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GRAMOPHONE Collector
CELLISTS TAKE A BOW

Richard Bratby delves into a pile of recent cello-and-piano discs

Emotionally charged: Matt Haimovitz and Christopher O’Riley play Russian cello sonatas

can’t have been the first teenage cellist
to come unstuck on the first movement
of Beethoven’s Sonata, Op 102 No 2.
T’d expected to tear headlong into some
maximum-strength Ludwig van. Instead,
rehearsing without a piano, I found
a puzzlingly incomplete kit of parts:
melodies that ended mid-flow, unexplained
semibreves and low, grumbling figures that
might be accompaniments — or might not.
At 16, I didn’t realise that I was dealing
with one of Beethoven’s most subtly
constructed sonata allegros, one of the first
works in the history of music to place cello
and piano on a truly equal footing.
There’s no problem on that count with
the debut CD by the young German cellist
Valentino Worlitzsch and the pianist
Elisabeth Brauss. Their Beethoven is crisp,
bright and capricious, and if the piano
sound is perhaps a little forward, you're
at least never in doubt that this is a
partnership between two players who
think and move together. Worlitzsch is an
extrovert player, with a focused, gleaming
tone — and we’ll come back to thatin a
moment, because that same sonata’s
companion piece, Op 102 No 1, serves as
the opening item in a recital by Joo Yeon
Choi and pianist Marek Szlezer. Choi
couldn’t sound more different: a sweet,
soft-centred cello sound that seems, in
quieter passages, to draw the music in
around her. The wit of this performance
is understated, even straight-faced. But it
works. These two artists, like Worlitzsch
and Brauss, have solved Beethoven’s
puzzle on their own terms.
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That only leaves the rest of the
cello sonata repertoire. In essence, the
Beethoven cello sonatas are experimental
works; no two alike in form or character.
As the founding masterpieces of a genre,
they’re simultaneously frustrating and
liberating, and the best cello sonatas since
Beethoven have rarely conformed to any
one pattern. Choi pairs her Beethoven
with an Impressionistic reading of
Shostakovich’s Sonata that feels slower
than it is, and a four-movement sonata by
the Korean composer Jeajoon Ryu, dating
from 2011 but sounding for all the world
like Debussy. Worlitzsch goes for
Schumann, plus a real rarity — Ysaje’s
Sonata, Op 28, for unaccompanied cello,
a sultry, overcast work that showcases
his impeccable technique (and some
fearsomely accurate double-stops). He
ends with Britten’s Cello Sonata, and that
proves to be a misjudgement. It’s just too
pristine. When composers continually
reimagine a form, performers need to be

ready, chameleon-like, to adapt with them.

Take Brahms’s two cello sonatas: the
first alternately sombre and skittish, the
second a piece of vaulting romanticism in
four substantial movements. Duo Leonore
(cellist Maja Weber and pianist Per
Lundberg) go at them with a reticence
and a short-breathed busyness that leaves
the first feeling disjointed and the second
positively congested. And for the polar
opposite, take Bruno Philippe and Tanguy
de Williencourt’s astonishing recital in
Harmonia Mundi’s new Harmonia Nova
series: Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata (in

Carl Czerny’s cello transcription),
Schubert’s Arpeggione Sonata and a trio of
Schubert song transcriptions. That’s right —
not a single piece here was actually written
for the cello. You’ve got to admire

their chutzpah, which translates into
performances of dashing bravura, as nimble
as a chamois, and all the more dazzling
given that Philippe spends much of the
disc somewhere in the ionosphere of his

A string. With sparkling recorded sound,
this is a disc to pull out at parties and
amaze your friends.

Julius Klengel’s Three Concertinos for
cello and piano, however, will probably find
their most appreciative audience among
cellists. Klengel (1859-1933) is the cellist’s
Clementi or Czerny and these concise,
nicely crafted and modestly tuneful works
were written for learners. They can’t often
be played as elegantly as Martin Rummel and
his accompanist (the term is valid here)
Mari Kato play them on this Naxos disc.
Delightfully, Rummel is a pupil of William
Pleeth — who was himself a pupil of
Klengel. There’s authenticity for you.

