—into a potent 
political force. Should Theresa May’s tenuous 
hold on government slip, Corbyn could easily 
take control in the next general election and 
introduce spendthrift policies that eliminate 
whatever good the austerity did.

The paradox is that if fiscal policymaking 
were left to prudent hands, austerity would 
almost never be needed. The authors do not 
deviate from the economics orthodoxy that 
governments should run surpluses in boom 
times and deficits in lean times. The German 
allergy to deficits of all kinds, in a show of 
Teutonic “moral superiority,” is rejected by 
Alesina as “bad economics.” But the same 
goes for countries that run up debts “for 
no good reason.” Take Greece. The country 
radically expanded public spending during 
years of strong economic growth, while ne-
glecting to crack down on tax evasion, and 
accumulated a colossal debt load, which 
threatened to upend the en-
tire Eurozone. The unwinding 
of the crisis remains painful 
(unemployment has persist-
ed at Great Depression levels, 
and even under optimistic fore-
casts, Greece will be paying off 
its debt until 2060)—and gives 
ample opportunity to populists 
on both the left and the right.

Or look no further than the 
American economy. Despite a 
record-low unemployment rate 
and decade-long recovery, Con-
gress has passed an enormous 
tax cut without an accompa-
nying plan to pay for it. The 
budget deficit has swollen 17 
percent at precisely the time it 
should be reduced. In the fiscal-
policy kit, austerity ought to be 
a rare tool. Instead, it promises 
to become recurrent. 

Idrees Kahloon ’16 is U.S. policy 
correspondent for The Econo-
mist. He wrote the feature “Does 
Money Matter?” about the influ-
ence of money on elections, in the 
July-August 2016 issue. 

Ph o t o g ra p h s  b y  A n d re w  H u r l b u t

Cellist and teacher Laurence 
Lesser is celebrating his 
forty-fifth year at the New 
England Conservatory of Music.
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Hébraïque for Violoncello and Orchestra,” 
which premiered at Carnegie Hall in 1917.

“I’ve known this piece since I was child 
and have always loved it,” says Lesser, who 
plays a 1622 Amati cello. “It’s the story of a 
man, King Solomon, who is looking back 
on his life, a life in which lots of things have 
happened. There’s joy, euphoria, aggressive-
ness. King Solomon was a warrior, a lover, a 
poet, and a person of great wisdom. And one 
does hope that with age,” he pauses, “one 
gets a little bit wiser.”

The venerated teacher has 16 students 
this semester, including the 24-year-old 

Cho, a graduate of Northwestern’s Bienen 
School of Music and already a recognized 
talent when he began NEC’s Artist Diploma 
program. Lesser seeks students with whom 
he feels “a human bond,” and who “can do 
more than just play fast and accurately—
people who have something inside of them 
that’s an itch they have to scratch.” 

Following Cho’s Prokofiev presentation, 
Lesser offers a few comments. “The hardest 
note in that piece,” he says, is the first one, a 
high B, “because you have to be able to hold 
it long enough to make it sound like you’re 
as big as the orchestra.” 

Cho strikes the high B again, drawing 
across the strings with an almost defiant 
tone.

“No, no—gently,” Lesser cautions, then 
boldly sings the initial sound, but quick-
ly retreats, holding it enticingly low and 
taut, like he’s making the audience hold its 
breath, before raising the volume again at 
the end. The note is held in a dip, like a sus-
pension bridge.

Cho tries again. “Now that sounds like 
you’re powerful,” says Lesser, smiling. “Of 
course it starts loud, but now I can also hear 

the growth that gives the impression it’s all 
louder. That other way sounds like you’re 
desperate.”

