
Piano virtuosity and 
quartet mastery: Denk 
and Isidore launch the 
72nd season
We are thrilled to present brilliant pianist Jeremy Denk and the acclaimed  
Isidore Quartet together for the season’s opening concert on Saturday, Sept. 20, 
2025, 7:30 p.m. at Sleepy Hollow High School’s Kusel Auditorium, Sleepy 
Hollow, N.Y. 

In this season, dubbed “Masters and 
Trailblazers,” both descriptions apply to Denk 
and the Isidore. 

Denk’s first recording in 2012 illuminated the 
traditional (Beethoven) and the modern (Ligeti) 
and he’s never stopped exploring new musical 
worlds along with the classic repertoire.  

A year later, his various writings on 
music were cited when he received 
a MacArthur Fellowship. Later, his 
memoir “Every Good Boy Does Fine” 
was a New York Times bestseller. 

He is a pianist “you want to hear no 
matter what he performs,” according 
to the New York Times.  

Since forming in 2019, the 
Isidore Quartet won the 14th 
Banff International String Quartet 
Competition and have recently 

partnered with Denk in a number of concerts. The quartet possesses “a focus 
and command beyond their years,” according to Violinist.com, adding that “the 
sweeping coherence and blazing virtuosity of [their] narrative had the audience 
leaping to their feet at the end.”

At this concert, Denk will perform Sonata in E minor, Op. 90 and Sonata in A-flat, 
Op. 110 by Beethoven, and Four Pieces, Op. 119 by Brahms. Denk and the Isidore 
Quartet will perform Piano Quintet in F minor, Op. 34 by Brahms.  x 

This concert is generously sponsored, in part, by White and Williams LLP
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Our 2025-2026 season:
masters and trailblazers
Please note that our first concert is on Saturday 
evening. The next six are Sunday matinees. 
Performances take place at Sleepy Hollow High 
School’s Kusel Auditorium, Sleepy Hollow, N.Y.
Saturday, September 20, 2025, 7:30 pm:  
Jeremy Denk, piano, and the Isidore Quartet, 
individually, were audience favorites. We are 
bringing them back – together! Denk is one of 
America’s foremost pianists and a bestselling 
author. The Isidore received a 2023 Avery Fisher 
Career Grant. This concert is sponsored, in part, 
by White and Williams LLP. 
Sunday, Oct. 5, 2025, 3:00 pm: 
The Pacifica Quartet has forged a career 
spanning three decades and multiple Grammy 
Awards. Guitarist Sharon Isbin is in the Guitar 
Foundation of America Hall of Fame.

Sunday, Oct. 19, 2025, 3:00 pm: 
The Tesla Quartet is known for emotive  
and thoughtful interpretations that reveal their 
deep commitment to the craft and to their 
expanding repertoire, from modern works to 
established masterpieces. 

Sunday, Nov. 2, 2025, 3:00 pm: 
The Chien-Kim-Watkins Trio comprises three 
of classical music’s most highly esteemed  
artists: pianist Gloria Chien, violinist Soovin  
Kim, and cellist Paul Watkins, formerly of the 
Emerson Quartet.

Sunday, March 22, 2026, 3:00 pm: 
The Calidore String Quartet is recognized as 
one of the world’s foremost interpreters of a 
vast repertoire, building on more than a decade 
of performances and residencies around the 
world. This concert is sponsored, in part, by the 
Raymond Han and Paul Kellogg Foundation.
Sunday, April 12, 2026, 3:00 pm: 
Benett Tsai, cello, received our Performance 
Award and in 2023 won the Susan Wadsworth 
International Auditions. Noreen Polera, piano,  
is known for her mastery of the standard cello-
piano repertory. 

Sunday, April 26, 2026, 3:00 pm: 
Stefan Jackiw, violin, captivates audiences with 
playing that combines poetry and purity with 
impeccable technique. His accompanist, pianist 
Kevin Ahfat is also director of OPUS Chamber 
Music in Toronto.

Isidore Quartet

Jeremy Denk

Unlock a season of unforgettable music
Seven fabulous concerts at a discount … enjoying the 
musical arc of our season with your family and friends 
… meeting the artists at our festive receptions. A seven-
concert subscription costs $210 (at $30 each, a 25% 
discount). Looking for more flexibility? A FlexSub is four 
or more admissions at $35 each, good at any concert in 
any combination. Tickets to individual concerts are $40. 

