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Concertmaster and violinist
Frank Huang returns to
Rockport Chamber Music
Festival
“I still love the chamber music aspect of being free, of improvising," says violinist
Frank Huang. "We just did our first conductor-less concert in New York last week —
this small chamber orchestra. It reminded me of the bonding opportunity that you
have with chamber music, the relaxed environment, where everyone feels like they’re
part of this unit.”

COMMENT

Violinist Frank Huang will play with pianist Gilles Vonsattel on Saturday, June 25 at 8 p.m. at the Rockport Chamber
Music Festival. COURTESY PHOTO
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Violinist Frank Huang will play with pianist Gilles Vonsattel on Saturday, June 25 at 8 p.m. at the Rockport Chamber
Music Festival. COURTESY PHOTO
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If you go...

WHAT: Frank Huang, violin, and Gilles Vonsattel,
piano, at Rockport Chamber Music Festival

WHERE: Shalin Liu Performance Center, 37 Main St., Rockport

WHEN: Saturday, June 25, 8 p.m.

TICKETS: $47-$65. Visit www.rockportmusic.org or call 978-546-7391.

Accepting the job as concertmaster of one of America’s most prestigious orchestras might seem like
a no-brainer. For violinist Frank Huang, it was complicated.

“I actually had a hard time of it,” the violinist says of being offered the concertmaster post at the
New York Philharmonic last year. “Sometimes these are difficult decisions.”

You can see why. At the time Huang was concertmaster of the Houston Symphony — in his
hometown. Before that, he was first violinist of the Ying Quartet — well known for multiple
appearances in Rockport, and for a longtime residency at Harvard. Making both of those transitions
had been difficult enough.

Huang served as first violinist with Ying for only one season — 2009. Then Houston came calling.
“It’s my hometown,” he says. “I was in Ying, and we were also teaching at Eastman School of
Music. It was my dream job. I was drawn to the freedom you have with a quartet, the control over
what you do. You can rehearse of as long as you need to. Rehearsal is very limited in the orchestra
world.

“You get to know a quartet very well. And teaching — for me it’s a calling. I have a passion for it.”

But when the orchestra world called — especially where his family still lived — Huang couldn’t pass.
“Being home for five years was important,” he said of his tenure in Houston, which ran 2010-2015.
“That opportunity, for musicians, doesn’t come around that often.”

When he first joined Houston, the orchestra was led by conductor Hans Graf. As Graf ended his long
tenure, Huang was part of the decision-making team that hired his replacement, Andres Orozco-
Estrada. Given that the concertmaster and the conductor have an extremely close working
relationship, that decision was crucial.

And now, with the New York Philharmonic’s longstanding director Alan Gilbert deciding to leave the
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orchestra, and Dutch conductor Jaap van Zweden being chosen to replace him, Huang will go
through that transition once again.

“It’s a very important relationship,” he says. “It’s always good to have the same approach to the
music. It will be several years before Jaap takes over, but we played a week of concerts with him
last fall, and I was very impressed. We did a Beethoven 5 that was the best I’ve ever heard. He
was a concertmaster himself, and he clearly sees what that role should be.”

After just one season in New York, Huang is still settling in. He and his wife — violinist Sarah
Ludwig — are expecting their first child, and just bought a home in Westchester. And with the
whirlwind of performances — this summer the Philharmonic tours China, travels to Colorado, and
continues its partnership with the Music Academy of the West in Santa Barbara — well, he’s busy.

But not too busy to make a side trip to Rockport, to play sonatas by Beethoven and Prokofiev with
his friend Gilles Vonsattel. “We both won the Naumberg competition, a year or two apart, I think,”
Huang says. “We did our first concert together in the Library of Congress, and have played together
a lot since then.

“I still love the chamber music aspect of being free, of improvising. We just did our first conductor-
less concert in New York last week — this small chamber orchestra. It reminded me of the bonding
opportunity that you have with chamber music, the relaxed environment, where everyone feels like
they’re part of this unit.”

Huang and Vonsattel play three works on Saturday, June 25 at the Shalin Liu Performance Center:
Beethoven’s “Spring” and “Kreutzer” sonatas, and the Prokofiev F minor. For tickets and information
visit www.rockportmusic.org or call 978-546-7391.

Keith Powers covers music and the arts for Gatehouse Media and WBUR’s ARTery. Follow
@PowersKeith; email to keithmichaelpowers@gmail.com

Week Four at a Glance

Thursday, June 23, 8 p.m.

George Li, piano

“I was there, then?” Maybe you were there then, in 2011, when 15-year-old Li played Liszt in
Rockport, part of a rising stars recital. Now he’s a Tchaikovsky medalist, has international
management and tours the world. A major solo recital, featuring more Liszt, Chopin, Rachmaninov
and Haydn.

Friday, June 24, 8 p.m.

Andres Cardenes, violin; Anne Martindale Williams, cello; David Deveau, piano

RCMF director Deveau and longtime colleagues perform trios by Haydn, Schubert and Ellen Taaffe
Zwilich.

Saturday, June 25, 8 p.m.

Frank Huang, violin, with Gilles Vonsattel, piano

In 2015 Huang became the first new concertmaster for the New York Philharmonic in 35 years. He
joins Vonsattel, long an RCMF favorite. Beethoven (“Spring,” “Kreutzer”) and Prokofiev sonatas.

Sunday, June 26, 5 p.m.

Andres Cardenes, violin; Yinzi Kong, viola; Anne Martindale Williams, cello; David Deveau, piano

Great program: Dohnanyi Serenade for string trio, and Brahms A major quartet.
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