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for the viola (or in the case of the Quintet, the
violas). There is a sense of English viol consort-
ness about the piece, and the musicians often
achieve the kind of blend that a Renaissance
consort would have, but they play with a nice
amount of lovely vibrato.

Vaughan Williams wrote his First Quartet
after spending some time in 1908 studying
with Ravel, who introduced him to the music
of Rimsky-Korsakoff and Borodin. The liner
notes mention that a friend told Vaughan
Williams that the piece sounded like he “must
have been having tea with Debussy”, but I
don’t hear that much Debussy. Still, the Quar-
tet is in G minor (the key of the Debussy Quar-
tet), and the textural alternations between
pizzicato and arco in II do show a very clear
Debussy influence. There is a richness of color
that I associate with Russian music, but what I
mainly hear is exquisite, expressive, lively, and
inventive string quartet writing.

Vaughan Williams finished his Second
Quartet in 1943 and dedicated it to his friend
Jean Stewart, who was the violist of the
Menges Quartet (he wrote it for her 29th birth-
day). It is a very intense piece that has a great
deal of contrast as well as a very difficult and
very exposed viola part. It begins stridently
(with a viola solo) and then transforms itself
into a vibrato-less viol consort. I do prefer this
ensemble when they play with vibrato, but I
imagine that the senza vibrato indication was
from the composer. III is particularly non-
characteristic of Vaughan Williams: the outer
strings are muted and frantic, while the viola
plays difficult double stops. There is a sense of
frustration and turbulence about this move-
ment, which eventually dissolves into a lovely
epilogue subtitled ‘Greetings from Joan to
Jean’. The Joan in question is Joan of Arc,
because the material of the movement comes
from music that Vaughan Williams wrote for a
film about Joan of Arc that was never made.

Formed in 1929, the English Quartet has
been around for a long time. They have had
many members, including the composer Frank
Bridge in the viola seat. I really enjoy this
ensemble’s perceptive playing.

FINE

VERDI: Arias
Marcelo Alvarez; Milan Symphony & Chorus/

Daniel Oren
Decca 12568—64 minutes

We can never have too many Verdi tenors, and
Marcelo Alvarez is shaping up as a very good
one. He’s been singing for almost a dozen
years now, and he’s been valuable in the
French repertory as well as the Italian, but he
hasn’t made too many recordings. This collec-
tion of Verdi arias proves that he’s the real

thing, a tenor with a firm, evenly produced
voice of good lirico-spinto weight. Some of the
niceties are missing: the end of ‘Celeste Aida’ is
just belted out, and ‘Ah si, Ben Mio’ has no
trills. He’s not insensitive, and he often tries to
sing softly, sometimes at the expense of vocal
quality. ‘Di tu Se Fedele’ is fine at full volume,
less so when he holds back; the legato suffers
and the pitch wavers.

Alvarez is at his best when he sings out
strongly and forthrightly and lets the juicy
voice flow smoothly. It’s thrilling to hear him
sail through the arias from Ernani and I Lom-
bardi. He has a good top C for ‘Di Quella Pira’
(though, like most tenors, he lowered it to a B
in his current Met Opera performances), and
he manages to find extra depth and breadth
for Otello’s ‘Niun mi Tema’. He darkens the
voice effectively and finds the right tragic
accents for the Forza aria and ‘Ma se m’e Forza
Perderti’ from Ballo. ‘Quando le Sere’ from
Luisa Miller is taken very slowly, but maybe we
can blame that on the conductor, about whom
I have no other complaints. He is solid and
supportive, and the sound is up to Decca’s
usual level. I had only an advance copy, with-
out notes or texts, but I’m sure the finished
product will include them.

LUCANO

VIVALDI: Cantatas & Concertos
Tone Wik, s; Per Hannisdal, bn; Alexandra

Opsahl, rec; Barokkanerne
2L 56 [SACD] 64 minutes

The final aria in this program gives it its title,
‘Bellezza Crudel’, and exemplifies its excel-
lence. The interplay between soprano and
transverse flute as they interweave and deco-
rate their florid lines is delightful and virtuosic.
The dramatic and ironic expression of the tex-
t’s pairs of opposites (false happiness, cruel
beauty) brings to the fore the wistful reality
that—in love’s pitiless vocabulary—outward
gaiety often masks inner torment.

This superb program of four cantatas (R
660 La Farfalletta S’Aggira Al Lume, R 664 Se
Ben Vivono Senz’Alma, R 678 All’Ombra Di
Sospetto, and R 679 Che Giova Il Sospirar) and
two concertos (R 441 for recorder and R 484 for
bassoon) brings together Norwegian artists:
soprano Tone Wik and the Barokkanerne
ensemble. The performances are all top-flight,
with wide variety of articulation, dynamics,
and color at the musicians’ command. The
performers have all the raw force and punch of
ensembles such as Concerto Italiano, coupled
with unerring musical judgement and the first-
rate technique to master the music and bring it
to life with effortless expertise. From shimmer-
ing warmth in the second movement of the
bassoon concerto to breathtaking depictions
of Cupid in full flight, Vivaldi has a model
advocate.

