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My mother’s dream was for me to become a great pianist. Mine was to play professional baseball. Neither dream was rooted in reality, but they battled for about seven of my young years.
Pouting because I couldn’t be outside playing ball, I’d pound the keys in rough approximation of the music. My mother would respond, “Practice right or you’ll have to stay there longer!”

My first experience with theatre came in my young adult years, when my girlfriend talked me into auditioning for a community production of “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” Cast as one of the lovers, I was startled on opening night to draw an audience laugh from one of my lines; until that moment, I hadn’t realized the line was supposed to be funny.

I share these anecdotes from my past just as a way of explaining that I am not an aficionado of the classical performing arts. I know just enough to enjoy them and to be appreciative when they are done well.
These memories also returned to mind as I reviewed regional calendars of events this week. For at a time of year when lists of activities become more restricted by weather uncertainties, the classical performing arts take center stage within our region – and offer an impressive degree of quality and diversity.
Our region features three excellent, community based symphony orchestras, all of which have been around for impressive periods of time. Both the Johnstown Symphony and Altoona Symphony orchestras currently are in their 91st seasons. The Westmoreland Symphony Orchestra is the youngster, having been performing for 51 years.
Challenged to remain relevant in a changing world, symphony orchestras are breaking out of traditional molds, experimenting both with performance venues and programs.

Music Director James Blachly has taken the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra to mill buildings to connect the community’s musical and cultural heritages. On February 8, the JSO will be in its home venue, the Pasquerilla Performing Arts Center, but will be performing a pops concert featuring the music of two sports movies filmed in Johnstown: “Slap Shot” and “All the Right Moves.” JohnstownSymphony.org.
The Westmoreland Symphony Orchestra’s February 15 performance at the Palace Theatre in Greensburg will have a French flavor. Camille Saint-Saens’ Piano Concerto No. 2 will be performed by pianist Maxim Lando, along with Igor Stravinsky’s Pulcinella Suite and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Symphony No. 40. WestmorelandSymphony.org.

The Altoona Symphony will visit Calvary Baptist Church for a March 21 program, featuring the Indiana University of Pennsylvania concert choirs, in a performance of Johannes Brahms’ “A German Requiem.” AltoonaSymphony.weebly.com.
Typically, the Altoona Symphony’s home is the historic Mishler Theatre, which also serves as a dramatic arts venue. That’s where the Altoona Community Theatre will be performing “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” February 13-16. AltoonaCommunityTheatre.com.
(That’s one of William Shakespeare’s comedies, by the way. I get that now.)

The Palace Theatre in Greensburg is another of the region’s beautifully restored historical venues. On January 29, the National Ballet Theatre of Odessa in the Ukraine will be performing a full-scale production of Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s “Swan Lake” on The Palace stage. ThePalaceTheatre.org.
And what classical performing arts calendar would be complete without opera? Mozart’s “Don Giovannia” (“Don Juan”) will be performed on February 27 through March 1 on the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Performing Arts Center’s Waller Hall mainstage.

This will be a fully staged production, which includes a professional chamber orchestra and features members of the IUP faculty in music, theatre and dance, who will be joined onstage by outstanding students in those performance disciplines. IUP.edu/livelyarts.
So there it is: a classical performance season combining elements of comic love with cultural accents of Paris and the Ukraine, Holy Scripture set to music and sports.
If I’d known there could be such a wealth of experiences in classical music would I have practiced harder? Nah. I really wanted to play ball. 
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