
  

 

 

 

Symphony opens its season with a vivid 'Variations' 
 

By Valerie Scher  
CLASSICAL MUSIC CRITIC   

October 6, 2003 

With little fanfare but much talent, the San Diego Symphony opened its 2003-'04 season over the 
weekend at downtown's Copley Symphony Hall.  

Midori – the seasoned virtuosa who uses only one name, like Madonna – was the ever-so-determined 
violin soloist. On the podium was James Paul, the gifted principal guest conductor of Chicago's Grant 
Park Music Festival. And on the program were mostly appealing works by Chadwick, Dvorak and 
Elgar. 

Where was Jahja Ling, the San Diego Symphony's new music director designate? Sorry, he's only 
conducting two sets of programs this season, which are slated for February and May. 

Ling's performances as music director don't officially start until next fall. Adding to the excitement will 
be the principal players who are hired this season to fill a variety of vacancies. There's bound to be 
considerable fanfare next October, when the orchestra launches its new era. 

By contrast, this season is a transitional one, linking the past with the oh-so-promising future. Friday's 
Jacobs' Masterworks Series concert (repeated Saturday and yesterday ) was presented without hoopla – 
and also without intermission, for the sake of the post-concert dinner at the opening night gala. 

No break? No big deal. The program sailed along, supplying strong, attentive playing by a good 
orchestra that's on its way to becoming even better. 

An array of guest conductors will be featured this season, from up-and-comer Kristjan Jarvi to former 
San Diego Symphony music director Yoav Talmi. James Paul is hardly a mighty name in the conducting 
world but his abilities were admirably apparent on Friday. 

The widely traveled native of Forest Grove, Ore., led the orchestra with energy and skill, displaying a 
keen interest in the essence of the music as well as in the interpretive details. He and the orchestra 
revealed the likeable qualities of Chadwick's "Jubilee" from "Symphonic Sketches." Emphasizing both 
razzle-dazzle outbursts and silky tunefulness, they showed why this is a lively example of Americana by 
the Massachusetts-born composer who died in 1931. 

Longer, and a bit more problematic, was Dvorak's Violin Concerto in A Minor, which served as the 
showcase for Midori. Though blessed with appealing bits and pieces, the work is nowhere as cohesive as 
Dvorak's more popular, and endearing, cello concerto and "New World Symphony." 
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Lushly supported by the orchestra, Midori did her best to be persuasive. Working at her usual, fever-
pitch intensity, the 32-year-old former prodigy displayed meticulous determination whether in bold 
strokes of her bow or in the slow movement's gently fluttering trills and arpeggios. 

Yet the evening's highlight, at least for this listener, consisted of Sir Edward Elgar's "Enigma 
Variations," one of conductor Paul's specialties. He conducted them in San Diego Symphony 
performances back in 1984 and Friday's program confirmed his continuing command of the grand, 1899 
score. 

Each of the variations is a musical portrait (the subjects included Elgar's wife and even an organist and 
his growling bulldog). Particularly vivid playing came from the cellos and timpani, with the brass 
(trumpets, trombones, French horns and tuba) supplying exciting power near the end. 

Elgar never divulged the inspiration for the enigmatic theme. But there's no mystery why the symphony 
opened its season with the "Enigma Variations," a venerable and still vital orchestral showpiece. 
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