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International Record Review (2009.10.01)

Markevitch, Rabin, De Vito, Fricsay and Gulda on Audite

Igor Markevitch was at the height of his powers in the early 1950s and two discs of

broadcast recording' with the RIAS SO, Berlin, have appeared on the Audite label.

The sound on both is surprisingly good, taken from the original German Radio tapes.

The first includes Schubert's Third Symphony in an affectionate and tidy

performance, followed by three dances from The Three-cornered Hat by Falla – full

of colour and vitality. So too is the Second Suite from Bacchus et Ariane by Roussel,

though in the Bacchanale Markevitch doesn't quite match the kind of incendiary

power unleashed by Charles Munch on a live recording with the Orchestre National

(Disques Montaigne, later Avie). Markevitch's own orchestrations of six Mussorgsky

songs (the soloist is Mascia Predit) will be of interest to serious Markevitch collectors

(Audite 95.631, 1 hour 16 minutes).

The second disc is more interesting. It opens with the Suite No. 2 from Daphnis et

Chloé by Ravel. This is very fine indeed, with Markevitch at his most engaged and

expressive, and it's good to have the chorus parts included too. Stravinsky's Le

Sacre du printemps was always one of this conductor's great specialities (he made

two EMl studio recordings of the work in the 1950s alone) and here we have a live

1952 version that is staggeringly exciting and very well played. Few other conductors

could deliver such thrilling versions of the Rite in the 1950s, but Ferenc Fricsay was

assuredly one of them, and this was, after all, his orchestra (their own stunning DG

recording was made two years after this concert). After this volcanic eruption of a

Rite, the final item on the disc breathes cooler air: the Symphony No. 5 (Di tre re) by

Honegger. Warmly recommended, especially for the Stravinsky (Audite 95.605, 1

hour 13 minutes).

Michael Rabin's too-short career is largely documented through a spectacular series

of studio recordings made for EMI, but these never included the Bruch G minor

Concerto. Audite has issued a fine 1969 live performance accompanied by the RIAS

SO, conducted by Thomas Schippers, transferred from original tapes in the archives

of German Radio. Rabin's virtuosity was something to marvel at but so, too, was his

musicianship. His Bruch is thoughtful, broad , rich-toned and intensely satisfying. The

rest of the disc is taken up with shorter pieces for violin and piano. The stunning

playing of William Kroll's Banjo and Fiddle is a particular delight, while other pieces

include Sarasate's Carmen Fantasy and Saint-Saëns's Havanaise. Fun as these are,

it's the Bruch that makes this so worthwhile (Audite 95.607, 1 hour 10 minutes).

There have been at least three recordings of the Brahms Violin Concerto with
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Gioconda De Vito (1941 under Paul van Kempen, 1952 under Furtwängler and a

1953 studio version under Rudolf Schwarz), but now Audite has unearthed one with

the RIAS Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Fricsay. Recorded in the

Jesus-Christus-Kirche on October 8th, 1951, this is a radiant performance. De Vito's

rich sound is well caught by the RIAS engineers and the reading as a whole is a

wonderful mixture of expressive flexibility within phrases and a strong sense of the

work's larger architecture. In this very fine account she is much helped by her

conductor: Fricsay is purposeful but fluid, as well as propulsive in both the concerto

and the coupling: Brahms's Second Symphony, recorded a couple of years later on

October 13th, 1953. This is just as impressive: an imaginatively characterized

reading that is affectionately shaped in gentler moments (most beautifully so at the

end of the third movement) and fiercely dramatic in the finale. The mono sound, from

the original RIAS tapes, is very good for its age. A precious disc celebrating two

great artists (Audite 95.585, 1 hour 20 minutes).

Friedrich Gulda's playing from the 1950s is documented through a series of Decca

commercial recordings and some fine radio recordings, including a series made in

Vienna on an Andante set (AN2110, deleted but still available from major online

sellers). I welcomed this very warmly in a round-up when it appeared in 2005, and

now Audite has released an equally interesting anthology of Gulda's Berlin Radio

recordings. Yet again, here is ample evidence of the very great pianist Gulda was at

his best. There is only occasional duplication of repertoire, such as the 1953 Berlin

Gaspard de la nuit by Ravel, and Debussy's Pour le piano and Suite bergamasque,

immensely refined and yet strongly driven in these Audite Berlin recordings, though

'Ondine' shimmers even more ravishingly in the 1957 Vienna performance (but that's

one of the greatest Gaspards I've ever encountered). The opening Toccata from

Pour le piano has real urgency and tremendous élan in both versions. The Chopin

(from 1959) includes what I believe is the only recording of the Barcarolle from this

period in Gulda's career (two versions exist from the end of his career) – it grows

with tremendous nobility and Gulda's sound is marvellous, as is his rhythmic control

– it’s never overly strict but the music's architecture is always apparent. This follows

the 24 Préludes. Gulda's 1953 studio recording has been reissued by Pristine, and

this 1959 broadcast version offers an absorbing alternative: a deeply serious

performance that captures the individual character of each piece with imagination

and sensitivity.

The Seventh Sonata of Prokofiev was taped in January 1950, just over a year after

Gulda had made his studio recording of the same work for Decca (reissued on

'Friedrich Gulda: The First Recordings', German Decca 476 3045). The Berlin Radio

discs include some substantial Beethoven: a 1950 recording of the Sonata, Op. 101

and 1959 versions of Op. 14 No. 2, Op. 109, the Eroica Variations. Op. 39 and the 32

Variations in C minor, WoO80. Gulda's Beethoven has the same qualities of rhythmic

control (and the superb ear for colour and line) that we find in his playing of French

music or Chopin, and the result is to give the illusion of the music almost speaking for

itself. The last movement of Op. 109 is unforgettable here: superbly song-like, with

each chord weighted to perfection. Finally, this set includes Mozart's C minor Piano

Concerto, K491, with the RIAS SO and Markevitch from 1953 – impeccably stylish.

This outstanding set is very well documented and attractively presented (Audite

21.404, four discs, 4 hours 5 minutes).
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