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ONLINE CONCERTS & EVENTS

Charlotte Gardner explores a range of web-based performances and films

Smiiles, Strads and scordatura

very now and then, a combination
Eof repertoire, readings and onstage

relationships adds up to such magic
that it elicits a face-crackingly broad smile
in the beholder, and this is exactly the
effect that Klaus Mékeld’s February 2022
Paris Philharmonie concert on Arte.tv has
had on me, conducting the Orchestre de
Paris in Brahms’s Violin Concerto with
Isabelle Faust as soloist.

Even before the Brahms, this concert
feels special. Billed as a ‘homage to the
fugue’, it opens with Johann Adolf Hasse’s
Fugue and Grave in G minor, Mikeld
and the orchestral strings serving up an
engagingly volatile world in which tone,
emotion and articulation constantly turn
on a dime between super-defined and
suave legato, sweetness and grit; and all
within the context of impeccably thought-
through architecture, en pointe chamber
playing and everyone on stage clearly
having a blast. The all-Mozart second half
is equally fine, featuring the Adagio and
Fugue in C minor and Symphony No 41,
the Fupiter.

It’s the Brahms, though, that truly
knocks the socks off. Those who prefer this
work to come warm and luxurious will need
to acclimatise to something that initially
hits for its light, even more Classical-
feeling sound (as if picking up from the
Hasse), but stick with it. And listen. First
off, Faust employs a span of dynamic range
and colour rarely heard in this repertoire.
For instance, the way she’ll change her
vibrato speed mid-phrase, changing the
entire emotional landscape as she does so,
and with every vibrato and portamento type
done for a reason and played with utter,
absorbed passion. Next comes the surprise
of the first-movement cadenza, because as
the orchestra drops away, the timpani keep
going as Faust launches into less a cadenza
than a tensely gripping musical drama,
her line mercurially switching at speed
between stylistic, motivic and emotional
tacks, before dropping to despairing low
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trills as the orchestral strings melt into an
early re-entry; and when the cadenza does
eventually close, never has that cadence
felt so imbued with relief and resolution.
The emotional impact is almost off the
chart. Even better, Faust and Mikeld

are clearly feeling it as keenly as anyone,
proof of which comes at the movement’s
close: Faust’s impish smiles at Mikeld
between each of the final climactic chords;
afterwards, their exchange of overcome
smiles; the surprised audience murmurs;
the applause, and Faust’s gracious
acknowledgement of it — and a further
surprise is that, rather than this unusual
mid-work exchange between stage and
auditorium breaking the spell, it perhaps
even amplifies it.

Klaus Mikeli serves up an
engagingly volatile world
in which tone and emotion
constantly turn on a dime

While that roller-coaster cadenza
deviates from what’s on the page, it’s
equally worth highlighting that overall this
reading is one that constantly brings out
scoring details of orchestration, dynamics,
articulation and timing that, under others’
fingers, appear more blurred. The pleasure
doesn’t stop at the Brahms either, because
Faust and Mikeld have a joint encore to
pull out of their hats, in the shape of Oscar
Strasnoy’s exquisitely scored arrangement
for violin and orchestra of Brahms’s
Romanze, Op 118 No 5.

From one supreme violinist to another,
it’s a welcome sight to see Taktl
offering Falling for Stradivari, Gerry Fox’s
documentary following Janine Jansen’s
12 Stradivari project for Decca, which
saw string dealers ] & A Beare manage
to gather together 12 of the world’s
finest Stradivari violins and keep them
in one place for just enough weeks for

Jansen to explore their separate qualities,
then record a 15-strong programme
showcasing them, partnered at the piano
by Antonio Pappano.

Those familiar with the resultant album
(A/21) will already know how harmonious
Jansen’s pairings of instrument to piece
were. What you don’t get on the album,
though, is how different violins respond
to the same piece, or a sense of the time
pressure under which all that decision-
making is necessarily taking place; and one
moment where Fox’s footage brilliantly
wraps these two elements together is when,
in a Brahms sonata, Jansen swaps violins
mid-phrase, frantically ‘la’-ing the notes
she misses during the switch as Pappano
gamely continues at the keyboard.

