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~Music—

Timeless Classics, New Beginnings. Concert 3. Philippine Philharmonic
Orchestra. Conducted by Yoshikazu Fukumura. Cultural Center of the
Philippines, November 11, 2016.

The third concert of the Philippine Philharmonic Orchestra (PPO) in
this season’s series entitled Timeless Classics, New Beginnings was quite well
attended, considering that the Vienna Boys’ Choir was scheduled at the same
time elsewhere. Those in attendance were treated to a showcase of musical
works, nearly all from nineteenth- and twentieth-century Spanish composers,
under the baton of PPO music director and principal conductor Yoshikazu
Fukumura and featuring Uruguayan guitarist Eduardo Ferndndez.

The program began with the £/ Amor Brujo Suite of Manuel de Falla, played
by the full orchestra with (according to the program) an expanded string section.
Originally scored as a ballet, it was popularized as an orchestral suite of eleven
connected movements. The suite relates the story of the lovers Candelas and
Carmelo, who are separated by death; they eventually overcome this obstacle to
their love and are reunited. The work is full of lively ensemble rhythm, luscious
tone colors, effective contrasts of mood, and beautiful solo passages.

The second piece was the only programmed work not by a Spanish
composer. Vivaldi’s D Major lute concerto was also the audience’s introduction
to soloist Eduardo Ferndndez, who performed the original lute part on guitar
accompanied by a small chamber orchestra of strings and continuo. It is a
true Baroque tour de force, with impressive technical passages and aria-like
lyric sections.

After the intermission, Ferndndez returned with a larger accompanying
ensemble for Joaquin Rodrigo’s Concierto de Aranjuéz, which is among the
most performed and well regarded concertos in the guitar repertoire. The
three movements include passages in which the soloist leads, as expected,
and others in which the guitar plays an accompanying role to soloists in the
orchestra to great effect.

The concert was rounded out with two intermezzi taken from works for
the stage: an /ntermezzo from the opera Goyescas of Enrique Granados, and an
Intermezzo from the zarzuela La Boda de Luis Alonso by Gerénimo Giménez.
The encore included another selection with Spanish flavor, though not from
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a Spanish composer: two movements from French composer Georges Bizet’s
orchestral suite Carmen.

Regarding the presentation of the concert, the soloist Eduardo Ferndndez
was impeccable. His tone was silky, even, and smooth in all registers of the
instrument, without a harshly plucked string or buzzing fret to be heard the
entire evening. While the florid technique in the fast outer movements of the
concertos was impressive, even more impressive was the phrasing and lyricism
in the slow middle movements. Ferndndez provided perfectly formed and
balanced ornaments and figurations in the /zrgo of the Vivaldi, and the adagio
in the Concierto de Aranjuéz featured some of the finest low-register playing
encountered by the reviewer.

The orchestra itself also provided some impressive solo work from within
its ranks. In £/ Amor Brujo, the dark clarinet tone set a perfect mood, there was
a very fine cello so/i section, and individual solo work by the concertmaster,
horn, and muted trumpet was excellent. The Granados Intermezzo provided
a great horn unison line and beautiful solo playing from the oboe, clarinet,
and bassoon.

The reviewer would have liked to experience more “fire” in general from
the orchestra. The forte passages, though loud, did not feel strong. Only at
the end of the de Falla suite at the climax of an excellent zuzt: crescendo did it
feel that the orchestra was playing a true forte. While this improved over the
course of the concert, only the final work and the encore could be described
as confident and consistent fiery playing.

Besides this lack of fire, the element that most detracted from the quality
of the performance was the often messy ensemble playing from the orchestra.
The most noticeable offender was the cello section, which consistently pulled
apart in many contexts, in fast or slow tempo, arco or pizzicato, in intonation
and in phrasing. The size of the cello section varied depending on the work,
and it was when there were a full eight cellos that the deficiencies were most
apparent. Additionally, the violins, most often the firsts, regularly rushed
the tempo. This was most obvious in the Giménez Intermezzo, where a very
fine ensemble introduction was spoiled by rushing in the firsts. The chamber
orchestra accompanying the Vivaldi concerto also experienced similar
problems, particularly in the a/legro, where the nice sequential passages in
the solo sounded late due to tempo pushing from the ensemble. The reviewer
could observe the conductor attempting to slow the chamber group down
throughout the concerto, largely to no avail. The winds, brass, and percussion
were, as a rule, not guilty of these tempo and ensemble faults.
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While there were a number of aspects of the concert that could bear
improvement, there were still very many enjoyable and positive qualities to it.
The programming was outstanding, the setting and acoustics at the Cultural
Center of the Philippines were as good as ever, much of the ensemble and solo
work was first-rate, and the solo playing of Eduardo Ferndndez was flawless.
In sum, quite worth the price of admission.

David J. Kendall*
Department of Music
La Sierra University

dkendall@lasierra.edu

Sumi Jo: The Divine Diva. Sumi Jo (soprano). Najib Ismail (piano). Antonio
Maigue (flute). Meralco Theater, February 7, 2017. Mandaluyong City.

When the program opened with “Gypsy and the Bird” (music by Sir
Julius Benedict; words by Edward Oxenford; originally in French as “La
Gitane et l'oiseau” by André de Badet), the audience knew that the Queen
of the Night, Sumi Jo, would once again cast her spell on Manila. Sumi Jo:
The Divine Diva is the second concert of Korean soprano Sumi Jo in the
Philippines; her first was at the then newly built Samsung Hall in 2014.
At this concert, held at the Meralco Theater, she performed with pianist
Najib Ismail and flutist Antonio Maigue. Tenor Paul Galvez was a guest.
“Gypsy and the Bird,” composed for piano, voice, and flute in the early
nineteenth century, was a perfect piece for the evening’s program celebrating
the virtuosic collaboration of three “instruments”: Paris-trained Filipino
Antonio Maigue’s “magic flute,” pianist Najib Ismail’s exquisite piano, and
Sumi Jo’s lyric soprano voice.

The ensemble had two other collaborations that evening at the Meralco
Theater. After singing Purcell’s “Music for a While” (from the play Oedipus
by Dryden and Lee), Rossini’s art song “La pastorella delle Alpi” (The
Shepherdess from the Alps), and Bellini’s “Eccomi . . . Oh! quante volte” (from
I Capuletti e Montecchi), Sumi Jo shared the stage once more with Maigue
and Ismail in an enchanting performance of Victor Hugo’s “Serenade” (set to
music by Charles Gounod). Maigue made the flute sound like a human voice.

*Kendall was a visiting professor of musicology at the University of the Philippines—Diliman
at the time of the concert.
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