
 

 

 

Lucerne Festival: Anne-Sophie Mutter 

As if they were all Europeans 
by Thomas Schacher, Lucerne / 7 September 2017 

 The Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra proves its special class under its chief conductor Manfred Honeck, 
whereas Anne-Sophie Mutter, the star soloist of the evening, leaves wishes unfulfilled.  

 

   

Die Geigerin Anne-Sophie Mutter und das Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra unter Leitung von Manfred Honeck. 
(Bild: Priska Ketterer / Lucerne Festival)  

In the final phase of the Lucerne summer festival, the top orchestras' performances are chasing each other. 
However, compared to the Concertgebouw Orchestra, the Royal Philharmonic and the Vienna Philharmonic, the 
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra is not exactly at the top of the European popularity scale.  

 Nonetheless, the Pittsburghers can look back on an impressive gallery of former chief conductors, including 
William Steinberg, André Previn, Lorin Maazel, and Mariss Jansons, and under Manfred Honeck, who has held 
the post since 2008, they continue being on an artistic roll. Indeed, the guest performance of the Americans at 
the Kultur- und Kongresszentrum Luzern underlines the fact that this orchestra ranks amongst the greatest. Their 
concert at the KKL was arguably one of the highlights of this summer's festival. 

 High sound sensitivity 

 The popular program with Antonín Dvořák’s Violin Concerto and Peter Tchaikovsky's 6th Symphony as well 
as the participation of Anne-Sophie Mutter, a violinist who has been very popular in Lucerne for a long time, 
create an auspicious basis for the success of the evening. At the beginning of the concert, however, Honeck 
introduces the audience to a work by Dvořák that the latter did not write at all in this form: in 2015, the 
conductor, with the help of the Czech Tomáš Ille, arranged an orchestral fantasy from Dvořák’s opera 
"Rusalka". 

 The compilation combines various catchy passages of the opera in an idiosyncratic way and approaches the 
dramaturgy of a symphony. The interpretation of the pleasing piece already gives a foretaste of the orchestra's 
outstanding qualities. 

 These became particularly evident in Tchaikovsky's "Pathétique". How clearly the various dark colours contrast 
each other in the slow introduction of the opening movement! The main theme enters quite reluctantly, rather 
like a precognition of the forthcoming outbreaks. The tenderest string sound makes the side theme shine and 
dream. From this dream world, we are startled by the raw eruption of the development. 

  



 

In short: it is the high sensitivity of sound that makes this orchestra so fascinating. Compared to other American 
orchestras, this quality may be described as almost European. No wonder, as the Austrian Honeck, who, at the 
beginning of his career, joined the Vienna Philharmonic as a viola player, has been at the helm of several 
European orchestras, including the Stuttgart State Orchestra. The "European" disposition of the Pittsburghers is 
also reflected in the fragrant sound of the Allegro con grazia, in the march, more than just pounding martially, or 
in the sound of the final movement, blossoming and dying away. 

 Emotional restraint 

 Dvořák’s Violin Concerto is a composition close to Anne-Sophie Mutter's heart. The recording she released 
together with Honeck received several awards. Accordingly, the expectations for Lucerne were high. In the end, 
though, it has to be stated that the artist was not able to fulfil them completely. Technically, Mutter is still 
second to none, and in the first movement she impresses with a great interplay of passion and tenderness. 

 By contrast, she plays the first phrase of the slow movement very wanly, which may still pass as an interpretive 
approach. Yet, a certain emotional restraint is noticeable subsequently, and the seriousness she applies in her 
approach to the final movement does so not befit this Allegro giocoso. Nevertheless, there is plenty of applause, 
the violinist pulls herself up for an encore on the fourth call. However, when she leaves the podium, she appears 
to be glad that it is all over. 
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