The Symphony-Concerto also contains 
what Lesser calls “the dance part,” in the 
third movement. It “starts with this very he-
roic—dah-dah—dahdeedahdeedo,” he sings 
again, explaining the piece, “and then it be-
comes a waltz—oom-pah-pah, oom-pah-
pah.” Lesser often pictures music, creating 
a narrative in his mind. “That theme sounds 
to me like a bunch of guys in the cadet corps 
in St. Petersburg in the end of the nineteenth 
century getting together and saying, ‘We 

save our country. It’s up 
to us’—something out 
of Tolstoy,” he adds—a 
fan of Russian litera-
ture, he’s read “Broth-
ers K” at least three 
times—“then they all 
go out and dance. And 
in the middle of that, 
is a Jewish wedding 
theme: eyump pah-pah. 
A lot of Jewish culture, 
and I’m Jewish, finds its 
way into Prokofiev and 
Shostakovich.”

In class, he pushes 
Cho to play the sec-

tion with less rigidity; to make it “swing.” 
“The first one was good, then the other went 
back to the smashing sound,” Lesser says, 
then addresses the entire group as much 
as Cho: “It’s all about—what mood do you 
want people to feel here?”

“Joyful,” Cho answers, hesitating. “A little 
mischievous.”

“Yes,” Lesser agrees. “But joy is not yadetta, 
yadetta,” he adds, mimicking an agitated, 
repetitive quality.

He has Cho repeat the waltzing phrase. 
Then again: “But now, play the first note a 
little louder than the rest, that’s all.” And 
then again.

 “You want to make people smile—‘Oh, 
he’s having such a good time playing!’—and 
not see that you’re working. It has to have a 
kind of poise,” says Lesser, who speaks slow-
ly and deliberately, so no one misses a single 
word he has to say. Then he quotes a Russian 
phrase—echoing his most influential teacher, 

the Ukrainian-born virtuoso Piatigorsky—
and translates it: “Make it as light as feathers.”

Eight dayS  after the class, Lesser was 
at home preparing for a trip to Helsinki, 
where he’d sit on the jury for the Interna-
tional Paulo Cello Competition 2018. Among 
the 25 contenders were Cho and Timotheos 
Petrin, another of Lesser’s NEC master-class 
students. While talking in his living room, 
Lesser says he loves Helsinki, not least be-
cause Finland vigorously supports classical 
music and musical education. It’s also the 
homeland of composer and violinist Jean Si-
belius, recordings of whose music are among 
the hundreds of records, CDs, books packed, 
along with stereo equipment, into a wall of 
shelves that dominates the room.

He pulls out a few albums recorded by 
his wife, also an NEC teacher, who died in 
2013. There are photographs of her, and of 
her with former longtime Boston Symphony 
Orchestra (BSO) music director Seiji Oza-
wa, their friend, who is among the count-
less other musicians across the globe whom 
they’ve known, played with, and admired 
during the last half-century. 

Life without music is unimaginable. 
Raised in Los Angeles by a pianist mother 
and a lawyer father, Lesser was introduced 
to classical works early on. At a concert of 
the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s youth or-
chestra, his parents asked what instrument 
he wanted to play. He chose the double bass. 
Too big, they determined, but, responding to 
his preference for deeper sounds, gave him a 
half-sized cello for his sixth birthday.

“I’m still trying to learn how to play,” he 
says, not really joking. “It’s like practicing 
medicine or languages: you never stop learn-
ing, you never stop growing.” At times, he 
regrets not also mastering the piano. As an 
adult, he’d occasionally plunk away at home, 
he says, but “My wife would hear me and 
say, ‘Stop playing. Your sound is so ugly.’” He 
smiles and shrugs: “Well, she was a great vi-
olinist and had an absolutely beautiful sound.” 

By the time he got to Harvard, Lesser was 
an accomplished musician and performer 
who chose a liberal-arts (over a conservato-
ry) education because he also enjoyed math, 
literature, and science. He soon realized that 
he lacked his classmates’ laser-like penetra-

“You have to master your craft, but you also 
have to have something to do with it.”
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tion of mathematical challenges, but had, 
compared to his musical peers, an “inborn…
natural spark.” After graduation, he studied 
for one year in Germany with Gaspar Cas-
sadó, then returned home. By 1963 he was 
studying with Piatigorsky, a faculty mem-
ber at the University of Southern California, 
where Lesser became his teaching assistant.

