
Kronos Quartet
salutes Monk at fest
Thelonious Monk, whose North
Carolina roots were evident in his
music and his accent long after he
moved to New York, will be the
focus of an 18-event tribute at
Duke University. ‘‘Following
Monk’’ opens Sept. 15 in Durham,
N.C., with the Kronos Quartet per-
forming music commissioned by
the festival, including three world
premiere arrangements of ‘‘Round
Midnight.’’ The tribute ends Oct.
28 with a solo piano performance
by pianist Barry Harris, who lived
in the same apartment with Monk
during his final years. The jazz
genius died at age 64 in 1982.

Migrants’ exodus
leads to feat of clay
For decades, Alejandro Santiago’s
hometown of Teococuilco in
southern Mexico has said goodbye
to its youth as they left for the
United States. Now the artist is
trying to repopulate his town — at
least metaphorically. With a
$100,000 grant from the
Rockefeller Foundation, Santiago
has undertaken a plan to create an
army of life-size clay figures. So
far, he has created some 1,500
statues, each about 4 feet, 4 inch-
es and 150 pounds, to represent
the youth who have left this ham-
let in the state of Oaxaca.
The inspiration for the project
came six years ago, when he
returned home after a three-year
stay in Paris and was struck by the
town’s empty streets. ‘‘Where are
my friends, my relatives?’’ San-
tiago hopes to show the works in
the United States and then bring
them home. When that happens,
he promises a party: ‘‘We will be
celebrating the migrants’ return.”

Single tickets on sale
for CSO, Sinfonietta
Single tickets for the 2007-08
Chicago Symphony Orchestra sea-
son, including the Sept. 14-16
opener with Riccardo Muti, go on
sale Friday. Call (312) 294-3000
or visit www.cso.org.  Tune into
WFMT-FM (98.7) from 10 a.m. to
noon Saturday for a season pre-
view and special offers.
Single tickets are also on sale for
the Chicago Sinfonietta’s upcom-
ing season, including the 2007-08
Chamber Music Series with the
National Museum of Mexican Art.
Prices range from $26 to $96 for
concerts at Orchestra Hall and
$26-$40 for concerts at Lund
Auditorium. Single Chamber
Music Series tickets are $15 ($10
for Sinfonietta subscribers and
museum members). For tickets,
call (312) 236-3681, Ext. 2.

More on Domingo
& ‘Homer of Seville’
While at least one “Simpsons”
episode before now has had an
opera theme (Bart and Lisa wrote
and staged one), Placido Domingo
is the first opera star to appear on
the series in its long history. He
plays himself in an episode titled
“The Homer of Seville.”
“I have seen episodes and I see
how people react to the shows,”
the tenor told the Sun-Times in an
interview, “and so I say, why not?”
Nancy Cartwright, the actress who
provides the voice of Bart Simp-
son, wrote of Domingo on her Web
site, “Although he and Bart didn’t
have any scenes together, watch-
ing the ‘King of Opera’ take sing-
ing lessons from Homer was defi-
nitely one of the highlights of
working on the show.”
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F
or his first solo disc, rap-
idly rising opera star and
Downstate resident Na-
than Gunn chose names
outside the usual classical-

music circles for inspiration. Instead of
fellow baritones such as George Lon-
don or Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, he
looked to examples from Broadway’s
golden age: Gordon McRae and John
Raitt.

Then again, “Just Before Sunrise”
(SonyBMG Masterworks), is not the
usual recital disc. Featuring works
arranged into an eclectic song cycle by
contemporary writers such as Gene
Scheer, Ben Moore, Billy Joel, Sting and
Tom Waits, it celebrates the quiet tran-
quility of daybreak. The largely roman-
tic ballads forgo the dark night of the
soul for the dawning of recognition. Or
as the title song, written by Scheer, indi-
cates: “Just before the sunrise/There’s a
moment in time/When the quiet you feel
allows you to remember/Everything that
you dreamed of, everything that feels
true.”

His goal was to create a recording
that speaks intimately to each listener.
“We have so much chaos in our lives,”
said Gunn, who will perform Friday
and Saturday with the Grant Park Or-
chestra and Chorus. “And so there’s so
much societal separation from others
these days.” His concept was to “make
a personal album that would drown out
all of life’s noise and make it seem like it
was being sung to just one person.’’

Since his house debut in 2001 at
Lyric Opera of Chicago in the title role
of Britten’s “Billy Budd,” he has been a
singer to watch. As the New York
Times observed: “He brings all kinds of
excellence to his work: musical intelli-
gence, crisp rhythmic delivery and sen-
sitivity to the text, let alone impressive
acting skills and daring physicality.”
And at 36, the South Bend, Ind., native

maintains a boyishly dashing de-
meanor. New York Times classical mu-
sic critic Anthony Tommasini noted in
a 2006 profile: “Gunn looks exception-
ally good. Stage directors search for
any excuse to make his character bare-
chested.”

Though he kept his shirt on, Gunn
gave incisive performances at Lyric
Opera as Anthony in Sondheim’s
“Sweeney Todd” in 2002 and most re-
cently as Guglielmo in Mozart’s “Cosi fan
tutte.” Next season he sings the wily Fi-
garo in Rossini’s “Barber of Seville.”

Other opera stars have tried to ex-
pand their audiences by going the pop
route, “Just Before Sunrise” belongs to
a different category. “It’s not a cross-
over disc,” Gunn said. “It’s just beauti-
ful music.”

