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ChamberFest Cleveland: a chat with
mezzo-soprano Marjorie Maltais

by Mike Telin
The third in a series of articles highlighting ChamberFest artists

Musical inspiration can be found in many
forms, from the literary — revolving
around stories including the profane and
the divine — to the spinning of dreams.
For the 2016 edition of ChamberFest
Cleveland, running from June 15 through
July 2, the twelve concerts presented under
the theme Tales & Legends will take
listeners on journeys that will explore the
fantastical, the mystical, and the obsessive.
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This year’s Festival programs will feature
many programmatic firsts, one of which is the inclusion of vocal music — and there’s no
better way to tell a story than through words set to music.

When mezzo-soprano Lauren Eberwein was forced to withdraw for health reasons,
ChamberFest was fortunate to be able to secure the services of the young Canadian
mezzo Marjorie Maltais. What went through her head when she got the call asking her to
step in? “It was a combination of fear and excitement, but I’'m actually quite used to last
minute gigs like this,” Maltais said during a telephone conversation. “I’ve filled in for a
couple of colleagues who were ill and had to withdraw from performances, so I’ve had
to learn new repertoire rather quickly. Of course it’s stressful, but it’s something that |
know I can do. You just have to stay calm and take things one at a time. [ know I’ll have
wonderful colleagues, so we’ll work through this together as we get to know the pieces.”

Maltais will make her ChamberFest debut on Friday, June 17 at 8:00 pm in Reinberger
Chamber Hall at Severance Hall, performing Frank Bridge’s Three Songs for Voice,

Viola and Piano in a program titled 7o My Distant Beloved. “This will be my first time
singing the music of Bridge, but I think his music is great. I’ve done the Brahms songs
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for the same instrumentation, and I’m a huge fan of the combination of viola, piano, and
voice.”

Another vocal component of the June 17th program will be tenor Karim Sulyman’s
performance of Beethoven’s groundbreaking song cycle, An die ferne Geliebte for voice
and piano, Op. 98 (“To the distant beloved”), which gives the program its name.

Maltais and Sulyman will come together in a single work on Saturday, June 18 at 8:00
pm at the Maltz Performing Arts Center. Benjamin Britten’s Canticle 11: Abraham and
Isaac, is part of the ChamberFest program titled Isaac’s Dreams.

“I will play Isaac, Abraham’s son. I’ve only heard the part performed by a countertenor,
but it was written for a female voice. This is one of the pieces that has been on my
bucket list for some time, so I’'m happy to be able to check it off. I’ve worked with
Karim before. We sang a Messiah together in Windsor, so I know our voices will go
well together.”

One Friday, June 24 at 8:00 pm in Mixon Hall, Maltais will sing selections from Richard
Wagner’s Wesendonck Lieder, arranged by Christophe Looten for voice and string
quartet. The songs are part of a program titled Obsession.

“They’re wonderful!” she exclaimed. “The songs were written as a study for Tristan and
Isolde so you get all the drama without the big orchestra. I’ve heard them performed
with piano, but singing them with strings will be very exciting. This is a new cycle to
me, so I’m just getting acquainted with the poetry and the music. This will also be my
first Wagner performance. Singing his music with string quartet allows more space for
the voice. I don’t have to do the work that a Wagner opera would require.”

Another first both for ChamberFest and Marjorie Maltais will be Czech composer Erwin
Schulhoff’s Sonata Erotica for solo female vocalist from 1919. Merriam-Webster
defines “erotica” as “works of art or literature that deal with sex and are meant to cause
sexual feelings” — probably the reason that ChamberFest has chosen to include the
disclaimer that the piece is intended “for mature audiences only.” They will perform the
work during the intermission so that listeners can decide for themselves whether or not it
1s appropriate for them.

Has Maltais ever performed a work that was accompanied with a disclaimer? “No, this is
the first time,” she said. “I had never heard of the piece. But it is nice every once in a
while to get out of your comfort zone, and this is one of those pieces that falls into that
category for me. It’s not something that you would listen to on a recording, it has to be
experienced live onstage. ’'m grateful to have the opportunity.”



Returning to more PG-13 repertoire, Maltais will finish her ChamberFest run with Erich
Wolfgang Korngold’s Four Shakespeare Songs during the June 28th Shakespeare
evening in Mixon Hall. “The settings are so well done,” she said. “Of course the words
are beautiful, it’s just a matter of getting used to them.”

How did Marjorie Maltais come to singing? “That’s a funny story,” the Clermont,
Québec native said. “I’ve been in choirs since I was twelve years old. I enjoyed it but I
also played the piano, which I loved just as much. I always had a little bit of stage fright
— performing was something that did not come easily to me.

“I applied late to university, so I went to the music faculty and asked if they had a spot in
their piano classes. Of course they were full, but the administration said that they had
space in the organ studio, so I said I would gladly play organ, which I did for three years.
After that I took a little break, but I still had a passion for singing that had never stopped,
so I thought I wanted to give it a try. Because I was older I was no longer as frightened
to be onstage, so my problems kind of fixed themselves with time. And since I still had
that passion, I decided to go for it.”

On Friday we meet pianist Matan Porat.
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