The remaining three discs under
consideration each attempt to find a
common thread through the genre, and
Matt Haimovitz and pianist Christopher
OrRiley really go to town — specifically,
Moscow. The “Troika’ of their stylishly
presented double-disc set comprises the
three cello sonatas by Rachmaninov,
Shostakovich and Prokofiev, as well as
a dizzying transcription of the eponymous
lollipop from Prokofiev’s Lieutenant
Kijé — one of a series of spectacular
virtuoso transcriptions that range from
Shostakovich’s now ubiquitous Waltz
No 2 to explosive versions of songs by
Pussy Riot and The Beatles (‘Back in
the USSR’, naturally).

Apparently there’s a political thesis
behind these choices, but what really speaks
is Haimovitz and O’Riley’s playing in the
three sonatas. These are emotionally
charged readings on the grandest scale.
Haimovitz in particular plays with an
articulate, vibrato-rich tone that he can
refine down to an almost viola-like
mellowness in, say, the Andante of the
Rachmaninov, or send soaring and
swooping (no shortage of portamento here)
round O’Riley’s mountains of piano sound.
By comparison, Audun Sandvik and Sveinung
Bjelland’s pairing of the Rachmaninov and
Shostakovich on LAWO felt a little dour
(their Shostakovich is the slowest of the
three here), though Bjelland’s piano-playing
does bring some moments of illumination
amid the slightly murky recorded sound.
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Meanwhile, Alexander Baillie and John
Thwaites’s new release on Somm does for
the British cello sonata what Haimovitz
and O'Riley do for the Russian — even
down to the miniatures that frame the
larger works (and which include the first
recording of Joe Cutler’s 2016 Was A Sad
Year For Pop Music — written for Baillie
and Thwaites and apparently based on
Prince, David Bowie and Leonard Cohen,
though it sounds more like Arvo Pirt).
But the sonatas — by Britten, Richard
Rodney Bennett (also written for Baillie)
and James MacMillan — are the real
story here, and these are commanding
interpretations. The pair catch Bennett’s
quicksilver transitions between lyricism,
brilliance and angst, and Thwaites lets
massive banks of overtones hang like
thunderclouds in the air of MacMillan’s
Second Sonata. The Britten, too, receives
a reading that suggests menace as well as
play, with Thwaites and Baillie finding
the quality of strangeness that eluded
Worlitzsch. This is committed advocacy
of some under-played works — and proof
that as the cello sonata moves into its
third century since Beethoven, it’s still
as individual, as unpredictable and as
endlessly fascinating as the minds that
create it. @

THE RECORDINGS
Beethoven et al Wks for \Vc & Pf

Worlitzsch, Brauss
Genuin ® GEN17463

Beethoven et al \V/c Sons
Choi, Szlezer
Dux ® DUX1206

Brahms VVc Sons Nos 1& 2
Duo Leonore
Solo Musica ® SM269

Beethoven. Schubert Wks for Vic & Pf
Philippe, de Williencourt
Harmonia Mundi ® HMN90 6109

Klengel Cpte Concertinos
Rummel, Kato
Naxos ® 8 573793

Various Cpsrs ‘Troika'
Haimovitz, O'Riley
Pentatone ® @

. PTC5186 608

Rachmaninov. Shostakovich \/c Sons
Sandvik, Bjelland
LAWO ® LWCT131

Various Cpsrs The British Cello’
Baillie, Thwaites
Somm Céleste ® SOMMCDO175
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crooner, it’s an unusual way to go about
it. The actor is ambiguously credited
with ‘vocals’ on the front cover; and
while those do occasionally extend

to some singing, for the most part
(thankfully) it’s just Murray doing what
Murray does best: speaking classic
American prose and poetry in his barrel-
aged American husk of a voice. That he
mostly does this over the playing of a fine
piano trio will work for some and will
send others screaming.

