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DI

ASO closes season
with heart, Mozart

By Pierre Ruhe
Forthe AJC

It’s a beautiful thing
when the highlights of the
classical season are con-
temporary works.

Last week’s Atlanta
Symphony Orchestra con-
certs included two world
premieres by American
composers — Jennifer Hig-
don and Michael Gan-
dolfi — whose extrovert-
ed music speaks direct-
ly, candidly, to a broad au-
dience. This week’s ASO
program, closing its 65th
season, features an Amer-
ican composer of differ-
ent inclinations. Peter Li-
eberson’s “Neruda Songs”
— elliptical, achingly lyr-
ical and deeply emotion-
al — come with the most
wrenching narrative in
classical music today.

The composer set five
poems from the great
Chilean poet Pablo Ner-
uda’s collection “100
Love Sonnets” and fash-
ioned them, in the orig-
inal Spanish, into a sort
of story line for his wife,
Lorraine Hunt Lieberson,
who sang the premiere
in 2005 and died, from
breast cancer, a year later.

Robert Spano conduct-
ed Hunt Lieberson in the
“Neruda Songs” in Cleve-
land at the end of 2005.
He returned to them
Thursday in Symphony
Hall with the ASO and Kel-
ley O’Connor, a charis-
matic young mezzo.

In the opening song,
sultry and languid and
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translated as “If your eyes
were not the color of the
moon,” O’Connor hung
on phrases with disarm-
ing poignancy.

Lieberson is a reformed
atonalist — the sort of
modernism that’s now all
but banished from Amer-
ican concert halls — and
it was only after he met
Lorraine Hunt that he let
down his intellectual de-
fenses and started writing
emotionally direct mu-
sic. “Probably my earlier
pieces were more about
testosterone,” Lieberson
said. “Then I found love,
and that’s what you’re
hearing now in my mu-
sic.”

It’s an idea that Spa-
no and the ASO exploited
by placing Lieberson be-
tween Mozart’s final two
symphonies. Their read-
ing of Symphony No. 40,
to open the evening, felt
underprepared.

But at concert’s end,
Symphony No. 41, burst
with vitality and ideas and
orchestral cohesion.

Pierre Ruhe is classical
music critic of
www.artscriticatl.com
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