Soprano Tamara Wilson to open
Cleveland Art Song Festival
by Mike Telin
The last time Tamara Wilson was in town, she was
here to perform the title role of Richard Strauss’
Ariadne auf Naxos with The Cleveland Orchestra. Next
week the critically acclaimed soprano will open the
Cleveland Art Song Festival with a recital on Monday,
May 23 at 8:00 pm in Mixon Hall at the Cleveland
Institute of Music.
Assisted by pianist Warren Jones, the program, titled
“Enchantment,” includes works by Debussy, Severac,
Chausson, Han, Handel, Strauss, and Grieg, along with
the world premiere of Evan Snyder’s Tiffandra’s
Spellbook. Tickets are available online.
In addition to Monday’s recital, Wilson will present
master classes on Friday, May 27 at 10:30 am and 3:00
pm in Mixon Hall. And you can also catch her down
the street at Severance Music Center where she will be
singing the role of Desdemona in The Cleveland
Orchestra’s concert performances of Verdi’s Otello on May 21, 26, and 29.
Like many, the long absence of live performances due to the coronavirus caused Wilson
to re-examine things, one of which was a program she had created for a performance that
was postponed.
“I was looking at it and I thought, you know what, I don’t want to sing these songs
anymore,” Wilson said during a recent telephone conversation. “So I talked to Warren
and said, can we just build a whole new program? And he said sure.”
Wilson said that the program was built around Evan Snyder’s Tiffandra’s Spellbook. The
composer and singer met in 2019 at the SourceSong Festival in the Twin Cities. “Warren
and I had done a recital there and I met Evan,” she said. “I told him, ‘I really love your

music and we should work together sometime,’ so out of the pandemic came this song
cycle. It’s just a fun take on magic spells for modern-day problems. It’s cute, fun, and the
music is gorgeous.”
Tiffandra’s Spellbook was also born out of necessity. “People have been singing the same
art songs for a while now,” the soprano said. “And trying to find something that is
light-hearted and funny for my voice type is kind of hard.”
While Wilson did ask Snyder for a piece substantial enough to make up an entire section
of a recital, what started as a work of two or three songs quickly evolved into a
22-minute, 5-song cycle. “Anybody with any voice type can sing these,” she said. “You
can choose the ones you want to include and put them in any order because they all have
a throughline introduction. And the piece is evolving — we’re adding more songs to it.”
Using Snyder’s new piece as a starting point, Wilson said she looked at all types of
songs that reference magic. That led to a set of five French songs: Debussy’s Apparition,
Severac’s Les Hiboux, Chausson’s Dans la foret du charme et de l’enchantement and Les
Heure, and Hahn’s L’Heure exquise. These will be followed by “Ah! Mio Cor” from
Handel’s Alcina.
“The French pieces are all about trees, the forest, and dreams,” she said. “And the aria
from Alcina is when she realizes that her power is fading, so it’s about enchantment
going away. I also asked Warren what he would like to play and he said, ‘I’d kind of like
to do the Four Last Songs with you.’ I said, ‘Okay — the poetry of those fits the theme
of enchantment as well.’”
Although Wilson has performed the Strauss with orchestra on one occasion, she was
intrigued by the thought of doing the songs with piano. “The piano really strips things
down and makes the piece a lot more intimate — I’m excited about singing it.”
What are the challenges of creating an art song program in the 2020s? Wilson
acknowledged that there is a sameness to many programs, and that the standard art song
repertoire has already been perfected on recordings. “I’ve always been interested in
pieces that are not done as much,” she said. “It’s also easier than being compared to
Brigette Nielsen singing this or Caballé singing that.”
Wilson said that when searching for new songs, she has one rule of thumb. “If I’m not
into a song in the first 30 seconds, I don’t go any further. It has to grab me personally
and immediately. If I’m invested in it, that will translate to the audience. But yes,
everybody is doing Winterreise cycles, so I’ll let everyone do that and I’ll sing what I
want to sing.”

Moving our conversation to the topic of her collaborator, I asked Wilson how long the
line is to get on Warren Jones’ recital card? “I was lucky because when we did that
recital in Minnesota, the festival had already booked him, so when they said they’d love
for me to do a recital and Warren Jones will be playing for me, I said lucky for me. But
the reason he’s on all of these programs is that his knowledge is vast and he’s worked
with some of the best singers in the world. And if you’re going to do a recital with
someone, do it with the man who not only has the talent but the passion for it. He’s
always so in tune with you that it feels like you’re breathing together from the very
beginning.”
Returning to the topic of the pandemic, Wilson said she experienced a range of emotions
during that period of time — which extended into her first performance back. “It was at
Wolf Trap, an aria concert, and I had nerves like I had never had before,” she recalled.
“It was a weird thing because you identify yourself as your voice for so long, and to
have it taken away for a while makes you question everything. So I would say that
during that period it went from depression, to existential crisis, to fun being at home, and
in the end I proved to myself that I love this job and the opportunity to perform more
than anything on earth. And having it taken away made me appreciate it more.”
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