Mostly Mozart, mostly mesmerizing

By Jeanie R. Wakeland

CONTRIBUTOR
AKLAND East Bay Symphony Mae-
stro Michael Morgan murned the
first half of Friday's mostly Mozart
program inside cut, much to the
surprise of the audience — and his
MUsicians.

The only two works on the program before the
intermission were Mozart's “Ave Verum Corpus’
and a world premiere of the Adagic from com-
poser Ann Lathan Eerzner's "Diary of the
. Damned.”

. Morgan decided to bracket the short Adagio

© with before-and-after performances of “Ave

- Verum Corpus” by the Oakland Symphony

| {"horus. He announced this cheerfully to the Par-
amount Thearre's audience, adding that this was
the first time the choir and the orchestra had
heard his plan. which he said he had decided
upan afier an earlier rehearsal.

The night's theme was judgment and redemp-
tion, ending with a second-halfl performance of
Mozart's Mass in C Minor. and Morgan appar-
ently wanted 10 end both halves of the concert
with a sense of redemprion.

But to Morgan's credit, repetition worked. The
symphony chorus. an all-volunteer group with
the discipline and maturity of professional
singers, moved into its first version of the fa-
miliar and ranscendent “Ave Verum” with ease
and energy. Morgan beat a steady pace. neither
too fast nor dragging. and the short. 46-bar work
with its hushed. harmonic beauty set the tone for
" Kerzner's Adagio. T

“Diary of the Damned” was Kergner's doctoral
thesis at the University of Pennsylvania, but the
vibrant work shows mature Lalent and is refresh-
. ingly free of academic wrends, The Adagio is the

T eenter of a three-movement work, which Kerzner - .

says is about judgment. whether it be by a deity
- or from within. :

The Adagio, for string orchestra, begins with a
plaintive tune from a single violin before quickly
moving o a lyrical and traditionally harmonic
opening secton. Sdll, the work keeps its intro-
spective melody as it modulates from major o

minor keys and the opening motf works ifs way —

tnrough the sections of the orchestra.

The middle section has some Samuel Barber-
like dissonances, with the dissonance serving the
emonon of the piece rather than forming the
basis of the harmonic structure. After bhuilding to
a suitable climax. the opening tune is repeated,
this time in a minor key and an octave higher; -~
supported by the original lyrical harmonles, It
ends softly with the harpist plucking slowing on
her instrument. reminiscent of a clock reaching
the hour. '

By the standards of some of the contemporary
pieces this orchestra has played, this work was
not technically challenging. Instead, it offered the
musicians a chance to show off their warm but
clear sound and express some movie SCore-style
emotion. :

The symphony chorus® second version of "Ave
Verum Corpus” seemed more subdued yet still
intense after the orchestral Adagio. The voices
seemed a bit richer, perhaps more warmed up.

s

THE DAXLAND Symphony Ghorus performed
Mozart's Mass in C on Friday.

Although the words of “Ave Verum” speak of
Christ's suffering. the music has an elegiac
guality that suitably ended the first part of the
program. :
The major work of the night was the Mass in
C Minor. Here the chorus dominated, with the
orchestra taking second fiddle, Although Morgan
was on the podium, the architect of the mass
performance is Magen Solomon, Dakland Sym-
~phony Cherus music director. She demands —
and pets — professional-leve] discipline and
sound from her 120-plus members, and it
showed Friday night. From the moment they -
launched intw the “Kyrie” 1o the final "Bene-
-dietus.” the chorus presented a rich, modulared
sound that responded 10 Morgan and to Mozart's
—dynamic Mass-- : .

One highlight of the chorus’ performanee was
the “Jesu Christe fugue. The crisp waves of the
motif moved from section to section, and the

chorus members enunciated the devilishly diffi-
cult sixteenth-note trills clearly as if eachsection
was on€ voice. The mass also features [our =in-
gers, primarily the two sopranos, with little more
than back-up singing from a tenor and bass,

Julia Hunt Nielsen. the soprano who sang solo
in the “Kyrie.” has a lovely young, if brittle, voice.
She struggled a bit with sustaining her high notes
at first but blossomed as the work continued. So-
prane-Aimee Puentes also had a lovely though
brirtle voice, but she struggled a bit with breath
control in sorme of longer passages during the
“Sanctus.”

Joshua La Force. & pleasantly darker tenor,
was not much of a factor in the trio "Guoniam w
solus Sanctus, while poor bass David Britton sat
patiently through the entire Mass Lo join in only
with the gquartet of solpists in the final “Bene-
dictus.”

In its supporting role, the orchestra provides
bright and classical Mozartean warmth, without
straying into Romantcism. Morgan's only falter
was an overwhelming beat during "LQui tollis pec-
cata mundi. that overwhelmed the chorus coun-
terpoint at Gmes.

In Friday's pre-concert performance, 17-year-
old Marvbeth Brown-Plambeck, an honorable
mention winner of the June 2003 Young Artists
Competition, performed the third movement of
Lala's Cello Concerto in D minor with promise,

style and great musicality. :
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