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Forget convention. Soprano Susanna Phillips can do whatever she wants. If she wants to sing with viola in addition to piano, that’s
her prerogative.

Besides, as her recital Tuesday at Plymouth Church in Shaker Heights made beautifully clear, the combination makes perfect
sense. Performing with violist Paul Neubauer of the the Cleveland Chamber Music Society, Phillips made the two seem destined
for each other, and set a precedent for others to follow.

But it wasn’t just the lineup, which included the remarkable pianist Anne-Marie McDermott, that made the evening so special.
Also unique was the repertoire itself, a fetching blend of art and parlor songs from all over 19th- and 20th-century Europe.

Phillips herself required zero assistance. A singer known for starring roles at New York’s Metropolitan Opera, she proved a
singular authority, brandishing a golden, powerful instrument and treating each song to generous servings of eloquence and
feeling.

But how much better to hear Phillips in tandem with Neubauer, a former principal violist of the New York Philharmonic, and
witness the gorgeous dovetailing of the viola’s warm, expressive tone with that of the human voice, its closest musical relation. At
times, the two were almost indistinguishable.

Unfamiliar names abounded on a well-stocked program organized by nationality. Nostalgic love songs and soothing lullabies by
the likes of Harry Williams and Haydn Wood rubbed shoulders with swooning, quasi-operatic pieces by Angelo Mascheroni and
Franceso Paolo Tosti. As an encore, Phillips offered a luxurious rendition of Gershwin’s “Love is Here to Stay.”

But the soprano was also perfectly at ease in Russian and French, singing a diverse, evocative trio of songs by Rachmaninoff,
Arensky’s wistful “Lily in the Valley,” and two sumptuous delights by Gounoud, one of which constituted the night’s only work
originally composed for voice, viola and piano.

Throughout, Phillips and her colleagues displayed flawless sensitivity. For as often as the singer locked eyes with the audience,
she also checked in with her colleagues, taking care to mimic their timing and phrasing.

Rounding out the evening in lovely fashion were two instrumental works by Schumann. “Marchenbilder,” four character pieces for
viola and piano based on fairy tales, revealed Neubauer and McDermott to be artists capable of exquisite nuance. Later, a pairing
of the song “Widmung” (“Dedication”) with a transcription for solo piano by Liszt proved equally captivating, as McDermott’s
performance retained all the original’s emotionality and florid lyricism.

Phillips had listeners in the palm of her hand throughout. One song in particular, however, Gaetano Braga’s “Angel’s Serenade,”
was especially mesmerizing and apt to the occasion. In a scene depicting a young girl hearing otherworldly sounds, the soprano
described what the audience itself was essentially experiencing: music not of mortal nature.
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