Piatigorsky had escaped Russia as a young 
man, living in Poland, Germany, and France 
before moving to the United States and be-
coming a citizen in 1942. A gregarious racon-
teur, he (along with Pablo Casals and others) 
helped transform the cello from its tradition-
al, supporting role into a starring one, and 
often performed with the BSO, which at one 
point was directed by his longtime friend, 
Serge Koussevitzky. It was a 1953 recording of 
Piatigorsky’s “Schelomo” with the BSO that, 
for Lesser, epitomized the composition’s ro-
mantic, combative, and soulful resonance. 

In 1970, Lesser left Los Angeles to become 
a cello professor at the Peabody Institute in 
Baltimore (now affiliated with Johns Hop-
kins); he moved to the NEC four years later. 
As with his mentor, Piatigorsky, also a peda-
gogical force at Tanglewood Music Center, 
teaching for Lesser became integral to his 
artistry. 

What’s required of a cellist? Lesser re-
frames the question: “What does it take 
to be distinctive in anything? You have to 
master your craft, but you also have to have 
something to do with it. So, it doesn’t matter 
if you’re a cellist or a kazoo player.”

People attend arts events “because they’re 
hoping to get something that they don’t 
have,” he says. Too many young people these 
days “think they’re being judged, so they 
have to be perfect—and I think they should 
try to be,” he acknowledges. “But the most 
important thing is that they have to under-
stand that they are there to share a vision or 
a feeling with somebody who is interested 
in knowing about that.”

Cho, he says, is “an amazing instrumental-
ist. In my work with him, I am trying build 
on that to get him to find out: what does he 
want to do with that?” Petrin, whose Hel-
sinki repertoire included Shostakovich’s 
less well-known, but demanding, second 
concerto, is also an exemplary musician, 
Lesser notes, with “very, very deep feel-
ing, very warm and communicative—but 
we’re working to give his listeners more 
‘fun,’ along with the seriousness.” There, 
the goal is helping him build a bridge from 
the internal to the external world.

The Senate tilts red,  the House blue 
for Harvard degree-program alumni or 
matriculants in the 116th Congress. The 
GOP roster now has eight senators (up 
two) and six representatives (down one); 
across the aisle are six senators (down 
one) and 32 representatives (up 3). As-
terisks mark the newcomers.

Senate Republicans: *Michael Braun, 
M.B.A. ’78 (Ind.); Tom Cotton ’99, J.D. ’02 
(Ark.); Michael D. Crapo, J.D. ’77 (Id.); Rafa-
el Edward “Ted” Cruz, J.D. ’95 (Tex.); *Mitt 
Romney, J.D.-M.B.A. ’75 (Utah); Ben Sasse 
’94 (Neb.); Daniel S. Sullivan ’87 (Alas.); Pat 
Toomey ’84 (Pa.)

Senate Democrats: Richard Blumen-
thal ’67 (Conn.); Timothy M. Kaine, J.D. 
’83 (Va.); John F. (Jack) Reed, M.P.P. ’73, J.D. 
’82 (R.I.); Charles E. Schumer ’71, J.D. ’74 
(N.Y.); Christopher Van Hollen Jr., M.P.P. ’85 
(Md.); Mark R. Warner, J.D. ’80 (Va.)

House Republicans: *Dan Crenshaw, 
M.P.A. ’17; Brian Mast, A.L.B. ’16 (Fla.); John 
Moolenaar, M.P.A. ’89 (Mich.); Elise Ste-
fanik ’06 (N.Y.); *Van Taylor ’96, M.B.A. ’01 
(Tex.); *Steve Watkins, M.P.A. ’17 (Kan.)

