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	Renée Fleming gives voice to emotion in a variety of genres. 

	Anyone could have predicted that soprano Renée Fleming would sing beautifully during her recital in Berkeley’s Zellerbach Hall on Saturday night. After all, she generally does. 
The surprising and delightful aspect of this event, sponsored by Cal Performances, was the ease and naturalness with which she held forth. 
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Throughout a long and varied program that included lieder, jazz and popular song, Fleming gave rein to all her finest assets as an artist — not only her voice itself, which remains a marvel of lush tone and fluidity, but her ability to shape a song with quiet, determinate expressiveness. 
Almost nowhere in evidence were the shortcomings that have too often interfered with those gifts in the past — the mugging, the vocal mannerisms, the tendency to overload a phrase with so much rhythmic or ornamental frou-frou that it struggled to make itself felt. 
On Saturday, with the splendid Russian pianist Olga Kern serving as accompanist, Fleming appeared to have broken free of those habits, and of the anxiety that always seemed to underlie them. In their place, one heard a musician reveling in her ability to give voice to emotion directly and without reserve. 
The communicative flavor of the program was established right from the opening selection, a poignant and almost understated account of Schumann’s song cycle “Frauenliebe und -leben.” In this account of one woman’s love, marriage and widowhood — told, as Fleming dryly pointed out, by a male poet and a male composer — both performers collaborated to produce a tone of restrained intensity, letting the expressive power of the cycle well up in deftly shaped phrases and avoiding the temptation to underline or comment obtrusively on the material. 
In a way, the Schumann cycle was neatly matched after intermission with a collection of songs by the Chicago jazz pianist, singer and composer Patricia Barber. Fleming’s description of these five numbers as essentially art songs proved entirely accurate, and she delivered them with much of the same fervor and clarity that she’d brought to the rest of the program. 
In “Higher,” for example, Barber’s communion with her dying mother found voice in the radiant turns of Fleming’s phrases, and the extravagant scope of “Hunger” sounded aptly reminiscent of one of Schubert’s big dramatic songs. “You Just Gotta Go Home” — a boisterous blues devoted to kicking a lover who is past his sell-by date out of the room, the house and even the country — got a winningly vivacious rendition. 
In between came a set of Rachmaninoff songs, delivered with aching lucidity and superbly placed high notes. In a nice unbilled surprise, Kern took the stage to play the composer’s piano transcription of his song “Lilacs,” reminding everyone how fine a performer she is in her own right. 
The rest of the evening found Fleming on familiar turf. She gave finely tuned accounts of four songs by Richard Strauss, culminating with a big-boned “Zueignung,” then concluded the regular program with three selections from “The King and I.” The encores — “O mio babbino caro” from Puccini’s “Gianni Schicchi,” “I Could Have Danced All Night” from “My Fair Lady” and “Danny Boy” — closed the recital with an affecting flourish. 
Joshua Kosman is The San Francisco Chronicle’s music critic. Email: jkosman@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @JoshuaKosman
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