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Review: Pops strikes it rich with Berlin tribute
By Mark Kanny
PITTSBURGH TRIBUNE-REVIEW 
Friday, November 12, 2010

Veterans Day was a perfect time to experience the Pittsburgh Symphony Pop's
tribute to Irving Berlin, which is being repeated through Sunday afternoon at
Heinz Hall, Downtown.

"Rags to Ritzes" (as in "Puttin' on the Ritz") was created by guest conductor
Jack Everly and concluded with a medley of patriotic songs called "Irving
Berlin's America." It reached its climax with "God Bless America," for which the
audience stood up, many singing along, as though it were the national anthem.

Berlin may have been an immigrant -- he was brought here from Russia when
he was 5 -- but he forged a musical style that was American through and
through. He loved American rhythmic energy, as is found in ragtime. Even more
importantly, his melodies fit the rhythms of American speech, and he usually
wrote the words and the music.

In addition, his emotional directness stood in such sharp contrast to Europeans
working in America. Berlin's sentimentality feels American, not Viennese.

The five singers who carried the concert were first heard in "There's No
Business Like Show Business," as arranged by Everly. The conductor is a
shrewd arranger who turned solo sings into effective group songs.

Soprano Ashley Brown's dramatic intensity was riveting in "What'll I Do," a solo
number. She sang "Sisters" with the no less compelling NaTasha Yvette
Williams. In "Heat Wave," Williams brought saucy exuberance to the lyrics.

Berlin wrote too many great songs to present as stand-alones, which meant
there was plenty of gold for the medleys. In "Steppin' Out Medley," the way the
melodic line of "Cheek to Cheek" moved the words forward was an
unforgettable moment. At least it's what kept running through my mind on the
way home.

Ted Keegan was youthfully ardent in two solos -- "Let's Face the Music and
Dance" and "Blue Skies" -- while Eric LaJuan Summers had winning personality
even when he wasn't singing.

The challenging piano part of "I Love a Piano" was played by Tony DeSare,
who also sang the song superbly.
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The program included two orchestra-only numbers arranged by the conductor.
Everly explained that he fell in love with the melody before he saw the words.
The variety of colors and feelings of his arrangement showed that love.

Mark Kanny can be reached at mkanny@tribweb.com or 412-320-7877.
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