
THE HORN IN ROMANTICISM • Steinar Granmo Nilsen (historical hn); 
Kristin Fossheim (fp) • 2L 162 (SACD + Blu-Ray: 59:01) 
DUKAS Villanelle. GOUNOD Andante. SAINT-
SAËNS Romance. CHABRIER Larghetto. CZERNY Andante and 
Polacca. F. STRAUSS Nocturno. SCHUMANN Adagio and 
Allegro. STRAUSS Andante 
Five years ago I reviewed a disc entitled Early Romantic Horn Sonatas featuring 
Norwegian horn player Steinar Granmo Nilsen in sonatas by Ries, Danzi, and von 
Krufft (Fanfare 39:4, which includes an interview with Nilsen by Martin 
Anderson). “What puts Nilsen nearly in a class by himself,” I wrote, “is how he 
goes beyond technical mastery to engage the listener with utter conviction—much 
like Heifetz on the violin or Horowitz on the piano. His musicianship transcends 
horn playing and enters the realm of pure music. He sings into the instrument as I 
have heard few others do. Every note has meaning: spirited, joyful, reflective or 
yearning as required.” These same words apply again to Nilsen’s second recital 
disc, The Horn in Romanticism (not to be confused with the similarly titled The 
Romantic Horn with Richard Watkins on the Signum Classics label). This hour-
long program consists of eight pieces, most of which are well known to all 
professional horn players yet which are of sufficient musical interest to attract the 
attention of most others as well. All but one date from the half-century span of 
1839 to 1888. The exception is Dukas’s Villanelle of 1906, parts of which are 
meant to be played on the natural horn (i.e., without valves), and parts on the 
valved horn. Nilsen informs us in his exceptionally informative, extensive booklet 
notes that the Villanelle formed part of the last exam at the Paris Conservatoire in 
which horn players had to demonstrate skill on both natural and valved 
instruments. 
An added attraction of this release is that Nilsen performs on no fewer than four 
different historical instruments: two from Raoux, both made in Paris in 1836; a 
Lausmann made in Bohemia in 1800; and a Leopold Uhlmann Vienna horn from 
1900. All are copies made by the Austrian manufacturer Andreas Jungwirth. 
Nilsen’s program opens with the Dukas Villanelle, played on a Raoux horn with 
two piston valves. There is no denying that the instrument presents problems to the 
player, including blatty attacks, pitch problems, and uncommonly stuffy notes, to 
which Nilsen adds the traditional French vibrato (subtly expressive or just plain 
annoying, depending on your point of view). On the other hand, Nilsen plays with 
such refined musicianship, and the instrument’s pure, open tones are so beautiful, 
full, and rich, that the defects can be overlooked. For Chabrier’s 
dreamy Larghetto Nilsen switches to a natural Raoux, which serves him better. The 
piece is so idiomatically written for the natural (valveless) horn that regardless of 



whether notes are fully open, fully stopped, or somewhere in between, it all sounds 
so … well, natural. 
Schumann’s Adagio and Allegro (1849) is one of the earliest compositions written 
expressly for the valved horn, for which Nilsen uses a Vienna horn. This is a three-
valved instrument pitched in F, still used in Vienna, and requiring special training 
to master. Its unique sound is prized by aficionados, and is well demonstrated in 
Nilsen’s performances of the Schumann and the two Strauss (father and son) 
works. 
Probably the least-known work on Nilsen’s program is Carl Czerny’s Andante and 
Pollaca, a virtuosic tour de force for both horn and piano. Horn players in search 
of a slam-bang ending to their recital programs could do no better than add this to 
their repertories. The famed Hermann Baumann recorded it in the late 1980s, but 
his performance pales in comparison with the flair and sparkle with which Nilsen 
and his outstanding fortepianist Kristin Fossheim toss it off. 
The jewel box contains two discs, each with the same program: one in standard 
format and one in Pure Audio Blu-ray equipped with mShuttle technology, which 
allows for versatile mobility. Robert Markow 
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