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In a savvy move, The Cleveland Orchestra 
wrapped the final round of Oberlin’s Thom-
as & Evon Cooper International Piano Com-
petition into its Summers@Severance series 
this year. As a result, a large audience 
turned out on Friday evening, July 22 to 
hear Nathan Lee, Evren Ozel, and Ryota 
Yamazaki play concertos by Rachmaninoff 
and Beethoven with Jahja Ling and the or-
chestra. Though the evening was sultry, the 
party setup on the front terrace gave the 
proceedings a celebratory air.  

Sure, there are cash prizes at stake for the 
final three pianists (they already won a four-
year sojourn at the Oberlin Conservatory by 
advancing to the finals), but as the credit 
card commercials would put it, “Playing 
with The Cleveland Orchestra: Priceless!” 

Happily, each of the three strong finalists this year deserved that honor.  

14-year-old Nathan Lee, from Sammamish, Washington, had played an impressive recital round at Oberlin on 
Wednesday evening enroute to Severance Hall, for which he won the Audience Prize. Though he initially 
seemed a bit star-struck by his surroundings on Friday evening, he found his voice as a soloist midway 
through the first movement of Rachmaninoff’s second concerto, delivering a strong, captivating account of 
one of the most heart-on-the sleeve works in the repertoire. 

Keeping closely (but not always perfectly) in touch with Ling and the Orchestra, the diminutive pianist pro-
duced a full, handsome tone that carried through all but the richest orchestral textures. The audience gave Lee 
a spontaneous outburst of applause after the first movement which he charmingly acknowledged with a bow 
(he inspired a terrific ovation at the end as well). 

Jahja Ling and The Cleveland Orchestra gave generous musical support to all three pianists over the course of 
the evening, smoothing over a few rough patches and allowing each competitor to have their best possible 
moment in the spotlight. 

Later in the evening, the jury announced its decision, awarding Ryota Yamazaki first place, Evren Ozel sec-
ond place, and Nathan Lee third place. Prizes were bestowed by the generous donors, Thomas and Evon 
Cooper, who will be supporting the careers of burgeoning violinists in next summer’s competition. 
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