It’s also music for a lost audience. “I
feel there’s a category of music aimed at
people aged 35 to 55 that’s sort of disap-
peared,” he said. “And it’s a shame be-
cause there are so many great com-
posers out there now writing songs for
this audience.”

So Gunn selected three songs by
Scheer, who wrote the libretto for To-
bias Picker’s “An American Tragedy”
(Gunn sang the lead role of Clyde Grif-
fiths in the world premiere production
two seasons ago at the Metropolitan
Opera). Moore, who has written for
opera stars Deborah Voigt and Susan
Graham, also contributed three songs.
Other songs on the disc are Sting’s “The

Secret Marriage,” Joel’s “And So It
Goes,” Waits’ “The Briar and the Rose”
and “Innocent When You Dream,” and a
vintage work from the Great American
Songbook, “Polka Dots and Moon-
beams,” written by Jimmy Van Heusen
and Johnny Burke in 1940 (and which
Gunn selected for his wife, pianist Julie
Jordan. They live in Champaign with
their five children).

Gunn admits that this could be the
first disc on which this eclectic lineup
rubs elbows. And what other classi-
cally trained baritone would dare to
take on the signature tones of the grav-
elly voiced Waits, whose “vocal range is
cigarettes and vodka,” as Gunn de-
scribes it. “But I thought I could put
something else into these songs. I’m
happy with the results.”

Still, despite his status as a leading
baritone, with regular performances at
the Met (Mozart’s “Die Zauberflote”),
Covent Garden and other prominent
houses, Gunn had some persuading to
do. The first label that approached him
wanted a conventional recital disc.

“They wanted me to do a record of
opera arias and standard repertoire,”
he said. “But what do you have then? If
you give in, you’ve basically sold out.
Besides, I don’t want to do [the kind of]
opera [heard] in the theater on a disc.
Then Sony in New York came to me,
and they were onboard with the con-
cept from the beginning. It’s been a
great experience.”

During the recording process, Gunn
kept a touchstone in mind. “The album
that inspired it was ‘The Tony Ben-
nett/Bill Evans Album,’ ” he said, refer-
ring to the 1975 work that paired the
legendary vocalist with the great jazz
pianist. “I always wanted to do some-
thing like that that was really hard to
do. Because if you listen to it closely, it
sounds so simple and yet it is so com-
plex.”

Vocalists who displayed the same
aesthetic sense were McRae and Raitt.
“For this album, you can hear these
two, as well as Johnny Hartman and
John Charles Thomas, who was an ad-
vocate for new music,” Gunn said. “I’ve
listened to all those guys through the
years. I especially admire singers, like
these four, who don’t hide anything
emotionally.”

Gunn sounds totally at ease on “Just
Before Sunrise,” unlike other classical
artists who can’t scale back their voices
when singing in a non-operatic setting.
“This is the first time I’ve been able to
use that side of my voice to sing as inti-
mately as I want,” he said. “I wanted to
record something that you don’t have to
turn up and down, something that you
could listen to in your car. It’s music for
a different venue.

“We need to change the idea of clas-
sical music, that it’s something differ-
ent. These songs are classics, only they
were written a few months ago.”

NATHAN GUNN
WITH THE GRANT PARK
ORCHESTRA AND CHORUS

When: 6:30 p.m. Friday and 
7:30 p.m. Saturday 
Where: Pritzker Pavilion,
Millennium Park
Admission: Free
Phone: (312) 742-7638

‘JUST BEFORE SUNRISE’ |  Baritone Nathan Gunn ventures
outside world of opera for collection of romantic ballads

Classical gasp

At the Metropolitan Opera last season, Nathan Gunn sang the role of Papageno
in Mozart’s “The Magic Flute.” A January performance was broadcast as Met’s
hugely popular “Live in HD” series beamed to movie theaters via satellite. 

“I wanted to record
something that you don’t
have to turn up and
down, something that
you could listen to in
your car. It’s music for
a different venue.”
BARITONE NATHAN GUNN,
about his new disc, “Just Before Sunrise”

DON’T MISS
Tafelmusik, the early music orchestra led

by violinist and music director Jeanne
Lamon, performs Handel’s “Water

Music” and other Baroque-era works.
8 p.m. Monday, Martin Theatre, Ravinia 

GUNN ON THE SONGS OF ‘JUST BEFORE SUNRISE’
“In the Dark Pine-Wood,” written by
Ben Moore, set to a poem by James
Joyce: “When I sing that song, it’s like
eating a fig, it’s so earthy, I love it.”
“When You Are Old and Gray,” by
Moore, set to a poem by William Butler
Yeats: “It’s quiet in a profound way.” 
“Jam Tart,” written by Gene Scheer,
with a text by W.H. Auden: “That’s an-
other poem I’ve always liked. It’s so
stream of consciousness, it put a spell on
me. Gene was skeptical, but two days
later [after I asked him to write it], he
told me: ‘Nathan, this dog will hunt.’ ”

“The Secret Marriage” by Sting: “It’s
probably the most musically challeng-
ing song on the disc. Like it was classi-
cally written. It’s so beautiful, and
that made me want to do different in-
terpretation.” 
“Polka Dots and Moonbeams”: “It re-
minds me of my wife. And when you
first meet the person you’re destined
to love. In a practical way, it ties the
old with the new, but it isn’t that dif-
ferent from the other songs on the
disc.”

—Laura Emerick

Homer will give
singing 
lessons to
Placido Domingo 
on an upcoming
“Simpsons”
episode.

Thelonious Monk

Riccardo Muti