‘We also savour Jansen’s sheer excitement
at these instruments. Take the 1715 Alard,
an instrument that has largely remained in
the hands of collectors all its life, possibly
never played professionally, and thus
still essentially in as-new condition, crisp
F-holes and all. ‘It feels like the whole
room is buzzing’, Jansen marvels as she
picks it up for the first time and launches
into the Bruch Concerto. It also turns
out to be a tough nut to crack, and we
get to witness the process of it gradually
beginning to respond to her,

Add discussion around Stradivari and
his art, over balancing an instrument’s
conservation with active service, and
film archive of the instruments’ previous
players — Nathan Milstein, Ida Haendel
and Oscar Shumsky, to name a few — and
it’s a consistently fascinating mix. Also,
though, it’s not just Stradivari himself who
emerges as star of the show, because one
is left with the overwhelming impression
that there are few violinists today of
an artistry to inspire all the necessary
permissions and logistical challenges
required to pull off this huge, possibly
one-time-only project. So yes, it’s falling
for Stradivari. But we're left falling equally
for Jansen.
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Janine Jansen explores the unique qualities found in 12 of the world’s finest violins in Gerry Fox’s documentary Falling for Stradivari

Violinist Renaud Capugon’s Aix-en-
Provence Easter Festival is always worth an
in-person visit but it was a hugely welcome
innovation that, after an all-digital 2021
edition, the 2022 festival continued to
stream a more tightly curated handful of
concerts. These included Maria Joao Pires
performing Mozart’s Piano Concerto No 9,
K271 (the Jeunehommne), with the Orchestre
Philharmonique de Monte-Carlo, now
up on Arte, and the orchestra under
Kazuki Yamada give us a good time before
Pires even enters with their crisp, light
and - refreshingly - not slavishly ‘period’
approach, with cheeky, tucked portamentos
and effective vibrato colour. Then enter
Pires in a reading over which everything
flows with the natural beauty and purity of
water: articulation beautifully defined, tone
softly bright and pearly, constantly striking
and delighting with her art’s pure simplicity
and humility towards the music. Further
orchestral pleasures include the ravishing
combination of glassy-timbred stillness
and smoothly undulating dark currents
with which Pires is supported as she enters
for the central Andantino, over which she
herself imbues the piano lines with such a
sense of freshly unfolding thought that it’s
as though the ink were still wet on the page.

Still, if you watch only one thing in
this month’s concert pages, do yourselves
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a favour and make it Pires’s encore of
Debussy’s ‘Clair de lune’, because the
portrait it paints of a luminary in absolute
command of her instrument and her
music, telling a story as no one else
would or could, is of a lump-in-throat-
inducing beauty. Add the orchestra’s
following Schumann First Symphony,
the Spring, itself combining noble weight,
rhythmic flexibility and zesty bounce and
pace, and this really was a top night at the
Grand Théitre de Provence.

Another festival that always makes
for a rewarding visit is the Gottingen
International Handel Festival, and it
is likewise continuing its pandemic-
precipitated digital viewing options, via
YouTube. Themed ‘New Horizons’, this
year’s edition was the first under new
artistic director George Petrou (succeeding
Laurence Cummings, who had led the
festival since 2011), and his big-splash
entrance saw him lead the main-stage opera
production, Giulio Cesare, wearing both
conductor and director hats.

A visually sumptuous co-production
with the Nederlandse Reisopera, vividly
filmed by NDR, this is a great watch.
Vocally, there’s soprano Sophie Junker
to enjoy as a gloriously supple-voiced,
energetic and alluring Cleopatra, alongside
dulcet-toned Ukrainian countertenor

REPLAY

Yuriy Mynenko in the title-
role. The supporting cast
is also strong, including
contralto Francesca Ascioti
bringing luxurious warmth
and fine vocal control to
her heart-strings-tugging
Cornelia. Meanwhile the
affectionately named FOG,
or FestspielOrchester
Gaottingen, are firing on
all cylinders as their usual
sprightly crisp selves, and
one especially delicious
instrumental touch is the
Egyptian-flavoured onstage
violin solo injected into
Mpynenko’s buoyantly sweet
‘Non & si vago e bello’. Be
warned that the subtitles to
the ITtalian are in German,
but know too that this
doesn’t impede enjoyment.
Also available is one
of the festival’s most
tempting 2022 chamber
music offerings, Concerto
Kéln concertmaster
Mayumi Hirasaki presenting
a programme devoted to
the art of scordatura (where
the violin is ‘detuned’
to produce different open-string chord
combinations and thus different timbral
and tonal colours) in Géttingen’s
University Hall, partnered in close union
by harpsichordist Lorenzo Ghielmi and
lutenist Michael Freimuth. Hirasaki’s
programme, performed on three different
violins, presents well-knowns such as
Handel, Corelli and Tartini alongside less
widely remembered names including Carlo
Ambrogio Lonati and Pietro Castrucci,
and besides all being performed with
beautiful dancing lilt and shapely grace,
one of the concert’s chief joys is that
the various scordatura tunings are both
numerous and clearly audible. In short, it
makes for a warmly charming finale to all

of the above. @

THE EVENTS

Brahms Violin Concerto, etc
Faust; Orch de Paris / Makeld artetv

Falling for Stradivari Jansen, Pappano
taktlde

Mozart Piano Concerto No 9, etc
Pires; Monte Carlo PO / Yamada
artetv

Handel Giulio Cesare
Gottingen Fest Orch / Petrou
youtubecom

The Art of Scordatura Mayumi Hirasaki
youtubecom
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