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Poet Power!
A celebration of New England poetry, art and music

Music Review: Anker shares gifts for her birthday 
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Most singers don't make a point of announcing their age, but Elizabeth Anker isn't like other singers. She celebrated her 50th birthday Wednesday night with an event that few others would have put together -- a concert showing the full range of her versatility, from a Baroque motet by Buxtehude through some Mahler songs to a tune by Billy Joel.

Interspersed were 12 new songs written for Anker and the occasion by a dozen of her composer friends, all working on texts by New England poets -- chiefly Denise Levertov, but also Robert Frost and May Sarton, along with a famous prose passage about seeing by the painter Georgia O'Keeffe. These were reinforced by a number of visual works created by other friends of the singer, inspired by the poems and reproduced in the program book. Still other friends filled Longy's Pickman Concert Hall to capacity.

Anker has an unusual voice and delivery. The foundation is a deep contralto octave that she can drive like a pop singer or wrap in velvet; on top of that is a pretty, light mezzo, marginally less secure, but flexible and expressive. Her approach is straight from the shoulder, emotionally direct, and extremely attentive to verbal values. If she resembles any predecessors at all, it is the extinct breed of concert folk singers (figures such as Richard Dyer-Bennett, Cynthia Gooding, and Elise Houston, who weren't anything like one another), or maybe the pioneering countertenor Alfred Deller, who also bridged many different kinds of music.

All of the new songs were well tailored to Anker's voice and art, and there was a strong showing from the local contingent, including Francine Trester, Howard Frazin, and Paul Brust. Particularly memorable were Levertov songs by Douglas Bruce Johnson ("Poet Power," a bit of music theater for solo voice), Eric Sawyer (complex but accessible), and John McDonald (spacious and imaginative).

The radiant singer was clearly enjoying herself, not to mention the opportunity to appear in three smashing outfits. Joel's "Just the Way You Are" found her at the piano and swinging into a microphone, and at the end she offered a jazz improvisation with virtuoso scat singing on the Buxtehude piece with which she had begun; she had coached the audience in a singalong part, so the hall was suffused with harmony.
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