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Introduction

With our 2010 edition the Penguin Guide to Recorded Classical Music reached its maximum capacity, and we realized that a new approach was needed to advise readers as to the most desirable recordings available. Our chosen answer is to plan a more compact survey centring on 1,000 of the very finest issues. But, apart from operas, very few CDs or DVDs include just a single work, which means that our coverage is much greater than the book’s title would suggest. In addition, the important collections grouped under a single artist often include a great variety of music, which again considerably expands the repertoire being discussed. Ballet music is given a separate survey at the beginning of the book. Otherwise there are no better examples than Simon Preston’s collection of Bach’s organ music, the six volumes of music by Frank Bridge conducted by Richard Hickox on Chandos, Decca’s coverage of Pavarotti’s recitals or the EMI anthology devoted to Maria Callas which includes all her key recitals and complete opera sets, running overall to a box of 70 CDs.

Even more ambitious is the distinguished survey – not yet complete – of Bach’s 200-plus magnificent cantatas on BIS, performed by the Japan Bach Collegium, directed by Masaaki Suzuki. This is one of the crowning achievements of the present-day record catalogues; moreover, their SACD recordings offer remarkable realism. Although we have treated them as a set, for the moment they must be explored individually. Each has its own documentation, and all will give great pleasure and refreshment. BIS promise that one day (probably in two or three years’ time) the complete set will be ready to be published in an album, and then arrangements will be made so that the balance of the series can be added to those already acquired.

In the field of opera, where there are desirable DVD and CD versions of a given work, both will be included side by side. This applies notably to operas in which there are two generations of key recordings of comparable desirability, one on CD and one on DVD. Sometimes in other fields there is also a second outstanding version of a work that cannot be ignored, and this may also be mentioned in the text.

Our experience of the early-vintage LP catalogue, much of which is now reappearing on CD, means that we are able to expand our coverage in this area – often grouped under the name of the performer(s). These compilations include many valuable recordings of British music and are perhaps headed by the extensive anthologies of Ansermet’s recordings which Australian Decca are now making available, impressively remastered.

Although our coverage is wide, this survey is in no way intended to be a balanced one. But all the recordings listed and recommended are indispensable to one or to all of us, and we hope our readers will find our comments to be a guide to their discovery and acquisition. Some recordings may require perseverance to obtain, but all are worth seeking out. The important Australian Eloquence series of recordings is now available in the UK and they can also be obtained by American readers.

Catalogue Numbers

Great care has gone into the checking of CD and DVD catalogue numbers and contents to ensure that all details are correct, but the major companies are at present totally reorganizing their catalogues to make them more attractive and more competitive. EMI have brought out a huge number of reissues (usually at lower prices). There are many reissues, too, from Universal (Decca, DG and Philips), while the new catalogues (from the UK and USA) of the combined labels of Sony and RCA have caused us insoluble problems in determining which CDs are currently available and which catalogue numbers are now correct on each side of the Atlantic. The editors and publisher therefore cannot be held responsible for any mistakes which may have crept in despite all our zealous checking. When ordering recordings, readers are urged to provide their source with full details of the music and performers, as well as the catalogue number.

Deletions

Compact discs regularly succumb to the deletions axe, and many highly praised CDs are likely to disappear during the lifetime of this book. But most really important and desirable recordings are eventually reissued, usually costing less!

As for the others, we can only suggest to readers that if a recording we have enthused about appears to be deleted, keep your eyes on the lists of reissues, as it will surely reappear before too long, unless it has repertoire which has little public support.
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Downloads

For some classical CD collectors, the word ‘download’ may provoke a blank stare or even a feeling of queasiness which new technology often generates. Both these responses are understandable, but two things are certain about downloads: (i) they are here to stay, and (ii) there is nothing to fear from them.

First of all, what is a ‘download’? It is simply a way of ‘downloading’ music directly from the Internet on to your computer, where it can then either be transferred to a blank CD, played on an iPod (or various other MP3 players), or simply played on your computer. And you don’t have to download the entire contents of a CD, only the music you want. But more of this below.

Will downloads take over from CDs? While there has been an explosion of growth in this new way of acquiring music (especially in the pop-music world), it seems not to have resulted in a comparable reduction of CD sales. Collectors regard the CD (as they did the LP) as more than just a medium to play music. The artwork, sleevenotes, presentation, etc., are all part of the CD ‘experience’.

Whether or not the teenagers of today, who download music as a matter of course, will regard these matters as being of the same importance remains to be seen, but the basic urge to buy something which you can physically hold, touch and feel is unlikely to go away. On a practical level, opera libretti, texts and translations etc. are a key area where CDs score over downloads: the idea of following texts on a computer is impractical and undesirable. And, just like book-lovers, record collectors like to have their recorded music on shelves around them.

The sound quality is another area in which hi-fi enthusiasts are suspicious of downloads. While it is true that the sound quality of most downloads is not quite that of the equivalent CD, the difference is relatively small and, when played through computers, MP3 players, iPods, headphones or car stereos, this is perhaps not of the greatest importance.

On top-quality hi-fi equipment, sound is very important, and this is being addressed by the record industry. High-quality downloads are becoming available with full CD sound-quality. For the technically minded, CDs are coded to play back at 16bit/96 kHz and this will be the standard of these new downloads.

Even more impressive will be the availability of an ‘ultra’-hi-fi audio-quality download – in theory better than CD sound – which may well be available from some companies during the lifetime of this book. These downloads will be using impressive 24-bit technology, which is the level at which many new recordings are made. This will be the format to convert and excite hi-fi enthusiasts to this new medium.

