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Cleveland Orchestra In Focus 12:
Kernis, Kernis & Suk (June 3)

by Daniel Hathaway

What has happened to June?
The sudden flood of openings
and return to in-person
performances has made the
month fly past, but also left
some unfinished business —
like a review of The Cleveland
Orchestra’s In Focus Episode
12, subtitled “Celestial
Serenades” that features works
by Aaron Jay Kernis and Josef
Suk.

The video captures a moment
when the live concert world was still on hiatus, and face masks were more than merely
de rigueur. Though we have moved on from that point in several ways, it’s good to have
a reminder that the pandemic will remain with us for some time into the future, and that
we’re not through with pondering mortality and creating memorials quite yet.

“Celestial Serenades” begins with a new Kernis work performed by the Orchestra’s
principal trumpet, Michael Sachs, and his wife, concert harpist Yolanda Kondonassis,
who inspired it after hearing Kernis’ solo piano piece, Elegy...for those we lost and
convinced the composer to make an arrangement for trumpet and harp.

The result is both a new entry in the catalogue of music for harp plus solo wind
instrument and a moving testament to those who have not survived to hear it. In the
shape of its melody and its spiritual content, the piece bears a resemblance to another
famous elegy, Elgar’s Nimrod, but only by way of tribute. Moving from the meditative to
the quasi-triumphant, the piece ends as quietly as it began. The performance, preceded
by heartfelt comments by the musicians, is sensitive and flawless.
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Another Kernis work has been around for a while. His 1990 Musica Celesta for string
orchestra sprang from the faddish popularity of the music of the 12th century German
Abbess and medieval polymath Hildegard von Bingen. In the video, Kernis explains his
attempt to create a sense of floating clouds of sound without any sense of direction or
arrival.

Vinay Parameswaren leads a beautifully paced account of the work, which grew out of
the slow movement of Kernis’ First String Quartet, distinguished by various solos and
remarkable for the suppression of vibrato, which makes otherwise rich textures seem
otherworldly.

By way of contrast, Suk’s Op. 6 Serenade for Strings is a delightful, romantically-tinged
work very much of this world. After what has gone before, its carefree, Dvordkian
ebullience is cathartic and welcome. Parameswaren and his colleagues give it a robust
and committed performance.
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