
 

 

"Snow is falling all around..." 
 

Stearns Matthews is a man with a mission. This Bistro and Manhattan Association of 
Cabarets and Clubs (MAC) award-winning vocalist has generally eschewed the well-trod male 
cabaret repertoire, instead daring to bring an alternative gender perspective to material 
usually relegated to the opposite sex. I remember hearing him for the first time a few years 
ago at the New York Cabaret Convention. That particular evening, he performed an obscure 
Kander and Ebb ballad, "My Own Space," which had been introduced by Liza Minnelli in the 
1977 Broadway musical, "The Act," where, to this author's ears back then, it made little 
impression. Stearns, with his hushed, effortless delivery, made this song resonate with 
purpose and feeling. What was most surprising, however, was how the lyric took on a deeper 
gravitas because it was being sung by a man. In my estimation, this same gravitas holds true 
for "December Songs," Mr. Matthews' new CD and his latest foray into uncharted male vocal 
waters. 

It all began with Andrea Marcovicci. I'll explain. In 1991, Carnegie Hall, that venerable 
bastion of the arts, was celebrating its centenary and its board offered commissions to 
thirteen artists and composers to create new works to help honor this momentous occasion. 
When Ms. Marcovicci, a much revered and admired songstress on the New York cabaret 
circuit, was recruited to be a part of the festivities, she was given carte blanche in naming her 
composer. She immediately thought of Maury Yeston, who at this point in his career, had 
already composed two big Broadway hits, "Nine" and "Grand Hotel," also nabbing his first 
Tony Award in the process. She told the New York Times, "There was a certain melancholy in 
his writing that I felt was right for me." Besides his successful forays in the musical theater, 
Yeston, a thoroughly trained musician, lyricist and historian, was a noted figure in the classical 
music arena as well. And his oeuvre simply shimmered with proof of this duality. His 
overflowing sophisticated score for "NIne" was replete with knowing winks to Wagner and 
Mozart as well as subtler allusions towards Respighi and Franz Schubert. It was Schubert, in 
fact, who became the inspiration for what would ultimately become "December Songs." 

In 1827, towards the end of his brief life, Schubert set to music twenty-two poems by 
Wilhelm Mueller which formed a trenchant song cycle called "Winterreise" (Winter Journey) a 
series of rueful reminiscences on the vagaries of love, all taking place during a solitary stroll 
through a bleak, frozen landscape. Borrowing only the setting device from "Winterreise," 
Yeston devised for Marcovicci a graceful song cycle of his own; a lush, snow-dusted reflection 
on a failed yet still unresolved love affair. Yeston once stated that his intention with 
"December Songs" was to "join contemporary music, attitudes and world view with the 
glorious and inspiring tradition of the European song cycle.". Unlike "Winterreise," whose 
songs are determinedly sorrowful and somber (a contributing factor to this may have been 
Schubert's health, which, at the time of writing, was severely compromised by a double 
whammy of typhoid fever and syphilis), Yeston's songs are more romantically bittersweet, 
less dark, and ultimately healing. Again, there are the overt quasi-Schubertian underpinnings 
in a few of the set pieces like "I Am Longing" and "My Grandmother's Love Letters" alongside 
the unapologetic musical theater brio in "I Had a Dream about You" and "When Your Love is 



 

 

New." Ever since that Carnegie Hall premiere performance by Ms. Marcovicci in November of 
1993, "December Songs" has been recorded several times and in several languages, 
sometimes with just piano, sometimes with full orchestra. But, up until now, all of the 
recordings have been exclusively female. 

Which brings us full circle back to Mr. Matthews. For here, in your possession, is the 
first male recording of "December Songs," sensitively interpreted by this intrepid vocalist and 
backed by a sterling trio of musicians: Markus Grae-Hauck on piano, Amy Crafton on 
woodwinds, and Dave Richards on bass. Hearing Yeston's song cycle sung by a man, IMHO, 
brings sharper focus to the work's obvious homage to "Winterreise," which Schubert had 
written expressly for a male voice. Certain sections of "December Songs" also take on 
different emphases of emotion and ruefulness. An example would be in "By the River," where 
the song's narrator, ravaged by love's despair, contemplates a fatal leap from a bridge. 
Yeston's music boldly avoids melodrama and hysteria, trickier issues to avoid in a woman's 
register, but the timbre of Mr. Matthew's tenor is able to negotiate these potential pitfalls with 
greater agility.  

These shifts of tone, in transitioning the work from one sex to another, are both subtle 
and intriguing. Lost is a degree of joie de vivre and unguarded open-hearted romanticism... 
Gained is a more heightened feeling of loneliness and enduring strength. Wherever your 
vocal preferences may lean, these newly discovered qualities in this particular go 'round of 
"December Songs" are reason enough for your undivided attention. 
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