One of the great advantages downloads offer is the sheer quantity of music which is being made available. Never again will the dreaded word ‘deleted’ strike the horror it once did. Not only that, but the ability to pick and choose which track you want to buy is a clear advantage over a CD; the occasions when one wants to buy only the rare fill-up or coupling on a CD provokes frequent annoyance to collectors.

The relative cheapness of downloads may encourage one to explore new repertoire, as well as duplicating favourite repertoire without adding to your storage problems. Most sites offer a free one-minute sample of each track – a real encouragement to experiment and expand one’s repertoire knowledge. Also, downloads offer the chance to experiment with new music without having to face the sometimes intimidating atmosphere of a classical record department.

Computers often (and justifiably so) rate as one of the top causes of frustration in modern life. But they are growing more reliable and easier to use. As long as you have a broadband connection, downloading is a relatively easy procedure since the on-screen instructions are pretty obvious. The download may be a bit time-consuming but this is becoming a faster procedure as time goes by, with broadband connections getting better all the time. Indeed, within a comparatively short space of time it will take a matter of seconds to download a complete opera – through we are not there yet.

Many of the recordings discussed in this book will be available to download (a quick check on the relevant company’s website will tell you if this is so). A dedicated download site, such as iTunes, is an obvious place to start, but many record companies offer their own download facility. TheClassicalShop.net offers many high-quality downloads and a host of independent labels to choose from and is well worth exploring.

The performances heard via downloads remain the same, whatever format they are presented on (taking note of the above remarks on sound quality).


An International Mail-order Source for Recordings in the UK

Readers are urged to support a local dealer if he is prepared and able to give a proper service, and to remember that obtaining many CDs involves expertise and perseverance. However, in recent years many specialist sources have disappeared; for that reason, if any difficulty is experienced in obtaining the CDs you want, we suggest the following mail-order alternative, which offers competitive discounts in the UK but also operates world-wide. Through this service, advice on choice of recordings from the Editor of the The Penguin Guide to the 1000 Finest Classical Recordings is always readily available to mail-order customers:

Squires Gate Music Centre Ltd (PG Dept)

615 Lytham Road

Squires Gate, Blackpool

Lancashire FY4 1RG

UK

Tel./Fax: (+44) (0) 1253 405599

Website Address: www.lprl.demon.co.uk

Email Address: sales@lprl.demon.co.uk

This organization can supply any recording available in Britain and patiently extends CD and DVD orders until they finally come to hand. A full guarantee of safe delivery is made on any order undertaken. Please write or fax for further details, or make a trial credit-card order, by fax, email or telephone.

Squires Gate also offers a try-before-you-buy weekly loan service (within the UK only) so that customers can try out recordings at home for a small charge, without any obligation to purchase. If a recording is subsequently purchased, it will be discounted and the trial charge waived. Full details sent on request.

Squires Gate Music Centre also offers a simple two- or three-monthly mailing, listing a hand-picked selection of current new and reissued CDs, chosen by the Editor of the Penguin Guide, Ivan March. Customers of Squires Gate Music Centre Ltd, both domestic and overseas, can receive the bulletin as available, and it is sent automatically with their purchases.


Foreword

As a Foreword to this edition, we offer below a brief but comprehensive history of recorded sound, from Thomas Alva Edison’s first cylinder of 1877 and Emile Berliner’s disc system of the early 1890s, to the arrival of electric recording, which transformed the sound fundamentally, while the debut of the LP in 1950 at last brought continuity to major works. Stereo enormously enhanced realism a decade later, and the compact disc virtually removed both background noise and wear and tear on the disc itself; with the coming of DVD, listeners are able to watch as well as hear distinguished artists making music.

The earliest years of recording: Edison’s cylinder phonograph

When in 1877 Edison first demonstrated the cylinder phonograph in his factory to an assembled staff, and the words ‘Mary had a little lamb’ came clearly out of its tin horn, he could hardly have envisaged the full potential of his invention. Indeed, its first commercial use, as exploited by the inventor’s Columbia Phonograph Company, was as an office machine, to record dictation. Understandably, this was not welcomed by office staff and its career was short-lived. Instead, in the 1880s, coin-in-the-slot novelty phonographs were devised, equipped with ten sets of ear tubes through which the reproduced sound travelled simultaneously. These were rented out to showmen at fairs, who charged five cents from each listener to experience the primitive sound, and soon these reproducing machines spread to shops and saloons.

The arrival of the recording industry’s first key artistic figure: Fred Gaisberg

This innovative change to the world of entertainment brought with it the recording industry’s first A&R (artists and repertoire) man, Fred Gaisberg, a remarkably gifted man of Bavarian extraction, whose family had emigrated to New York in 1854. Young Fred, with the encouragement of his highly musical mother, soon developed into a first-rate musician and a fine pianist. He also received much early support as a boy from the famous bandmaster/composer John Philip Sousa, who encouraged him to stand beside the maestro at open-air concerts on windy days and turn over and hold down the music. Such continued exposure to the popular hits of the time must have been invaluable to young Fred, and he soon became a very highly accomplished and much sought-after accompanist.

It was not surprising that, while he was still at school, the Columbia Phonograph Company heard of Gaisberg’s talents and in 1889 they offered him the post of producer/pianist (who could play loudly and clearly!) for their expansion into a wider range of repertoire. The first star of this innovative repertoire was John York Artee who, unaccompanied, could clearly enunciate prose as diverse as Mark Antony’s famous speech from Julius Caesar and the Lord’s Prayer. But he was primarily employed as a whistler and as such he was celebrated in duet with the sixteen-year-old ‘Professor’ Gaisberg (piano) for such virtuoso items as ‘The Whistling Coon’ and ‘The Mocking Bird’, which Artee himself announced in stentorian tones.

