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Critics choice

Homage to Godowsky

Works by Josef Hofmann, Felix
Blumenfeld, Emil von Sauer, Eugenio
Pirani, Abram Chasins, Ignacy Friedman,
Ossip Gabrilowitsch, Joseph Holbrooke,
Constantin von Sternberg, Theodor
Leschetizky, Theodor Szanté, Moritz
Moszkowski, Liszt/Paganini arr. Busoni
Andrey Gugnin (pf)

Hyperion CDA68310

ollowing in the footsteps of Marc-André

~ Hamelin's incomparable Godowsky
recordings for Hyperion comes Andrey
Gugnins Homage to Godowsky, a tribute
revealing the awe in which Leopold Godowsky
(1870-1938) was held. Names from the age
of Romantic virtuosity come thick and fast -
Hofmann, Sauer, Friedman, Leschetizky - with
many first recordings.

This is a box of heady and decadent
delights with enough acrobatics to make
lesser mortals gasp in wonder. If there are
periodic reminders that composers of a truer

Scintillating:
Federico Colli

70 e April 2020 « International Piano

stature can say more with two notes than
the cascades that pour from these legendary
figures, that in no way invalidates this
dazzling and enterprising release.

Winners include Hofmann's ‘Kaleidoscope’
(an outsize etude forever associated with
Cherkassky); a perky ‘Jadis', also by Hofmann,
far remote from Liszt’s late and dark offering
of the same title; some characteristically
graceful and scintillating Moszkowski; and
most of all, Busoni’s arrangement of Liszt’s
‘La Campanella’ etude. Gugnin's performance
of the Busoni is among the most characterful
and articulate on record, and elsewhere he is
more than equal to every ferocious demand.
Hyperion’s sound is exemplary.
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Chopin
Piano Concertos Nos 1 & 2
Benjamin Grosvenor (pf) Royal Scottish

National Orchestra/Elim Chan
Decca 4850365

Every new recording by the supremely
gifted Benjamin Grosvenor is an eagerly
awaited if long-delayed event. Promised
discs of the Britten Concerto and Granados’
Goyescas, with Liszt's Spanish Rhapsody

as encore, have sadly failed to materialise.
Which makes me all the more grateful for
the present offering which shows Grosvenor
in masterful form, every inch the modern,
young virtuoso.

Like Pollini in his early recording
of Chopin’s First Concerto, he takes
every technical hurdle in his stride
and, throughout, his command and
musicianship are unarguable. Make no
mistake, these are formidable performances.
Yet it could be argued that the playing is so
determinedly unsentimental that it misses
elements of grace and charm central to
Chopins first inspirations. Even when you
admire the balance of sense and sensibility
in the way he arches the ravishing opening
of the Second Concerto’s Larghetto,
there is a certain lack of inwardness.
missed something of Argerichss light and
shade, the volatility that plays across her
performance with Dutoit (admittedly a
cruel comparison).

Superb in so many ways, though,
Grosvenor's performances will appeal to
those who feel Chopin’s early and effusive
style needs a touch of severity. Elim Chan’s
partnership is entirely in sympathy, and the
recording is excellent.

fter many less than convincing years, the

eeds International Piano Competition
finally located a remarkable pianist in 2012:
Federico Colli is a risk-taking artist who
possesses razor-sharp technique and a
personality the reverse of politically correct.
Not since Horowitz has there been a more
vivid or compulsive Scarlatti recording.

In Colli's hands every sonata tells its own
magnetic tale, contrasting quirkiness with
relative normality, vivacity with introspection.
The Sonata in G major K427 comes at you
like a burst of fireworks, and if all is seemingly
calm in K318 (F-sharp major), an underlying
spirit of adventure is never far away. Collis
virtuosity transforms the harpsichord’s
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Rachmaninov in Lucerne

Rhapsody ona Theme of Paganini Op 43;
Symphony No 3 in C minor Op 44;
‘Lullaby’ Op 16/1

Behzod Abduraimov (pf) Luzerner
Sinfonieorchester/James Gaffigan

Sony GO10004126474R

Sony’s lavish presentation, including many
previously unpublished photographs of
Rachmaninov, remembers the composer’s
relatively happy exile in Switzerland. Behzod
Abduraimov is the ultra-commanding

soloist in the Rhapsody, where everything is
shipshape and Bristol (or Moscow) fashion:
there is a comfortable sense that nothing can
possibly go wrong. He is ideally partnered in

a work alive with tricky ensemble challenges.
Yet if there are few more immaculate
performances, there are other more individual
readings on record, notably from Ashkenazy,
Moiseiwitsch and, of course, Rachmaninov
himself. Abduraimov is remote in Variation 17
and is less than memorable in the soaring love
song of Variation 18.

