clevelandclassicalecom

reprints

Oberlin Contemporary
Music Ensemble (Nov. 3)

by Mike Telin

Like a great dinner menu, concert programs should
provide listeners with a variety of tastes. On Friday,
November 3 in Oberlin Conservatory’s Warner Concert
Hall, Timothy Weiss and his top-notch Contemporary
Music Ensemble deftly performed three works that never
ran out of inventive musical ideas.

In his composer notes, Theophilus Chandler (left), a
2014 Oberlin alum, says that in his Cello Concerto
(2016) he “hoped to take the important lessons of the
Romantic concerto tradition and apply them to the more
understated sensibilities of the 21st century.” While he
has obviously learned from those traditions, with this
concerto the young composer has emerged with his own
21st-century musical voice.

Scored for three C flutes, plus piccolo and alto flute,
percussion, piano, and strings, the 2-movement, 25-minute work begins with a short,
loud chord in the orchestra and immediately the soloist is off and running a
long-distance race. Chandler’s musical prowess enables him to write extended
phrases that are not merely run-on sentences of technical wizardry but rather nuanced
narratives that underscore the true meaning of virtuosity. With interrupting flutes —
at times in dialogue with and at times reflecting on the solo line — along with
inventive use of a variety of percussion instruments, the opening movement’s color
palette is constantly in flux. A lyrical, muted cello solo adds a touch of respite before
the perpetual motion returns. With the soloist playing a soft, stratospheric harmonic, a
simple scratch on the cymbal brings everything to conclusion.

During the second movement, Chandler writes expansive, sultry flute section solos
that are continuously re-colored as they float above the solo line. A short, accented
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chord in the orchestra once again finds the soloist on the run until the concerto ends
quietly, its final note fading into the hall.

Conservatory cello professor Amir Eldan was tireless
throughout. Playing with a dark, focused sound, his
physical control was amazing as he dug into the many
daunting technical passages that took him from the
lowest to the highest ranges of the instrument as he
seamlessly shifted from one musical mood to the other.
Weiss and his ensemble were first-rate collaborators,
always present but never overpowering. If this concerto
1s any indication, Theophilus Chandler is a composer to
watch.

With a text from Wallace Stevens’ poem of the same
name, Harold Meltzer’s Variations on a Summer Day
(2016) began its life as a companion piece to Ravel’s Trois poemes de Stéphane
Mallarmé for mezzo-soprano and nine instruments. In 2012 Melzer set eight stanzas
of the poem and gradually began adding verses. An “almost complete” version
premiered at Tanglewood in 2016. The final twenty-stanza version premiered in
March of this year and was presented at this concert.

Meltzer’s setting of the sometimes odd text is always
complementary — he either weaves the vocal line into
the instrumental passages or has it act independently. His
music also requires the soloist to make wide leaps and
pick notes out of the air. Faculty mezzo-soprano Lorraine
Manz’s performance of the 25-minute piece was
enthralling. Singing with impeccable diction and discrete
use of vibrato, Manz brought forth a full range of vocal
colors.

. She intoned, “You, too, are drifting, in spite of your
course” sweetly in her high register, and sang,
“Everywhere the spruce trees bury soldiers” with a dark,
rich tone in her low register. Manz exhibited her vocal flexibility during many fast
passages, especially during the final verse: accompanied by pizzicato strings, she was
animated as she delivered the words “Not quite.”

Meltzer’s music is thoroughly engaging, and Manz, Weiss, and the ensemble brought
out all the musical whimsy the piece has to offer.



Placed between the two large-scale compositions was Kristin Kuster’s twelve-minute,
multifaceted Ribbon Earth (2008) for flute, clarinet, bassoon, two violins, viola, and
cello. Written in three continuous movements, its inspiration was Brent Collins’s
sculpture Pax Mundi, a continuous bronze ribbon which spirals into an abstract
sphere, appearing to be both severe and delicate.

After a slow introduction, Ribbon Earth launches into a fast section with running
lines in the strings and chirping winds. The forward-driving motion builds until the
bottom drops out, giving way to slow, long bow strokes in the strings. Flutist
Josephine Yoonji Lee, clarinetist Shelagh Haney, and bassoonist Corinne Crowley
performed their solo roles with panache. Back in the fast lane, violinists Adam
Jeffreys and Will Crock, violist Nicholas Gallitano, and cellist Eliot Haas joined their
wind colleagues in bringing the spirited work to conclusion.
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