The simple early cylinder recording technology

Gaisberg’s early recordings were made straight into the recording horn, itself attached to a stylus which travelled laterally across a hollow wax cylinder. Simultaneously this was rotated by a hand crank – allowing the sound track to cut across the wax surface turning underneath it, with the vertical motion of the vibrating stylus mirroring the sound signal. It played for up to two minutes. By a resourceful additional expansion it was possible to place up to three horns close together and thus make three recordings at once. However, when Sousa’s band came to record, such was the volume that as many as ten recordings could be made simultaneously! Yet every purchaser of such a recording could justly claim that they had a master copy.

Emile Berliner and his flat disc recording system

By the beginning of the 1890s the cylinder technology had been considerably improved, and in 1891 Gaisberg spent several months expanding his own knowledge of the acoustic recording technology at his company’s factory at Bridgeport, Connecticut. He was thus equipped to meet and work with the most brilliant inventor of all, the man who devised an innovative new recording system which was destined to replace the cylinder altogether. It was conceived by Emile Berliner, whose family had emigrated from Germany to America in 1870. With little in the way of financial resources and working first in a small laboratory in New York, Berliner had devised a zinc disc on which a recording could be etched as it turned, giving a virtually immediate playback facility. Because the recording stylus vibrated and etched laterally on a flat surface, not rising and falling as in the phonograph’s ‘hill and dale’ recording process, it made a steady progress which produced an improvement in the smoothness of the reproduced sound.

Most important of all, the use of a flat disc as the source of the recording meant that having cut his master into the disc, Berliner could then create a negative image and from that reverse master, in which the groove stayed at a consistent depth, he could press copies. This created a mass-production manufacturing process which provided almost unlimited quantities of listenable discs, pressed from that reverse master and, with the first single-sided discs, 5 and 7 inches in diameter, the gramophone record was created.

Gaisberg joins Berliner

In 1893 Fred Gaisberg was invited by Berliner to his house, where a demonstration showed unequivocally how his new gramophone method was superior to the cylinder-playing phonograph, even though the playback mechanism was still hand-cranked. Gaisberg immediately sought a promise from Berliner that when his ‘gramophone’, as it was called, was at the marketing/development stage he could join the working team. A year later he did so, moving to 1410 Pennysylvania Avenue, the address of Berliner’s modest new laboratory in Washington, DC. There Gaisberg was to record a demonstration programme of songs and music to be used to raise capital to market the new company’s products.

The technical success of the gramophone was thus assured, but not its financial backing. Numerous demonstrations were given but, despite their artistic success, potential investors were sceptical and resistant when asked for money. However, this delay was not entirely disadvantageous for, during this waiting period, Berliner found a new material with which to press his records. Developed by the Durinoid Company of Newark, New Jersey (who were button manufacturers), it was a mixture of powdered shellac and byritis, bound by cotton flock and coloured with lamp-black. It was rolled out into ‘biscuits’ which, when heated, were easily moulded under pressure and which, when cooled, admirably retained the impression of the recording grooves pressed into them. Thus was born what was eventually to become the 78-r.p.m. ‘shellac’ record familiar for half a century until it was eclipsed by the vinyl LP and, later, the CD.

Gramophone companies appear in the USA and Europe

It was the discovery of this new plastic material which finally convinced investors of the potential of Berliner’s invention, and in October 1895 the United States Gramophone Company was incorporated in Philadelphia to control the patents. This, as it happened, was opportune; in his machine shop, just across the Delaware river in Camden, New Jersey, a young mechanic called Eldrige Johnson had perfected a practical gramophone motor that was simple and cheap to make. Thus the last hurdle was crossed, and Berliner no longer had to rely on hand-cranking.

Soon a promotional office was organized in New York, and in 1897 Gaisberg was to mastermind the first recording studio in 12th Street in Philadelphia, and he was given carte blanche as to the choice of artists and repertoire.

So great was the success of the venture in the USA, it soon became obvious that a European equivalent should be set up without delay, and in 1898 the new British-based Gramophone Company was incorporated in Maiden Lane in London, initially to import records and record-playing machines from America. But the choice of location for the factory where the new records were to be made was not England but Hanover, where German technology reigned supreme. Moreover the chairman of the new company, Trevor Williams (a brilliant addition to the board), realized immediately that the success of the (initially UK) venture depended on being able to record European performers in repertoire of European interest. Someone with recording experience and wide musical knowledge had to mastermind this expansion, and the choice was obvious.

Gaisberg as the first outstanding recording producer

Thus it was that Fred Gaisberg would cross the Atlantic to set up a new base in London; the artistic success of the new catalogue would be ensured as it was to include the most famous operatic stars of the time. Above all, Gaisberg had the skill to determine whether a singer would record well. The most famous example of his instant recognition of a great voice comes in the often-told story about his discovery of Caruso. In 1902, the young tenor was singing at La Scala opera house in Milan in an opera that was very popular at the time, Francetti’s Germania. He held the audience spellbound and Gaisberg realized that this was a very special voice indeed. Caruso was approached through an intermediary and was asked whether he would be willing to record ten arias. He agreed, but insisted they all be recorded in one session, and he asked for a fee of £100. Gaisberg cabled London for permission and received the stark reply: ‘Fee exorbitant. Forbid you to record.’

