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Hale and Farewell

Palo Alto Chamber Orchestra
By Robert P. Commanday
The musically merry month of May came to a close on Sunday, traditionally as ever, with concerts conjoined to graduations, two that could not have been more different. The first, in the afternoon at Stanford's Dinkelspiel Auditorium, found the Palo Alto Chamber Orchestra (aka PACO) both featuring and graduating 18 senior members, headed now for 15 different universities, the Eastman School of Music, and two fine colleges. First, however, they will head for 
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a tour to major East Coast concert venues. 

The other Auf Wiedersehen happened in the evening at Berkeley's First Congregational Church as a full house of Berkeley Symphony patrons and friends attended the second of two "Berkeley Akademie" (aka chamber recitals), and the close of Kent Nagano's 30-year tenure as that lucky orchestra's music directror. 

First things first, the young string players did themselves proud for their skillful conductor, Benjamin Simon, and their orchestra. It's a pearl among the area's excellent youth orchestras and at 43, one of the eldest. In this, their season finale, they were hosts and musical colleagues of the prominent American cellist Matt Haimovitz. 

Haimovitz first played Schubert's infectious "Arpeggione" Sonata, accompanied by the PACO strings in an effective arrangement of the piano part by Heinrich Klug. For the Adagio, Simon and Haimovitz reduced the orchestra to a nonet to produce delicate and affecting support to Haimovitz' subtle, tender treatment. Because it was written for another, now archaic instrument, singular even in its day, 186 years ago, Schubert's music lies high for the cello, but in the 
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sweet spot for Haimovitz where he smoothly brought out the work's buoyancy and lyric charm. Simon conducted in his characteristically refined, contained, and always expressive style. 

Haimovitz also gave the premiere of Luna Pearl Woolf's arrangements for string orchestra of Max Moon, her two imaginative cello songs inspired by children's stories. The first, " ... wore his wolf suit and made mischief" was fantastical, mercurial, high friction and contrast while "In the great green room ... " was exquisite, gentle, dreamlike, evaporating beautifully at the end. 

Another new work, Monsoon Season (2009), comissioned by PACO from Stephen Feigenbaum, showed that the composer evidently has not taken a harmony course in his three years at the Yale School of Music. Nor is it energized by the rhythmic energy expected by its advertised commitment to popular styles. It is a micro-minimalist piece, static. 

The concert opened with the first movement of Bedrich Smetana's String Quartet No. 1 in E Minor, nicely played by a quartet from the orchestra. For another ensemble, the Andante from Brahms' String Sextet No. 1 in B-flat proved challenging and not performance ready. PACO closed big with Josef Suk's sonorous Serenade for String Orchestra, Op. 6, a happy ending. 