Notes, texts, translations, bios. I praised
Tone Wik’s first solo CD (M/J 2004, p 218), and
John Barker surveyed recordings of Vivaldi’s
cantatas in his review of an excellent program
by countertenor Philippe Jaroussky (S/O 2005).

C MOORE

VIVALDI: Violin Concertos
Daniel Hope, Anne Sofie von Otter; Chamber

Orchestra of Europe/ Lorenza Borrani
DG 12501—58 minutes

I like Daniel Hope’s approach to Vivaldi. He
has great admiration for the composer himself
and for the depth of the music, so he wanted to
spend years thinking about, playing with, and
living with Vivaldi’s music before he attempted
to record it. He also comments that the music
is very challenging technically, which is not
surprising since Vivaldi himself was such an
extraordinary violinist. For this program, he
stayed away from grossly over-recorded works
like The Four Seasons, hoping to expose his
audience to more of Vivaldi’s lovely work that
is less played.

Another unusual aspect is Hope’s
approach to La Follia, which he plays with
Lorenza Borrani, since the piece is written for
two violins and continuo. The two of them
returned to the concept of improvisation, so
long neglected by many performers, and the
result is a sparkling Follia that one doesn’t
hear every day—as the notes imply, it’s almost
like dueling violins!

This is not a period instrument recording;
Hope prefers to use modern instruments while
at the same time researching about and inte-
grating performance practices from the period.

All of these elements combine to make an
extremely strong and fascinating Vivaldi pro-
gram. Not all the concertos are obscure by any
means; two of the more familiar are La Tem-
pesta di Mare (R 253) and R 565, which is No.
11 in Opus 3. The other two concertos are R
234 and 273, in addition to the aria from
Andromeda Liberata, sung by Anne Sofie von
Otter. All Vivaldi fans should have this record-
ing.

CRAWFORD

VIVALDI: The Collection
Enrico Casazza, v; La Magnifica Comunita;
Marten Scheffer, Rens van der Zalm, mandolins;
Malipiero Ensemble/ Krijn Koetsveld; Viola de
Hoogh, vc; Mike Fentross, theorbo; Dan Laurin,
recorder; Drottningholm Baroque Ensemble;
Fabio Biondi, v; Concerto Italiano/ Rinaldo
Alessandrini; Marjon Strikj, Sytse Buwalda, Marti-
nus Leusink, Jeroen Assink; Holland Boys Choir,
Netherlands Bach Collegium/ Pieter Jan Leusink

Brilliant 93625 [6CD] 335 minutes

This would be a good gift for someone who
needs an introduction to Vivaldi’s music,
though the choice of Gloria would make me
think twice. This set includes some of Vivaldi’s
best known and most representative works: it
begins with the Four Seasons and completes,
on the first two discs, the entire Opus 8 violin
concertos. Disc 3 has two concertos for man-
dolin, which have to be some of the most
delightful that Vivaldi ever wrote, and finishes
with three cello sonatas. I was not as familiar
with these, but they are simply gorgeous and
played beautifully here.

Disc 4 is devoted to recorder concertos,
performed by Dan Laurin in a 1991 recording
that Brilliant has licensed from BIS. The fifth
program is concertos for strings from Alessan-
drini and the Concerto Italiano, a 1988 record-
ing licensed from Tactus.

The final disc is probably the least desir-
able of the six. It has a Gloria and the Stabat
Mater, but oddly, the Gloria is not the familiar
one, R 589. It’s not the best possible recording
of R 588 either, as the choir doesn’t always
sound as polished as it might. I like the Stabat
Mater better. So far as the Seasons goes, this
rendition is good; I’ve heard better. In short,
the quality in this set is somewhat uneven.
Nonetheless, given the price, this would be a
fine introduction to someone who needs to
meet Vivaldi. Collectors probably have better
renditions for most of these works.

CRAWFORD 

VLAD: Dodecaphonic Etudes; Chopin Vari-
ations; Dreaming the Dream; The Sky is
Empty

Carlo Grante, p; St Cecilia Orchestra & Choir/
Giuseppe Sinopoli

Music and Arts 1217—68 minutes

Roman Vlad (b. 1919) is a Romanian composer
who’s lived long enough to witness the good
and the bad of each of the 20th Century’s
musical fads and movements. He musically
came of age in the time of the Second Vien-
nese School’s greatest influence. His most
immediate influence came when he studied
under Alfredo Casella in 1938. Vlad’s music
still retained much of Schoenberg’s 12-tone
strategies, but Casella gave him a stronger
sense of lyrical logic than anything you’d find
in Schoenberg.

Dodecaphonic Etudes (1943, rev. 1953) is a
12-tone Schoenbergian study for piano whose
suite-like form (which he got from Casella)
hints at the baroque (in I) and Chopin in IV
(Prelude 6). This is a youthful composition, but
it’s lucid and logical (that Schoenberg touch,
again) and is carried along by a lyricism that