But Gaisberg was so sure of his own judgement that he went ahead anyway, hiring a private drawing-room on the third floor of the Grand Hotel. A bell-shaped metal horn was suspended five feet from the floor to pick up both the singer’s voice and the accompanying piano. The selection was to include ‘Questa O quella’ from Rigoletto, ‘Celeste Aida’ and the ‘Dream song’ from Manon, and Caruso went through the whole programme as fast as the wax discs could be put on to the recording machine. But Gaisberg was right: Caruso’s voice recorded perfectly and the result was an artistic and technical triumph; the subsequent success of the ten records not only produced an immediate profit of £15,000 but also encouraged other – previously reluctant – singers to come into the recording studio. For the acoustic recording system was above all suitable for recording the human voice, which in Gaisberg’s hands it often did with uncanny realism. The ‘orchestral’ accompaniments were much less successful and had to be rescored to concentrate on wind and brass sonorities rather than strings, although the piano sometimes reproduced reasonably well.

Gaisberg remained the key international recording manager for the Gramophone Company until 1925, when the coming of electric recording required new skills and produced many new problems outside his previous experience, but also, at last, the ability to record a symphony orchestra with adequate realism. In 1931 the Gramophone Company (affected by the Depression) merged with their main competitor, Columbia, to become Electric and Musical Industries Ltd (EMI) and it was Gaisberg who was appointed to manage the new combined HMV International Department, which now had access to a galaxy of new names. They included Beecham, Gieseking, Szigeti, Bruno Walter and Weingartner, to say nothing of the Victor American catalogue, which featured Horowitz, Rubinstein, Heifetz and Toscanini, among many others – in essence a roster of the greatest artists in the world.

What remained to be done was to perfect the technique of recording and reproducing sound and to keep under contract artists who had an affinity with the music they recorded. Thus the editing of various ‘takes’ could ensure that the performance was musically and stylistically accurate. But it soon became obvious that if recordings of real distinction were to be achieved, then a combined team of producer and recording engineer was necessary, with the producer dominant and soon to achieve a reputation and influence of real significance, especially at EMI, where Walter Legge’s name soon became as famous as those of the artists he recorded.

The LP arrives

When the long-playing record made its appearance in 1950 most listeners thought that the final stage in the development of sound reproduction was at hand. Yet, astonishingly, EMI held back, concentrating instead on smaller, 7-inch vinyl discs mainly used for singles, which hardly proved suitable for classical repertoire. This left a glaring gap in the marketplace, which was eagerly taken up by the burgeoning new Decca Record Company (London Records in the USA). Decca had the advantage, in Arthur Haddy, of the most brilliant technical director the record industry has ever known and, in John Culshaw, an equally able and imaginative producer. They made a perfect team.

At the end of the 78-r.p.m. era, Haddy had developed a new extended-range recording system which soon became famous under its logo, ffrr (full frequency range recording). This was incorporated into the Decca/London LP technology to produce recordings of remarkable range and definition. Culshaw took full advantage of the technical improvement which ffrr provided, and soon Decca LPs took the market lead both technically and musically, a lead which they never really lost, although EMI caught up in the 1960s with their remarkable artists’ roster, and both Deutsche Grammophon in Germany and Philips in Holland also brought comparable competition of high quality.

The coming of stereo in the UK

It was A. D. Blumlein of the British Columbia Gramophone Company who, in 1931, conceived and patented the idea of stereo recording on disc. He noted at the time that the coarse shellac composition with which records were then made was unsuitable for the process. But in 1952 Arthur Haddy at Decca realized that the vinyl material used for LPs would indeed be suitable and he devised a 45/45 stereo recording system, based on Blumlein’s ideas, in which the two channels could be cut in the two walls of the record groove at 45 degrees to the surface plane. By 1954 the Decca British and German engineers had combined to produce a recording machine and reproducing pick-ups using this technology, and from that time onwards all major works were recorded at Decca for later issue as both stereo and mono LPs. Although this research was kept secret, other companies were pursuing similar goals, so in March 1958 Haddy arranged a demonstration in New York to show the feasibility of the Decca 45/45 system, and this was adopted universally. Very soon Decca stereo LPs were on the market using the logo ffss (full frequency stereophonic sound) and, with the enhancement obvious to virtually all ears, the future of the stereo disc was assured.

Stereo arrives in the USA

In the USA, the new RCA Victor Company had formed an existence independent of its old affiliation with what had now become EMI, although retaining the famous HMV ‘dog and trumpet’ logo (to which they had equal rights) for their classical catalogue. They too had been secretly experimenting with stereo from 1953 onwards, and in February 1954 the RCA producers John Pfeiffer and Richard Mohr took their new equipment to Boston’s Symphony Hall, which had the finest acoustics for recording in the whole of the USA. They recorded experimentally Munch and his Boston vocal and orchestral team in Berlioz’s Damnation of Faust, using a pair of microphones and two-track tapes. It was subsequently discovered that Chicago’s Symphony Hall also had an acoustic ambience ideal for stereo, and so from 1958 until the early 1960s a series of ‘Living Stereo’ recordings was made in either venue, featuring artists of the calibre of Arthur Fiedler (ideal for ballet music), Munch, Fritz Reiner, Stokowski, Heifetz, Rubinstein and others. The simplest microphone techniques were used: the sound was recorded on either two or three tracks, and the result was remarkably successful.

In 2006 John Newton and his technical team at Sound Mirror Inc. in Boston returned to these master tapes and re-transferred them to Super Audio CDs (SACDs), using either two or three channels as available; however, the result proved fully compatible using a normal CD player. The reproduction is astonishingly realistic. The performances are all outstandingly fine, the balance is superb, with the hall acoustics truthfully caught, and these remain among the finest stereo recordings ever made. Many of them will be found in our pages.

