PERSONAE    Leslee Smucker (vn/reciter/voc)    GEGA NEW 32 (55:00) 
ANTHEIL Printemps BOURGOGNE (arr. Pound) Madame trop vos me spremes POUND Fiddle Music: First Suite. Sestina: Altaforte. Al Poco Giorno ANDRIESSEN Raadsels. Xenia MERZ Sestina (after Pound) FAIDIT (arr. Pound) Plainte pour la Mort du roi Richard Coeur de Lion KESIKLI The Logical Conclusion SAARIAHO Nocturne CONVITORTIO (arr. Pound) Tu sio nel fiore della sua bellezza 
Beautifully imagined and executed, this disc of solo violin music plus a reading of Jesse Nathan’s sestina poem Persona reveals more and more layers on each listening. Smucker divides the disc into six tercets (as does the poem Persona); each tercet contains a piece by Ezra Pound, one stanza of the poem and a contemporary piece. Nathan’s poem was composed specifically for this recording project.

The interaction of artists with other art forms apart from their primary methods of expression forms the basis of Smucker’s fascination. She has performed this recital, Personae, at an annual meeting of the T. S. Eliot Society in Italy; her imagination seems to know no bounds, as her multimedia program for violin and piano Fantaisie en Spiral further exemplifies, a program inspired by French film, art and music from the 1920s which again includes poetry (Lorca). 
The solo violin pieces by Pound were written for his companion, Olga Rudge (as was Antheil’s Printemps, in fact). The program itself begins with a piece by a composer we need to hear a whole lot more of, Georges Antheil. Smucker’s wistful way with the piece is remarkably atmospheric, something only heightened by Pound’s musical setting of the fifteenth century poet Duc de Bourgogne that we hear after the reading of the first stanza of the poem. The move back in time works beautifully, and it is left to Pound himself to wrench is into more recent music with his own Fiddle Music (First Suite). There is a brazen, earthy character to some portions of this that seems to reference folk music, something heightened by the metrical machinations. Another composer who needs more exposure is Louis Andriessen, and his Raadsels, heard here, only confirms that statement. The central movement (of three) is entitled “Vexations,” a reference to Satie’s infamous piece of that name and with the same insistence on repetition. Smucker’s control of her instrument in the final movement, “Harmonies,” is beyond criticism.

Another sestina, Ezra Pound’s Sestina: Altaforte is based on a Pound poem on the troubadour Bertran de Born and is full of angular, spiky writing that makes for uneasy listening. It is complemented by Sestina (after Pound) by J. P. Merz, a contemporary composer who seems to only use his initials before his surname. Scored for violin and electronics, this recent (2016) piece, commissioned by Smucker, is Merz’ response to the sound of Pound’s own reading of his poem, hence the meditative quality of the piece, despite the violence of Pound’s imagery in the poem itself. Smucker’s violin soars and sings above and under the surrounding electronica. A fabulous piece, beautifully delivered.

The Pound transcription of Plainte pour la Mort du roi Richard Coeur de Lion is spectacularly beautiful (there is a parallel with the beauty of Hildegard of Bingen’s vocal lines, perhaps). The contrast with Egemen Kesikli’s The Logical Conclusion is stark, this latter a modernist soundscape exploring the rawer sounds a violin is capable of; the technique of “soffio crine,” used elsewhere by the likes of Sciarrino, creates further otherworldly impressions. 

The coupling of Pound’s Al Poco Giorno with Kaija Saariaho’s Nocturne is effective, separated by the fifth of Nathan’s stanzas. The Pound, a late work, is based on Dante and has a wistful air to it while also being decidedly rarefied; Saariaho’s piece was written on the death of Lutosławski and feels like it takes Pound’s statement and takes it to territories of which Pound could never have dreamt. The line in Saariaho’s piece soars and dips like a curlew’s flight: a clear highlight of the disc.

The final group begins with another Pound transcription (of Pétrus Convitortio), the briefest of Pound’s offerings (less than a minute in length). Taking the Baroque models of Sarabande and Caccia for the first two movements of Xenia, Andriessen transmogrifies them into fairground mirror images of their models. The buzzing energy of “Caccia” is particularly involving, especially in the way that energy speaks across silences. The tireless Smucker gives her all in this performance before the final movement, “Song” (based on Rimbaud’s poem Voyelles) refers more obviously to older music. The violinist is, in fact, asked to literally sing as well as play; the effect is somewhat surprisingly lonely.

The disc ends, and silence lingers on, but in that silence is the sound of question marks: the questions the sequence brings in for the listener as they experience this sonic artwork. For that is what it is, a disc unique in its ambition and scope, and all the more remarkable for that.

Leslee Smucker is a fearless violinist; her website includes some simply astonishing Tartini for solo violin. It is as if solo violin is her natural mode of expression, free to express herself in a multitude of ways, to reveal interconnections or to juxtapose pieces in the most stimulating of manners. Colin Clarke
