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Not many recording artists boast a career résumé that includes a Top-40 hit in each of four successive decades. Even fewer can claim an album nestled in the Billboard charts for 490 continuous weeks, three Grammy Hall of Fame Awards, or have been the very first musician to have a Greatest Hits compilation. If the weight of such achievements played on the mind of Johnny Mathis as he strolled onto the stage of the Chumash Casino Resort on Thursday night, he certainly didn't let on. 

Adorned in a gray suit and a loosely buttoned white shirt, Mr. Mathis sat at his piano before a 26-piece orchestra joined him onstage (which supplemented his own five-piece backing back). 

As Mr. Mathis eased into a rendition of "When I Fall in Love" — a standard also recorded by both Doris Day and Nat King Cole with considerable success — the song's amorous overtones and intimate delivery were both fitting and timely given the concert's proximity to Valentine's Day. With "Two for the Road" came a medley of Hollywood musicals and an introduction to the orchestra. Tantalizingly furnished with brass and strings, "Charade," "Days of Wine and Roses" and "Moon River" completed the cinematic tangent. 

While the sumptuous arrangements were a fitting complement to Mr. Mathis's sultry vocal overtones and a sheer joy to behold, they did overwhelm the vocals at times. The beauty of Mr. Mathis' voice lies in its inherent fragility, and while there is no denying his range, there were moments, such as during the up-tempo "To the Ends of the Earth," where Mr. Mathis found himself overpowered by the orchestration. But when the coupling was in balance, it worked sublimely. 

Nowhere was this more evident than on "It's Not for Me to Say." The song's trickling piano, rattling brushes and soaring strings provided a fertile soundscape over which Mr. Mathis floated his gentle vocals. The restrained arrangement of "Let Me Be the One" also underpinned the fragile beauty that Mr. Mathis can so effortlessly summon. Given the synchronicity the collective had found, it was only fitting that they should next delve into "Misty" — one of Mr. Mathis's signature songs. 

After a curious interlude into the set that diverted the audience's attention to comedian Brad Upton for a 20-minute stand-up routine, Mr. Mathis returned to the stage and launched into a medley that included "Pure Imagination," "Baubles, Bangles and Beads," and "Secret Love." As suave as the latter was, it was Mr. Mathis's version of The Stylistics' "You Make Me Feel Brand New" that really soothed the way. With his left hand planted gently in his pocket and his right raising and lowering the microphone for effect, Mr. Mathis swayed and crooned as 55 years of perfectly understated audience command cascaded from the stage. 

With the opening bars of "Wild is the Wind" came rousing recognition from the cavernous auditorium. First recorded by Mr. Mathis as the title track for the film of the same name, the song was nominated for an Academy Award in 1958. The refined beauty of Mr. Mathis's voice on this number easily provided the vocal highlight of the night. 

With keyboardist John Scott Lavender directing the arrangements throughout the performance, the most poignant period of the night came at the closing when guitarist Gil Reigers ventured to the front of the stage with an acoustic guitar. With the orchestra shrouded in dark silence, Mr. Reigers and Mr. Mathis climbed atop stools and proceeded to deliver gorgeous renditions of "99 Miles from L.A.," "Love Me Tender," and "The Twelfth of Never." It was a sublime moment where Mr. Mathis was able to craft a remarkable intimacy with the 1,200 casino patrons. 

For a musical artist with well over a hundred albums to draw upon, crafting a live set list must surely prove somewhat of a challenge. Having a substantial number of those releases encompass compilations, live recordings and Best Of's, repetition would naturally narrow the possibilities somewhat. But as Mr. Mathis spent the evening seductively touring his audience through iconic standards such as "Misty," "Secret Love," "Wild is the Wind," and "99 Miles," it quickly becomes apparent that his set list pretty much writes itself. 