At this point we need to remind readers of another, much smaller American record company which produced early stereo recordings ahead of its time. The production team of Mercury combined a first-class producer in Wilma Cozart and a brilliant engineer in Bob Fine. Wilma, who was a trained musician, favoured a natural sound-balance and Bob (who was eventually to become her husband) pioneered the use of just two or three microphones for his stereo recordings (some say that RCA borrowed the idea from Mercury!). The catalogue was imaginatively chosen, including much contemporary American music, and the brilliant sound gave the best Mercury issues a lead over many of their competitors.

The CD takes over, SACD adds realism, and the DVD offers a further new dimension

One problem remained: background noise. Even well-cared-for LPs gathered extraneous noise as they were played, with sudden clicks and pops (often caused by dust particles) particularly irritating. Even when digital recording sharpened the clarity of the sound image, these disturbances persisted. Finally, with the arrival of the compact disc in the early 1980s this problem was overcome and the newer digital recordings could be heard against a background of absolute silence. Even digitally remastered analogue CDs could be enjoyed with just a minimum of hiss from the master-tape. Moreover, modern technology has managed to reduce background noise considerably even from cleverly transferred recordings with a shellac, 78-r.p.m. source.

One further refinement was to come. In the 1960s several of the major companies experimented with quadraphonic surround sound, but the system failed to catch on, and some say this was because the fair sex refused to accept the presence of four large speakers in the living-room. However, the coming of compatible SACDs revived the project. The back speakers can be very small, even hidden, for their purpose is only to add a subtle background ambience to the recording. With small groups of artists this can bring a subtle but tangible feeling of presence; with large-scale works, especially choral music, the result can be a very thrilling fourth dimension, and one really has the sense of sitting in the concert hall itself.

The appeal of the DVD is so obvious that it hardly needs any advocacy from us. We are discovering that the major international opera houses have been recording (in stereo) and filming their key productions for several decades now, and there is much treasure to be discovered in their archives. The quality of both picture and sound is generally remarkably good, often really excellent. Those music lovers seeking to watch instrumental and vocal soloists, choirs, and famous orchestras playing under key conductors will not be disappointed either. No better examples exist than the superb DVD of Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos recorded at Castle Cöthen by the wonderfully alive and stylish Freiburg Baroque Orchestra, or the series of recordings Bernstein made in New York and Boston not long before he died, full of musical joy and brimming over with an exuberant life force.


A Timeline for Key Composers Included in Our Choices


11th–12th centuries: Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179); Perotinus (c. 1160–1225); Léonin (c. 1153–1201)

The earliest music of our culture has not survived, as it was not possible until the twelfth century to write it down in such a way as to determine the pitch of the notes and their relationship to one another. Then, for the first time, the austere but haunting two-part plainchant of Léonin, the resident composer at the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, was written on a ‘stave’ (a series of horizontal lines), and this was extended by his colleague Magister Perotinus to three and four parts, which characterized a style of writing called organum.

But, astonishingly, it was a woman who was to compose the first music to survive into regular present-day performance. Besides her remarkable gifts as a composer, Hildegard of Bingen had mystic visions throughout her life and believed that God was communicating directly to her. The church (and indeed the pope) accepted that her experiences were genuine, and this gave her far-reaching philosophical power as a confidante of the church authorities, including the pope. She believed that the world should be experienced and enjoyed jointly by man and woman, yet be balanced by resistance to sin. ‘Only thus is the world fruitful,’ she suggested. Her music is a simple, soaring monody with immediate appeal.

15th–17th centuries: Josquin Desprez (c. 1440–1521); Thomas Tallis (c. 1505–85); William Byrd (1543–1623); Carlo Gesualdo (1561–1613); Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643); Orlando Gibbons (1583–1625); Henry Purcell (1659–95)

By the time Josquin Desprez arrived, medieval polyphony had matured into vocal writing of great feeling and intensity, whether in Mass settings of great eloquence in four or five parts or in simpler motets, which are still very telling. Carlo Gesualdo’s motets bring astonishing dissonances and chromaticisms, often flagrantly pungent, which surely reflect his own personal life. Byrd and Tallis were the two great composers in Elizabethan England.

Monteverdi, whose life spanned half of both the 16th and 17th centuries, is however surely the key figure in Italian vocal music of this period. The expressive range of his eight books of madrigals is remarkable, and Book 8 includes the unique pair of dramatically inspired mini-operas, Il ballo delle ingrate and Il combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda.Their intensity and originality are however capped by his 1610 Vespers and the three major operas, L’Incoronazione di Poppea, L’Orfeo and Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in patria.

Turning to England, we encounter some of the greatest instrumental music to have appeared so far: the sublime Fantasias for viol consort by Orlando Gibbons lead on naturally to the Fantasias of Purcell. So little is known of this great composer, except his music and the fact that he was honoured enough in his time to be buried in Westminster Abbey.

17th–18th centuries: Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741); Georg Telemann (1681–1767); Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750); George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

Two key baroque composers dominate the first half of the eighteenth century: Johann Sebastian Bach and George Frideric Handel. Bach’s influence was initially in German music, while Handel (born within a short distance of Bach) left his native Saxony and made his career in England. Both were musical geniuses of the highest order, yet fascinatingly they never met. They also chose to explore quite different musical genres.

The peak of Bach’s achievement in vocal music lay in 300 church cantatas (of which about 200 survive) and included the great Passion oratorios, and a uniquely original and expansive Mass. He was a famous organist and composed much commanding organ music. He also wrote relatively lightweight, Vivaldi-style concertos and a great deal of extraordinarily original harpsichord music (now often heard on the piano). Equally memorable is his solo instrumental music, suites and partitas for cello and violin.