Music lovers under age 18 are admitted free. Scan this QR code, go to www.
friendsofmusicconcerts.org, or email tickets@friendsofmusicconcerts.org.  



Pacifica and Isbin: a festival of strings 
The Pacifica Quartet and guitarist Sharon Isbin obviously 
love melding the voices of their various stringed instruments, 
as they have been performing and recording together for the 
better part of a decade and will appear in our concert series 
on Sunday, Oct. 5, 2025 at 3 p.m. at Sleepy Hollow High 
School’s Kusel Auditorium, Sleepy Hollow, N.Y.
Isbin has been called “one of the best guitarists in the world” 

by the Boston Globe and founded the guitar department at the 
Juilliard School. The Pacifica is lauded for its adventurous 
repertoire and commitment to the quartet cycles of 
Shostakovich, Beethoven and Carter. They are both multiple 
Grammy Award winners. 

Their recording, “Souvenirs of Spain and Italy” was hailed by 
reviewers: “A spectacular musical friendship … Isbin and the 
Pacificas sound like they’re having a blast.” WCRB Classical 
Radio Boston “The freewheeling sense of festivity permeates 
each bar of this vivacious music.”Audiophile Audition
Their remarkably eclectic program includes traditional  
chamber music composers: Vivaldi: Concerto in D Major for 
Guitar and Strings (arr. Pujol/ed. Isbin), Dvořák: String Quartet 
in F Major, Op. 96, and Boccherini: Guitar Quintet No. 4 in D 
major, “Fandango.”

Isbin and the Pacifica also will continue their exploration of 
the Hispanic repertoire: Granados: Danza española No. 5 
“Andaluza,” Tárrega: Capricho árabe, Mangoré: Waltz Opus 8 
No. 4, Turina: La Oración del Torero, Opus 34, Piazzolla: Four 
for Tango.

The Pacifica Quartet members are Simin Ganatra and  
Austin Hartman, violins; Mark Holloway, viola and Brandon 
Vamos, cello.  x
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The Tesla Quartet: homage to sparks of genius 
The visionary scientist Nikola Tesla inspired the Tesla 
Quartet’s name. At our concert on Sunday, Oct. 19 at 3 p.m. 
at Sleepy Hollow High School’s Kusel Auditorium, Sleepy 
Hollow, N.Y. they will celebrate another creative force by 
marking the 150th birthday of Maurice Ravel.

The quartet members -- Ross Snyder and Michelle Lie, 
violins; Edwin Kaplan, viola and Austin Fisher, cello – 
will perform Ravel’s String Quartet in F Major, which 
he completed in April, 1903 at the age of 28. The Tesla’s 
recording of the French composer’s only string quartet 
was praised by BBC Music Magazine: “Ravel’s tantalising 
stylistic confluence of ancient and modern comes bubbling to 
the surface in the Tesla Quartet’s captivating account … An 
outstanding recording debut.”

Now in their 17th season, the Tesla Quartet have  
won top prizes at the Banff, Haydn, Wigmore Hall and 
Fischoff competitions. 

The quartet’s programs often include traditional and modern 
composers. The rest of their program for us includes Mozart’s 
String Quartet No.14 in G Major K. 387, “Spring”, about 
which they noted that “the work’s themes are quirky and 
effervescent and feel designed to elicit giggles from  
the listener.”

One commenter wrote online, “this is the one where  
everyone claps four measures before it’s over because of a 
fakeout.” Beware!

Modern composer Caroline Shaw’s “Plan & Elevation” rounds 
out the program. Commissioned by the Dumbarton Oaks 
estate and research institute in Washington, D.C., “’Plan & 
Elevation’ examines different parts of the estate’s beautiful 
grounds and my personal experience in those particular 
spaces,” Shaw wrote.  x
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Three parts make up a vibrant, unified whole
We welcome the Chien-Kim-Watkins Trio on Sunday, Nov. 2, 2025 at 3 p.m. at 
Sleepy Hollow High School’s Kusel Auditorium, Sleepy Hollow, N.Y. 
The group comprises three of classical music’s most highly esteemed artists: pianist 
Gloria Chien, violinist Soovin Kim and cellist Paul Watkins. They have been 
performing together since 2019 and presented Beethoven’s groundbreaking piano trio 
cycle at the Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival in 2022.