‘New Worlds’ is the product of a
chance meeting on an aeroplane between
Murray and the cellist Jan Vogler (and
Vogler’s cello, occupying a window seat,
much to Murray’s amusement). The
encounter grew into a friendship and then
to collaboration, where pianist Vanessa
Perez and violinist Mira Wang joined
them to help put together a programme
inspired by all things American - from
Mark Twain and Bernstein to Walt
Whitman and Gershwin.

The result is a bit confusing, a bit
frustrating and a bit good — probably
in that order. First, the good: Vogler’s
superb playing can carry any amount
of foolishness, and his “The Swan’ from
Carnival of the Animals and Bach G major
Prelude are delicious (even if their
inclusion rather stretches the disc’s all-
American raison d’étre). His colleagues
too offer fine performances of the ‘Blues’
from Ravel’s Sonata for violin and piano
(wonderfully wry and caustic, though
overlaid by Thurber’s ‘If Grant had
been drinking at Appomattox’) and a
ferocious performance of Piazzolla’s
Muerte del A’ngel.

But, however sensitive and carefully
chosen the text/music pairings, I just
can’t get my head or ears around their
simultaneous performance. Pieces
intended for spoken narration like
Copland’s Lincoln Portrait tend to balance
textual movement with musical stillness,
and these busy, beautiful works clamour
too loudly for attention.

The numbers involving singing are
a mixed bag. Murray styles out ‘Tt ain’t
necessarily so’ all right (in a mash-up
Gershwin-Heifetz arrangement, complete
with Louis Armstrong impression), and
even Van Morrison’s ‘When will I ever
learn to live in God’ has a certain Dylan-
ish charm, but he comes badly a cropper
on the challenging ‘Somewhere’ from
West Side Story and the deceptively simple
‘Jeanie with the light brown hair’.

Heard live, this bizarre programme
might work. On disc it’s just too much
of a patchwork to make much sense.
Alexandra Coghlan
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‘Water & Fire’

‘Handel Revisited’

Handel Chaconne, HWV310. Music for the Royal
Fireworks, HWV351 (arr Sleichim/Smits). Water
Music Suite, HWV348-50 (arr Sleichim/Smits)
Messiaen La Nativité du Seigneur - Le Verbe
Rebel Les élémens - La cahos (arr Sleichim)
Bl!ndman [Sax]

Warner Classics ® 5419 72510-5 (66’ « DDD)

What do we want
from our Handel,
and what makes a
- successful modern-
times transcription of a Baroque work?
These have been the questions I've been
asking myself since the first strains of this
unique offering from the Dutch saxophone
ensemble Bl!ndman [Sax] hit my ears.
The programme’s main events are
Handel’s Water Music Suite and Music
for the Royal Fireworks, arranged for
saxophone quintet (two sopranos, alto,
tenor and baritone) and organ by
Bl!ndman [Sax] founder and saxophonist
Eric Sleichim and organist Reitze Smits.
The idea - initially sparked off by the
timbral similarities between saxophone
quintet and organ — was to imagine
what Handel might have done with a
saxophone quintet if he’d had such a
combination of instruments to play with,
meaning don’t expect any Garbarek-style
modern spin; these transcriptions are
played absolutely straight, with the organ
replacing strings and the saxophones
taking care of what would have been
the woodwind parts. Which is all very
laudable, only the glory of these two
famous suites is due in no small part
to the multicoloured timbral zing of
Handel’s original orchestration. They
weren’t supposed to be about timbral
homogeny. So while the churchy acoustic
and the softness of all the timbres is very
pleasant, it’s also very one-flavour. In fact
the only transcription where the addition
of saxophone brings a truly interesting
new dimension also happens to be the
programme’s only non-Baroque work:
the meditation-like ‘Le Verbe’ from
Messiaen’s La Nativité du Seigneur, where
the single saxophone floating in the air
above the organ feels like a masterstroke.
Give me the originals, or give me
something truly different. This is just
Handel de-spiced. Charlotte Gardner

Find your
music on
www.qobuz.com

GRAMOPHONE DECEMBER 2017 83

06.12.17, 09:43

Seite 2 von 2