Handel developed the Corelli-influenced concerto grosso, and wrote keyboard suites that were quite different from Bach’s. But he is most celebrated for his Italian operas, the English oratorios of comparable calibre (not least Messiah, the most performed of all choral works), and the Fireworks and Water Music, written for the king, which were to become some of the first suites of popular orchestral music, vividly scored.

Antonio Vivaldi was justly famous in Italy in his own time as priest/musician and writer of countless concertos for diverse instruments. A wag once said that ‘he wrote the same concerto five hundred times,’ but that is patently not true; his invention is inexhaustible in its diversity, in both his instrumental and (more recently revived) vocal music (secular and sacred). It seems remarkable that after he died, in 1741, his output was all but forgotten until Louis Kaufman and the Concert Hall Chamber Orchestra directed by Henry Swoboda revived and recorded The Four Seasons in Carnegie Hall in December 1947. The work has now become the most popular classical work in the whole repertoire.

The entertaining German composer Georg Telemann was almost equally prolific and his music is certainly comparably attractive, specializing (besides concertos) in colourful baroque orchestral suites, often engagingly pictorial and featuring local scenes in Hamburg, where he lived.

18th–19th centuries: Thomas Arne (1710–78); Joseph Haydn (1732–1809); Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–91); Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827); Franz Schubert (1797–1828)

Thomas Arne in England, following in Handel’s footsteps, had success with both instrumental music and opera (at Covent Garden) and his Artaxerxes was the first opera seria with words in English. The score has had to be reconstructed, but is well worth investigating, full of attractive numbers colourfully orchestrated.

The period between 1732 and 1827/8 is without doubt the richest section of our musical timeline and one cannot consider any of these four great linked composers without remembering the other three. Haydn, living for much of his life at Esterháza, commented that, isolated as he was, he had to be original. But he was not just original, his originality was extraordinarily prolific. His most precious contribution was the virtual invention of the string quartet, and he left us nearly 80 of them, including six very agreeable works for a long time attributed to him as Opus 3 but actually written by Romanus Hoffstetter, which he acknowledged as authentic in his complete works, perhaps one of his light-hearted jokes. But they are not unworthy, and the rest are magnificent, desert-island fare (for I.M.).

Haydn also gave us 104 hardly less stimulating symphonies, of which undoubtedly the last twelve, written for London, are among the finest. It now seems difficult to believe that before the Second World War most of Haydn’s earlier symphonies had not even been printed, and their availability owes much to the research of a brilliant musicologist, H. C. Robbins Landon, whose Symphonies of Joseph Haydn was first published in 1955. The sad thing is that many of these early and middle-period works, which are of the highest quality, are still very seldom heard in the concert hall. But of course they are all available on CD. Haydn was not a concerto specialist, but he wrote a single trumpet concerto for the new keyed instrument when it arrived, and it has never been equalled since, let alone surpassed. However, he wrote some excellent works for cello, and his keyboard concertos, for piano or harpsichord, are by no means to be dismissed. His Creation and Seasons are among the first great English choral works.

There are many who consider Mozart to be a greater composer than Haydn, and in the case of certain very special works they may be right. The operas, Così fan tutte, Don Giovanni, Le nozze di Figaro (especially) and Die Zauberflöte are indispensable, as are the Clarinet Concerto and Clarinet Quintet, many of the piano concertos, but especially No. 23 in A, K.488, and the Double Piano Concerto, K.365. The five violin concertos are also memorable, capped by the masterly Sinfonia concertante for violin and viola. The last four symphonies will be among many readers’ special favourites, as will the six quartets dedicated to Haydn, and the String Trio in E flat and the G minor String Quintet. But Haydn’s contribution overall remains colossal and so, with proper respect, we place the achievements of these two masters side by side.

Beethoven stands alone and supreme at the centre of the pantheon of great composers. He began writing music of his own time, then expanded every musical form – symphonies, concertos, chamber, instrumental, piano and choral music – and took them forward into the future. None more so than the string quartets, of which the first six are supremely classical and the late works have a sublimely subtle inner essence to which the listener raptly responds without seeking or needing analysis.

Schubert is the great musical lyricist, both in his countless songs and in the glorious chamber and piano music. The symphonies have a powerful simplicity, the Unfinished marks the true beginning of Romantic music. His last instrumental works, including the String Quintet and the final B flat major Piano Sonata, take us into an Elysian musical world unsurpassed even by Beethoven.

18th and 19th centuries (in the opera house): Gioachino Rossini (1792–1868); Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848); Vincenzo Bellini (1801–35)

Rossini and Donizetti showed us that great art, besides being musically satisfying, could also make us smile with pleasure. Beethoven greatly admired The Barber of Seville, an opera which matches stylish melody with sparkling humour. Donizetti’s Don Pasquale, L’Elisir d’amore and La Fille du régiment are all great fun, often made at the expense of a pompous central character – the epitome of opera buffa. But Donizetti could also write serious opera, of which Lucia di Lammermoor is justly the most famous, and Bellini followed in his wake.

19th century (first part): Hector Berlioz (1803–69); Felix Mendelssohn (1809–47); Frédéric Chopin (1810–49); Franz Liszt (1811–86); Richard Wagner (1813–83); Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901); Charles Gounod (1818–93); Jacques Offenbach (1819–80); Anton Bruckner (1824–96); Johannes Brahms (1833–97); Georges Bizet (1838–75); Peter Tchaikovsky (1840–93); Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904); Edvard Grieg (1843–1907)

Hector Berlioz burst into the nineteenth century with the Symphonie fantastique, the first epic Romantic programme symphony, written only a few years after Beethoven’s death, yet conceived in spectacle and hyperbole, and orchestrated with a brilliance none of the composer’s predecessors could have dreamed of. The comparably masterly concert overture Le Carnaval romain, less than ten minutes long, is in some ways even more breathtaking, as is his Requiem.