Last January, a review in The Strad complimented the musicians’ “tonal beauty” and 
“patient, relentless control, coupled with sumptuous tone.” Their performance in 2022 
of the Beethoven trio on our program was complimented in the Barre Montpelier 
Times Argus for its “beautiful new sonorities” and “richly lyrical” playing.  

All three artists have pursued noted performance careers, winning many accolades. Chien served as Director of the Chamber Music 
Institute at Music@Menlo in the San Francisco Bay area for a decade. Kim was first violinist of the Johannes Quartet for 20 years.

In 2017, Chien joined Kim as Artistic Director of the Lake Champlain Chamber Music Festival in Burlington, Vt. Since 2020, the 
husband-and-wife duo has also served as Artistic Directors of Chamber Music Northwest in Portland, Ore, and were named recipients of 
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center’s Award for Extraordinary Service in 2021 for their efforts during the pandemic.

Watkins, formerly with the acclaimed Emerson Quartet, is the Artistic Director of the Great Lakes Chamber Music Festival in Detroit  
and visiting professor of cello at the Yale School of Music. He maintains a parallel career as a conductor, taking first prize in the 2002 
Leeds Conducting Competition, and has served as music director of the English Chamber Orchestra and principal guest conductor of the 
Ulster Orchestra.

Their program will include Liszt/Saint-Saëns: “Orpheus” arr. for piano trio, Beethoven: Piano Trio in E-flat Major, Op. 70, No. 2, 
Dvořák: Piano Trio in F Minor, Op. 65.  x

Spring season presents today’s masters and 
tomorrow’s trailblazers
A subscription to the full season includes the three spring concerts (more details are on our website (www.friendsofmusicconcerts.org) 
and will be in the spring newsletter):

Sunday, March 22, 2026, 3 p.m. – The Calidore String Quartet.  
They are recognized as foremost interpreters of a vast repertoire, building on more than a 
decade of performances and residencies in the world’s most esteemed venues and festivals. 
They have released numerous critically acclaimed recordings and received significant 
awards, including the Avery Fisher Career Grant. Their program will include works by 
Haydn, Shostakovich and Beethoven. 

This concert is generously sponsored, in part, by the Raymond Han and  
Paul Kellogg Foundation.

Sunday, April 12, 2026, 3 p.m. – Benett Tsai, cello, and Noreen Polera, piano.  
Tsai appears as a recipient of the Friends of Music Concerts YCA Performance Award and 
in 2023 won the Susan Wadsworth International Auditions in New York. Born in Australia, 
Tsai made his debut at the age of 13 and has performed as a soloist with orchestras in 
Germany and Australia. Polera has appeared at Caramoor and her mastery of the cello-piano 
repertory is widely known.

Their program includes works by Debussy, Marais, Shostakovich, Bloch, Penderecki, 
Boulanger and Martinů.

Sunday, April 26, 2026, 3 p.m. – Stefan Jackiw, violin and Kevin Ahfat, piano. 
One of America’s foremost violinists, Jackiw captivates audiences with playing that 
combines poetry and purity with an impeccable technique. He recently performed Samuel 
Barber’s Violin Concerto with the New York Philharmonic. Ahfat is also director of OPUS 
Chamber Music in Toronto.

Their program will include works by Part, Handel, Prokofiev, Tao and Brahms.  x



Chamber music: joy for every stage of life
Shirley Leitner didn’t grow up with classical music in her 
household, but she sure has made up for lost time. Now age 99, 
she has been in love with the art form for about 75 years and  
has attended Friends of Music Concerts performances for about 
60 years.

Interviewed at her residence at The Knolls in Valhalla, N.Y., 
Shirley said she grew up in Peekskill, N.Y. and played the 
violin in junior high school. “I loved the violin, so I love string 
quartets, and piano and strings,” she said. 