House Democrats: Brendan Boyle, 
M.P.P. ’05 (Pa.); Anthony G. Brown ’84 
(Md.); Joaquin Castro, J.D. ’00 (Tex.); Kath-
erine Clark, M.P.A. ’97 (Mass); Gerry Con-
nolly, M.P.A. ’79 (Va.); James H. Cooper, 
J.D. ’80 (Tenn.); *Antonio Delgado, J.D. ’05 
(N.Y.); Bill Foster, Ph.D. ’83 (Ill.); Ruben 
Gallego ’02/’04 (Ariz.); John Garamendi, 
M.B.A. ’70 (Calif.); Josh Gottheimer, J.D. 
’04 (N.J.); *Josh Harder, M.B.A.-M.P.P. ’14 
(Calif.); Brian Higgins, M.P.A. ’96 (N.Y.); 
Jim Himes ’88 (Conn.); Joseph P. Kennedy 
III, J.D. ’09 (Mass); Ron Kind ’85 (Wisc.); 
Raja Krishnamoorthi, J.D. ’00 (Ill.); James 
R. Langevin, M.P.A. ’94 (R.I.); *Andy Levin, 
J.D. ’94 (Mich.); Stephen F. Lynch, M.P.A. ’99 
(Mass.); Seth Moulton ’01, M.B.A.-M.P.A. 
’11 (Mass.); *Chris Pappas ’02 (N.H.); *Ka-
tie Porter, J.D. ’01 (Calif.); Jamie Raskin ’83, 
J.D. ’87 (Md.); Raul Ruiz, M.D.-M.P.P. ’01, 
M.P.H. ’07 (Calif); John P. Sarbanes, J.D. ’88 
(Md.); Adam B. Schiff, J.D. ’85 (Calif.); Rob-
ert C. Scott ’69 (Va.); Terri Sewell, J.D. ’92 
(Ala.); Bradley J. Sherman, J.D. ’79 (Calif.); 
Mark Takano ’83 (Calif.); Juan C. Vargas, J.D. 
’91 (Calif.)

Crimson on Capitol Hill: 116th

It’s exciting to see and hear students dis-
cover themselves, and struggle with unfamil-
iar works: Lesser urges them to play mod-
ern and peer-written compositions. Classical 
musicians, himself included, too often “box 
themselves into a certain pre-defined area 
that doesn’t sound like it’s going to grow—
and it is growing,” he reports. “People and 
composers are always dreaming up some-
thing that someone else hasn’t done—be-
cause that’s what they do. To think of clas-
sical music as only Beethoven’s Fifth is unfair. 
If I don’t insist it has to be what it always was, 
I have great optimism,” for the future of the 
art form, he adds, “because people will always 
want to express themselves.”

In Helsinki, both Cho and Petrin reached 
the final round. (Jury members were not al-
lowed to discuss or vote for their own stu-
dents.) Cho played the Prokofiev piece last, 
and won. “He sounded very free and emo-
tional,” says Lesser, with pleasure. “I think 
the excitement of the moment lent some-
thing to it that was very special. The judges 
all just said ‘Bravo,’ and when the vote came, 
there was no question about the outcome.” 

For an additional, online-only, 
article on alumni, see :

Explore More
 

A Turning Point for WHRB 
Harvard radio 
station’s long-time 
board chairman, 
David Elliott ’64, 
steps down.
harvardmag.com/
elliottwhrb-18
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New music is always a challenge—for 
Cho, because he’s still young, and for Lesser 
because “my brain is old, my fingers are old.” 
But Ernest Bloch’s “Schelomo”? Beethoven? 
J.S. Bach? Lesser has played those pieces his 
entire life, and not long ago, recorded the 
complete Bach cello suites and Beethoven so-
natas. “But that music? You’re never satisfied 
with how you’re doing,” he says. “So, there’s 
plenty to do. It’s not like I’m finished.” 
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