Cleveland Orchestra: ten minutes with
Mahler 3 soloist Kelley O’Connor
by Daniel Hathaway
At 95 minutes, Gustav Mahler’s third
symphony is his longest, as well as one of the
most extended orchestral works in the
repertoire. At its center are two wonderful
movements featuring an alto soloist, women’s
chorus, and children’s chorus that last only a
few minutes each, but completely change the
emotional trajectory of the symphony.
Mezzosoprano Kelley O’Connor, who has
joined Franz WelserMöst and The Cleveland
Orchestra in half a dozen projects in the past,
will return to Severance Hall on Thursday and
Friday, October 1 and 2 to sing Friedrich
Nietzsche's “Midnight Song” from
Also sprach

Zarathustra
and “The Bell Chorus” from 
Das Knaben Wunderhorn
in the middle of
Mahler’s vast symphony. We reached her by telephone early Wednesday afternoon at
her hotel to chat briefly about her role in this weekend’s concerts.
Daniel Hathaway: I understand that you arrived from Los Angeles last night around
midnight.
Kelley O’Connor: Yes, but there was no one on my flight and I had a whole row to
myself, so I'm not complaining!
DH: There must be a bit of jet lag to deal with.
KO’C: It’s not too bad. I knew we didn't have a rehearsal until this evening, so it worked
out OK.

DH: I believe you were last in Cleveland October and November of 2013 for the
Beethoven Mass in C. When did you first have the opportunity to work with Franz
WelserMöst?
KO’C: I was trying to recall, but I think this might be my seventh time with the
orchestra. My first professional gig was here in the fall of 2005. Franz was conducting
Stravinsky's 
Requiem Canticles
, which has only two pages of music for the alto. I had
just graduated in 2004 when a member of the Orchestra staff heard me at Tanglewood
and hired me. So working with Franz and The Cleveland Orchestra was not a bad start, I
think!
DH: And did those two pages of Stravinsky prepare you for your role in Mahler 3?
KO’C: There actually might be four pages this time.
DH: Looking at your calendar, you seem to be dividing your time between opera and
symphonic engagements.
KO’C: As an alto, it’s kind of tricky to find opera roles that fit my voice and intrigue me.
I've found that I really love Mahler. He's written so much that is perfect for my voice and
speaks to me as an artist and a person. I really feel that I can perform his music well and
I want to do as much of it as I can. I sang my first 
Lied von der Erde
last year and I'm
about to sing three or four more.
It's interesting to have a juxtaposition of Mahler and modern works. When I put up my
calendar this year it read Mahler, Mahler, Adams, Lieberson, Mahler, Mahler. It doesn't
always happen that I'm able to find new repertoire by dead composers. I'm thankful that
I've had the venue and opportunity to explore different repertoire and not just be forced
into one thing.
DH: You're scheduled to sing a number of Mahler 2s this year.
KO’C: (Laughing.) I know! I just did one in Atlanta, and I sang it three years before with
them too. They're going to get tired of me! Then later this season, I’ll sing it in Detroit,
Nashville, and San Francisco.
DH: Let’s talk about Mahler 3. What is the life of a mezzo like in this symphony? You
sing right in the middle of the longest symphony he ever wrote. Will you be onstage for
95 minutes?

KO’C: My itinerary says I come onstage after the first movement, which is really half of
the symphony. I'm dreading that some day, some conductor is going to say “You're
going to have to sit out there the whole time.”
Last season, I sang the symphony in Houston, then the mezzo scheduled to sing it in
Dallas the next week cancelled, so I had two whole weeks of Mahler 3. It was wonderful
to hear the piece eight times in two weeks. I get to sit onstage and soak up everything.
I’m not really a soloist, I’m part of a collaborative effort. I'm incorporated into the piece
and I've got to fit into the orchestra. In Dallas, I was located way in the back of the string
section, and that was amazing. I wish they could sell tickets for those seats. Especially
with Mahler, you can feel everything. There are so many musicians onstage that it's kind
of overwhelming, but I love sitting out there.
DH: Will you remain onstage for the last movement?
KO’C: Yes, but I would never complain about that. That’s one of my favorite pieces of
music. It is sublime, and there's just nothing better. My favorite Mahler minutes are
during this movement. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else.
DH: You also get to completely change the mood between the first and second piece that
you sing.
KO’C: That's what I like about this symphony. It's about what the birds are telling him,
it's about what the forest is telling him. You can hear all the different influences that
Mahler intends for each movement to have, and then the last one brings it all together so
it all makes sense. And that final movement never seems to end.
DH: And the Bell Chorus is one of the most lovable pieces in the repertoire. I've always
thought some conductor should slip it into one of the Bach Passions just after Peter goes
away weeping bitterly for denying Jesus.
K’OC: I know. That chorus does make it feel like everything's OK, that there’s salvation
and redemption for mankind. And to have that announced by the voices of children…
DH: Any other thoughts about returning to sing with The Cleveland Orchestra?
KO’C: I was telling the driver last night that Severance is my favorite hall, and I'm not
just saying that. It wasn't intimidating for my first performance. It was so welcoming and
different from anything I'd seen. Even though it might be big, it seems very intimate. I
always feel connected to the audience when I sing there. It's so beautiful. There's nothing
like it, and I'm looking forward to it so much again.
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