Then Shirley Bensky, she graduated from high school during 
World War II and joined the Cadet Nurse Corps, a program 
that trained nurses for military hospitals and on the home front. 
While commuting on the Hudson Line to Mount Sinai Hospital 
in Manhattan, she met George Leitner. “We noticed each other 
in the waiting room. When we got on the train I sat in front of 
him, so he claimed I picked him up; I said he did because he 
spoke first,” she recalled.

George Leitner had attended the University of Indiana, which 
maintains the renowned Jacobs School of Music, and was 
involved in such activities as playing an extra in operas,  
Shirley said. 

Although George’s career path lay in pharmaceutical chemistry, 
“he was responsible for my interest in classical music.” They 
married in 1950 and subsequently had three daughters -- Amy, 
Karin and Marcia. During her married life, Shirley earned a B.S. 
degree from SUNY Oneonta and a master’s degree from C.W. 
Post College (now Long Island University). As a nurse/teacher, 
she taught health at Blue Mountain Middle School in Cortlandt 
Manor, N.Y.

Throughout their family life, George’s love of classical music 
drew Shirley in. “Our whole married life revolved around going 
to concerts,” she said. Their first date in 1950, in fact, was a 
Metropolitan Opera performance of Prokofiev’s “The Love for 
Three Oranges.” 

They encountered Friends of Music Concerts in the mid-Sixties 
in their Croton-on-Hudson neighborhood. “The quality of 
the musicians was unbelievable; you could see the best close 
to home and didn’t have to go to New York. We went every 
year,” she said, remembering such brilliant artists as the Tokyo, 
Juilliard and Emerson quartets.

They also attended concerts, often with friends, at the Marlboro 
chamber music festival in Vermont, at the Aspen festival in 
Colorado and at Tanglewood in Massachusetts during the 
Leonard Bernstein years.

George Leitner served on the board of Copland House (the 
former home of composer Aaron Copland, now a creative center 

for American music) and on the Friends of Music Concerts 
board as vice president. Shirley was a volunteer usher at the 
Caramoor music festival for a decade.

They moved to The Knolls in 2003 and introduced the 
community to Friends of Music Concerts. “We arranged for 
a bus to the concerts. We’d inform everyone and check to 
see everyone bought tickets. We’d encourage people to take 
[a subscription to] the whole series, and they would get a 
guaranteed seat on the bus,” she said. After George died in 
2006, Shirley continued the tradition.

With her decades-long support of chamber music, Shirley 
Leitner has left an enduring legacy, however, even at age 99, 
she is looking forward: “I’m always looking for young people at 
the concerts.”  x

Can you join Shirley in  
spreading the delight of  

classical music? 

Scan here to donate. Shirley Leitner keeps in her apartment the sign that was on 
her family’s stationery store: “Benskys.”  
Photo/Solange De Santis/FOMC

Shirley and George Leitner are seen on their wedding day.  
Photo/courtesy of Shirley Leitner
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Music school scholarships empower young musicians
FOMC’s commitment to the next generation of classical 
musicians and audience members extends to its Susan R. Harris 
Scholarship Fund, which supports students with financial 
challenges at two of Westchester County’s finest schools –  
the Music Conservatory of Westchester and Hoff-Barthelson 
Music School. 

MCW Executive Director Jean Newton tells us that their Friends 
of Music Scholars include a 17-year-old voice student in the 
Theater Arts Preparatory Program. “She is a top student at her 
high school as well as a dedicated and talented musician,” wrote 
Newton. This school year, she was a captain of the girls’ cross 
country team and played a lead role in her high school musical. 
She had a solo in the Area All State concert and was a member 
of her high school chorus and the National Honor Society

Another Friends of Music Scholar is a 13-year-old violin student 
in the MCW Suzuki Program whose Book 4 recital was a solo 
performance in which she performed all the pieces in Book 4 
from memory. She also participated in the All County Festival. 
She has been accepted to the Music Advancement Program at the 
Juilliard School, a highly competitive, tuition-free program which 
she will attend in the fall.

At Hoff-Barthelson, Executive Director Gabriella Sanna writes 
that “thanks to the generous support of the Susan R. Harris 

Scholarship Fund, these students were able to continue their 
musical journeys”:

A 16-year-old violin student who has studied at Hoff-Barthelson 
since 2018 is a valued member of the school’s Festival Orchestra. 
A 10-year-old piano student, who began his studies in 2018, is 
a member of the school’s chamber ensemble. He also explored 
creativity in the Improvisation for Pianists class.

