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Musical Celebration With the Highest of

Aspirations

New Jersey Symphony Orchestra Opens Its Season

By STEVE SMITH SEPT. 29, 2013

NEWARK — I’m not a big fan of gala opening nights, which tend to be all about
fancy dress, floral arrangements, celebrity guests and a feel-good repertory that
extends from canon fodder to bonbon. On Friday evening at the New Jersey
Performing Arts Center here, the New Jersey Symphony Orchestra kicked off its 91st
season with a gala program that aimed higher, showing that it’s possible to impart a
meaningful artistic experience without spoiling anyone’s fun.

The orchestra has plenty to celebrate, foremost the appointment of new leaders:
James Roe, formerly the ensemble’s principal oboist, has become its president and
chief executive, working in tandem with the chief operating officer, Susan Stucker,
the orchestra’s former vice president for operations. Mere frivolity would be
acceptable under the circumstances.

But the New Jersey Symphony has long worked just a bit harder to make a mark
throughout its home state. Friday’s concert, the start of the gifted and ambitious
music director Jacques Lacombe’s fourth season, included Dvorak’s Symphony No. 9
(“From the New World”); a pair of seldom-encountered works by Duke Ellington;
and the renowned jazz pianist Geri Allen. Tick off all the boxes: popular war horse,
appealing curios, celebrated guest. But in assembling the program, “Promise of the
New World,” Mr. Lacombe illuminated deeper ties among the works on the bill, and
to a broader societal sphere.



Central to the concept was the 50th anniversary of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.’s indelible “I Have a Dream” speech. Having opened last season with
Ellington’s “Harlem,” Mr. Lacombe wanted to program more of his work. For this
concert, he chose “Three Black Kings,” a vivid, colorful triptych whose third
movement was inspired by Dr. King, to serve as a tie-in for the occasion. Another
Ellington piece, “New World A-Comin’,” provided a showcase for Ms. Allen’s playing
— and, with its title, also nodded to what would follow in the concert’s second half.

Between those pieces the orchestra presented a commissioned premiere by Ms.
Allen called “Stone & Streams,” based explicitly on the text of Dr. King’s speech and
containing volumes in its scant nine minutes. The Rev. Dr. M. William Howard Jr.,
of Newark’s Bethany Baptist Church, declaimed Dr. King’s words with passionate
gravity. More text was assigned to Afro Blue, a splendid 13-member jazz choir from
Howard University.

As a performer, Ms. Allen has a style spanning jazz history, from swing to the
avant-garde; here, she scored spoken and sung passages deftly and evocatively, with
stormy frictions making her triumphal moments all the more sweet. At times, I
wished that she had taken more space to expand and elaborate, but the piece makes
a striking impact nonetheless, not least for Ms. Allen’s rousing work at the piano.

Before the Dvorak symphony, Mr. Lacombe spoke about that composer’s trip to
America, and about Harry Burleigh, a black composer who assisted Dvorak in his
exploration of black American idioms. During the performance, Mr. Lacombe had
Afro Blue sing spirituals between the symphony’s movements.

Afro Blue’s performances of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” “Motherless Child” and
“Ain’-a That Good News!” in modern, sophisticated arrangements were dazzling, and
the comparison of thematic impulses and resonances was illuminating. But the
interpolations sapped focus and drive from Mr. Lacombe’s broad, expansive and
handsomely played conception. Full marks for ambition, but having the choir
precede the orchestra might have made the point as effectively, while providing the
symphony with more coherence.

The New Jersey Symphony Chamber Orchestra performs with the pop
singer Natalie Merchant on Friday at the Count Basie Theater, Red



Bank, N.J.; (800) 255-3476, njsymphony.org.
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