Intensity, sensitivity distinguishes Biss' style 
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It was part spaghetti supper, part student recital, part serious classical music event. Most of all, it was just another day in the life of Providence's Community MusicWorks.

Well, not a typical day. Last night, members of the Providence String Quartet, the West End's resident ensemble, gathered at the West End Community Center to treat music students and local families to a free concert. Joining them was internationally acclaimed pianist Jonathan Biss.

As folks filed into the center on Bucklin Street, a sign welcoming Biss hung outside. After a dinner of spaghetti and meatballs, there was a cake inscribed with similar greetings.

Then it was into the gym for the concert, where youngsters were playing tag and sitting on their parents' laps sipping soda.

Community MusicWorks is an innovative program that provides classical music lessons to youths in the inner city with the hopes of building self-esteem and bringing the community together. Parents get together for potluck suppers and listen to their children play the violin or cello.

Each year, the program holds a special event in which it brings in someone such as Biss to play with the quartet. The quartet members are teachers in Community MusicWorks.

Just the night before, Biss had been performing with the Los Angeles Philharmonic. Now he sat at a baby grand at center court in a community center, playing Brahms.

He will be in classier digs tonight, when he performs a late Schubert sonata and the same Brahms quintet at 8 p.m. at the Rhode Island School of Design Museum. Tickets are $55.

The evening started out with the quartet alone playing a single movement of a Beethoven quartet, the halting, often probing allegro con brio from Op. 95. This was a clean, energetic reading with lots of punch.

Then came a series of short student pieces with Biss accompanying the youngsters at the keyboard. The playing was generally musical, but the intonation left something to be desired.

The main offering was the great Brahms piano quintet, which held up wonderfully. One sort of expected Biss to steal the thunder from the locals, but really the quartet held its own against Biss' powerful attacks.

Biss has that gift of great intensity, along with sensitivity that he put to such good use in the first movement of the Brahms.

The second movement was simple and sweet, taken at a fairly brisk clip, while the third was heroic, with Biss really smoking at the keyboard. It was the contrast of agitation and lyricism that made it work so well.