An 11-year-old cello student joined HBMS in 2023 and quickly 
became involved in the Young People’s Symphonette. An 
11-year-old piano student has studied since 2021 and participated 
in the Musicianship Lab, deepening his understanding of music 
theory and structure. A nine-year-old violin student has been with 
HBMS since 2021 and joined the Festival Orchestra.

All of the HBMS students actively participated in the school’s 
robust Performance Program, which includes weekly student 
recitals, performance workshops, and special festival events. 
Throughout the year, they performed in signature school-
wide events such as the Holiday Music Festival, Baroque and 
Beyond, and the Music of Our Time Festival. “These frequent 
opportunities keep students challenged, inspired, and deeply 
engaged in their musical growth,” wrote Sanna.  x

Subscribe now for best concert series discount
Our 2025-26 season brings you a range of chamber music 
experiences from “Masters and Trailblazers.” These artists, 
whether seasoned or emerging, share their passion through their 
work, and we are lucky to experience it.

Subscribers to the full season benefit from the lowest per-concert 
ticket price, experience the breadth of the season’s musical arc 
and join a family of music lovers who delight in the artistry and 
dedication of our performers. After each concert, meet the artists 
at our post-concert receptions. For our 72nd season, subscriptions 
offer an incentive to access our concerts at the best prices. A 
FlexSub subscription (buy four admissions or more in advance) 
allows you to “choose your own” favorites, also at a discount.  x

To purchase subscriptions, please to go  
www.friendsofmusicconcerts.org, or e-mail  
tickets@friendsofmusicconcerts.org with any questions. 

2025-2026 TICKET PRICING
Seven-concert full subscription:..................... $210 ($30/ticket)
FlexSub subscription: four or more admissions at $35 each
(Each admission usable once as a ticket to any concert.)

Single concert ticket ........................................ $40
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2025 Fall Concerts 
Jeremy Denk, piano, with
the Isidore Quartet
Saturday, Sept. 20, 2025 – 7:30 p.m.
Pacifica Quartet with
Sharon Isbin, guitar
Sunday, Oct. 5, 2025 – 3 p.m.
Tesla Quartet
Sunday, Oct. 19, 2025 – 3 p.m.
Chien-Kim-Watkins Trio
Sunday, Nov. 2, 2025 – 3 p.m.

2026 Spring Concerts 
Calidore String Quartet
Sunday, March 22, 2026 – 3 p.m.
Benett Tsai, cello, and 
Noreen Polera, piano
Sunday, April 12, 2026 – 3 p.m.
Stefan Jackiw, violin, and
Kevin Ahfat, piano
Sunday, April 26, 2026 - 3 p.m

Friends of Music Notes is a publication
of Friends of Music Concerts, Inc.,
P.O. Box 675, Millwood, NY 10546,
a volunteer, non-profit organization. 
For more information about us and our 
upcoming concerts, please visit our web 
site: www.friendsofmusicconcerts.org.

Please address correspondence to 
Notes Editor, 123 Mamaroneck Ave., 
Unit 616, Mamaroneck, NY 10543, or 
e-mail solange@solangedesantis.com.

These concerts are made possible,
in part, by a Project Support Grant
from ArtsWestchester with funds from
Westchester County Government. 

Pianos by Steinway

P.O. Box 675 
Millwood, NY 10546
CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Public schools:
apply for a day of 
pro music coaching
It’s that time of year: Westchester County 
public middle and high schools may apply now 
for a Partnerships in Education day with some 
of the professional musicians that Friends of 
Music Concerts engages for its concert season. 
Music students who received coaching from 
artists such as the Balourdet String Quartet or 
the Amo Brass Quintet (and their teachers) 
report increased interest in their art form. We 
received heartfelt thank-notes from students 
at New Rochelle High School, including this 
message: “I learned a lot of new techniques 
as well as practice skills that will help me in 
the rest of my musical journey.” For more 
information about the program, contact Rosella 
Ranno at rosella@friendsofmusicconcerts.org
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