The Lucerne Symphony’s performance of the
Third Symphony is more urgently committed,
proclaiming Rachmaninov’s identity in every
bar. But Abduraimov has the last word with

thunder and glitter into a transfixing pianistic
experience, while in sonatas such as K87

(B minor) his sense of contemplation never
erases flawless lines and phrases. Throughout,
his playing has an almost palpable feeling of
concentration and intensity.

A pianist who delights in surprises, Colli
brings his programme to a teasingly enigmatic
close with the pizzicato pattering of K95 (C
major). To crown this truly wonderful issue,
Colli reveals himself as no less powerful a
writer than pianist. His accompanying essay,
which could be entitled Against Smoothness’,
is a potent corollary to his performances. This
is a superb release from the most scintillating
and personal of all young artists.
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the early ‘Lullaby’. On his own, he exhibits a
caressing magic and warmth missing in the

Rhapsody. Sony’s sound is opulent and superb.

SAMSON FRANGCOIS

Samson Francois: The Salle Pleyel Recital
in 1965

Liszt Piano Sonata in B minor;
Réminiscences de Don Juan « Schumann
Etudes Symphoniques « Chopin Mazurkas
Opp 33/3 &63/2,Ballade No 3

Samson Francois (pf)

Meloclassic MC1045

Samson Frangois was the ultimate maverick,
remaining a wild, untutored phoenix despite
Cortot’s and Marguerite Long’s attempts to
curb his exuberance. For Pierre Barbizet he
was, quite simply, the greatest pianist in the
world, while Brigitte Engerer left one of his
recitals reeling at the impact of his hypnotic
fantasy and freedom.

Naturally, for a pianist who left almost
everything to chance and whose disordered
and flamboyant lifestyle contributed to his
early death at 46, consistency was out of
the question. You could leave his concerts
bewitched, bothered or bewildered. And so it
is in this extraordinary live broadcast.

S

DOMENICO SEARLATT] FEDERICO COLLI s

Scarlatti

Piano Sonatas — Volume 2: K144, 427,
25,318,431, 40, 30, 35, 466, 531, 63,
64,279,118,87,95

Federico Colli (pf)

Chandos CHAN20134

His Schumann Etudes Symphoniques are
oddly heavy and Teutonic while his Liszt
Sonata, with its rhetoric gasps, becomes
virtually surreal. You may argue over the
greatest Liszt Sonata on record, but you can’t
argue over the strangest. In the Don Juan
fantasy, Francois takes you to the very edge -
over the edge in the coda - but with responses
as vivid and tempestuous as you could wish.
No point in comparisons: Frangois was always
Frangois in whatever guise he appeared. This
issue is a reminder of the contradictions of
musical genius.

Italian Inspirations

JS Bach Concerto in D minor after Marcello
BWV 974 « Rachmaninov Variations on

a Theme of Corelli Op 42 - Dallapiccola
Quaderno musicale di Annalibera « Liszt St
Francois d’Assise: La prédication aux oiseaux
S175/1; Apreés une Lecture du

Dante: Fantasia quasi sonata S161/7
Alessio Bax (pf)

Signum Classics SIGCD611

As Alessio Bax confesses in his accompanying
note, Italy is more readily associated with
opera than instrumental music. But he is
nothing if not exploratory, and throughout this
diverse programme his playing has a stylistic
elegance known only to the finest pianists.
He is as sensitive in nuance as he is crisp in
definition in Bach's Concerto after Marcello
and, veering widely in another direction, he
substitutes poetry for edge in Rachmaninov’s
Corelli Variations.

He journeys from lyricism to economy
in Dallapiccolas Quaderno musicale di
Annalibera, and if no one has equalled
Wilhelm Kempff’s early Decca recording of
Liszt's Légendes, Bax’s performance of the first
is nonetheless haunting and reflective. Finally,
he turns up the heat, roaring and confiding
Liszt's rhetoric in the Dante Sonata to
magnificent effect, with a truly visceral impact
in the final bars. This is a most distinguished
disc, finely recorded. 1P
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