Mendelssohn is credited with bringing the fairies into the orchestra in his exquisite Midsummer Night’s Dream Overture and Incidental Music, and he also travelled to Scotland to create an unsurpassed musical seascape in the Hebrides Overture.

Chopin and Liszt then stepped on to the concert platform with their romantic piano music, matching delicate poetry with sparkling virtuosity. At the same time Verdi and Gounod romanticized the operatic stage, and Wagner imbued his characters and the large accompanying orchestra with an overwhelming chromatic sensuality, although they usually took a long time to sing what they had to say.

French composers can usually be relied on to write racily exuberant music, and Offenbach was perhaps the wittiest of them all, providing a perfect counterpart to Wagner’s melodramatic hyperbole. In Germany, Bruckner added weight and expansive length to his nine symphonies while Brahms in his four symphonies, Violin Concerto, and two great Piano Concertos sensed that he was regarded by his compatriots as a natural successor to Beethoven. When quizzed about the obvious similarity between the great, expansive melody in the finale of his First Symphony and the main theme of the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth, his scornful reply was, ‘Any fool can see that.’

Bizet wrote just one symphony, in C major, but it is sheer delight, especially in the hands of Beecham. He also gave us one of the most popular of all operas, Carmen, which Oscar Hammerstein greatly praised for the sheer number of ‘hits’ that he acknowledged the score contains.

The music of both Dvořák and Tchaikovsky is permeated with the rich folklore of their respective homelands. Indeed Stravinsky stated, ‘Tchaikovsky was the greatest Russian of us all.’ Yet Dvořák wrote his finest symphony, the ‘New World’, while he was in America, and the folk influence in the beautiful main theme of its justly famous slow movement has as much of an American influence as Czech.

Tchaikovsky, alongside Schubert, was the greatest melodist of all time, and every one of his works overflows with memorable tunes. He told us that he would often wake up in the middle of the night with a new theme running through his consciousness, complete with harmony and orchestration. He had to get up immediately and write it down, for he would have forgotten it by morning. Tchaikovsky befriended Grieg when the two composers came together to England to receive honorary doctorates at Cambridge University. They liked each other immediately and Tchaikovsky greatly admired the haunting simplicity of Grieg’s music with its strong, Norwegian folk flavour.

19th century (second part): Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924); Leoš Janáček (1854–1928); Edward Elgar (1857–1934); Giacomo Puccini (1858–1924); Gustav Mahler (1860–1911); Richard Strauss (1864–1949)

If it is the refined delicacy of the lyricism of Gabriel Fauré which captivates the listener, it is the sharp, pungent originality of Janáček’s writing that catches the ear with its often abrasive orchestration. Elgar was truly English, very proud of his patriotism and conscious of his heritage. He did not seek dissonant textures in the orchestra but scored traditionally, with sonorously expansive string and brass and a reliance on rich melodic lines and strong rhythms and, in outer movements, a thrusting, vigorous impetus, finding its zenith in the Pomp and Circumstance Marches which are famous. His greatest work was The Dream of Gerontius.

Puccini and Richard Strauss were also both both supreme melodists and scored richly and romantically for the orchestra. Puccini’s masterpiece, La Bohème, has a continuous inspired melodic flow from the first note to the last and Strauss’s Rosenkavalier brings an utterly magical ‘Presentation of the Silver Rose’ scene and an unforgettable final Trio. Their principal works between them have helped to keep opera alive and popular since the era of Verdi.

Gustav Mahler is a very different musician from Bruckner, while springing from the same roots. Like Bruckner, he left us nine very expansive symphonies, but with greater orchestral and vocal variety between them. No. 2 is subtitled the ‘Resurrection’ because of its spectacular Judgement Day choral finale, and No. 8 is called the ‘Symphony of 1 000’ because of the huge musical forces required for performances. But Nos. 1 and 4 have an endearing lyrical warmth, No. 5 has a glorious slow movement and No. 4 has a simple song for its finale.

Claude Debussy (1862–1918); Frederick Delius (1862–1934); Maurice Ravel (1875–1937)

Debussy was in many ways the most original orchestral composer of the twentieth century. None of his music is predictable, especially in its harmonic and melodic language; virtually all of it is impressionistic, and its vivid use of colour and drama is uniquely compelling. Ravel’s muse is more subtle, the lusciously sensuous Daphnis et Chloé and the delicate Ma Mère l’Oye are among the most beautiful scores of the whole century, with an almost Mozartian refinement of texture; yet much of his music glitters with colour and sparkles with rhythmic intensity. The English composer Frederick Delius also creates glowing luxuriance and gentle suggestion in his orchestral writing, with its very English pastoral evocation, although there is passion too. He needs a special sensitivity from his performers and that is something Beecham above all other conductors brought to his music.

Jean Sibelius (1865–1957); Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958); Sergei Rachmaninov (1873–1943); Alexander von Zemlinsky (1871–1942); Gustav Holst (1874–1934)

Sibelius, Vaughan Williams and Rachmaninov were key symphonists of this era, spanning the period between the 19th and 20th centuries. All three composers wrote naturally symphonically, thrillingly using themes of real memorability. Rachmaninov was the most romantic of his time and wrote four memorable piano concertos and the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, a set of brilliant variations for piano and orchestra on a familiar theme which calls for great pianistic imagination and virtuosity from the soloist. Zemlinsky’s music is even more ripely sensuous and full of inventive sonorities and luscious invention. His most celebrated work is the passionately poetic Lyric Symphony, which includes two vocal soloists. Holst is most famous for his vividly characterized orchestral suite, The Planets. In many ways this is a unique programme symphony in seven diverse movements, ranging from the ferocious ‘Mars the bringer of war,’ to ‘Saturn’ with its closing mystic diminuendo of female voices. ‘Jupiter’ is the jolliest, with its famous, very English central tune.

Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951); Charles Ives (1874–1954); Béla Bartók (1881–1945)

Arnold Schoenberg’s early music (notably the symphonic poem Pelleas und Melisande and Verklaerte Nacht) has a sensuous richness of texture which appeals to listeners in a way that much of his later, more ‘modern’ music fails to communicate. But the American composer Charles Ives, while flouting convention in every way in his use of enigmatic dissonance, has no communicative problems, rather bringing astonishment in the daring originality and sheer personality of his music.

Béla Bartók, once a seemingly daunting modernist writer, breaking new ground, has found his way into the popular repertoire by vividly coloured orchestration, drawing on earthy Hungarian and Romanian folk music. Indeed the Concerto for Orchestra has now become a favourite demonstration of orchestral virtuosity.

Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971); Nikolai Miaskovsky (1881–1950); Bohuslav Martinů (1890–1959); Serge Prokofiev (1891–1953); Francis Poulenc (1899–1963)

Stravinsky was discovered and nurtured by the impresario Serge Diaghilev and, after beginning with his ballets, The Firebird (with echoes of Rimsky-Korsakov) and Petrushka, went on to write one of the great masterpieces of the twentieth century, the Rite of Spring, then moving on to write music of great originality in almost every other sphere. He was not a natural melodist, but borrowed from Russian folksongs instead. His compatriot, Serge Prokofiev’s, peak achievements include the richly melodic ballet score for Romeo and Juliet and the equally inspired monumental opera based on Tolstoy’s novel, War and Peace. But he wrote masterpieces in every form, including memorable concertos for cello, piano and violin, superb ballet music, and seven highly stimulating symphonies, plus chamber music. Miaskovsky’s mellow, seemingly old-fashioned Russian style, full of nostalgia and poignant lyricism, may seem backward-looking, yet it is easy to come under the spell of the elegiac mood which is his speciality.

The Czech composer Bohuslav Martinů’s Concerto for Double String Orchestra, Piano and Timpani is one of the most powerful works of the twentieth century. He too was prolific, writing six symphonies that show real vision, concertos and much chamber music of great appeal for a variety of instruments.

Poulenc’s Les Biches (another Diaghilev ballet) is a favourite score of ours. It is skittish, high spirited and fresh, and delectably melodic as only French music can be. The original choreography takes place near the beach with the corps de ballet in skimpy swimming costumes, and later having a vigorous tussle around a sofa. But there is an underlying feeling of naughtiness in the choreography which suggests that all is not what it seems.

20th century: Aaron Copland (1900–1990); Samuel Barber (1910–81)

Of all the USA’s twentieth-century composers it is Aaron Copland whose music hauntingly captures the vast open spaces of the American continent best and, like Stravinsky, it was the ballet which inspired his greatest music. Leonard Kerstein of the New York City Ballet tried to commission a score from him without success until one day he left behind on the composer’s piano a book of cowboy songs, including one of the most famous, ‘Old Paint’. The result was the masterly Rodeo, and Billy the Kid. But Copland’s masterpiece, Appalachian Spring, was written for Martha Graham’s ballet company and is a truly unforgettable score, climaxing with variations on the delightful Quaker melody, ‘The gift to be simple’.

Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings is for Americans what ‘Nimrod’ from the Enigma Variations is for the British public; it is actually a version for full strings of the slow movement of his String Quartet. But all Barber’s music is rewarding, and his glorious Violin Concerto now holds its place among the greatest international works in this form.

William Walton (1902–83); Benjamin Britten (1913–76); Malcolm Arnold (1921–2006)

The distinguished (Manchester-born) music critic Neville Cardus declared William Walton’s First Symphony the finest since Sibelius, and it is good to see that after a period of eclipse it has now returned to the concert hall. Walton’s output was comparatively small but includes outstanding concertos for all the major stringed instruments, some outstanding film music, two splendid coronation marches with nobilmente tunes worthy of Elgar, and in Belshazzar’s Feast one of the very finest choral works written in English. And we must not forget Façade, a series of delicious orchestral vignettes designed as a backcloth to all but inconsequential poems by Edith Sitwell, but which stand up equally well in their ballet form, without the words.

Benjamin Britten was infinitely more prolific than his predecessor; because he wrote so much vocal music, of which the delightful Ceremony of Carols remains one of the most inspired examples, his music is now better known than Walton’s. He wrote a remarkable number of songs, which he performed with his musical and personal partner, Peter Pears, and it was Pears who took the lead role in Peter Grimes, an operatic masterpiece if ever there was one. Among Britten’s orchestral works are the engaging Simple Symphony for Strings, the superbly inventive Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge and, of course, the Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, in which he writes variations on a comparatively little-known theme of Purcell.

We have a special place in our hearts for Malcolm Arnold, an orchestral trumpeter-turned-composer who wrote tuneful, stimulating and friendly music (including nine splendid symphonies) and many shorter works, vividly coloured and never short of good tunes. Alas, he lived and composed at a time when writing tunes and music which communicated readily to the public was unfashionable, and the adverse reception from his critics all but broke his spirit.

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906–75)

Many would regard the Russian genius, Dmitri Shostakovich, as the greatest and most highly original composer of the twentieth century. He lived in Soviet Russia under Stalin and endured constant vitriolic criticism from inferior musicians in the Soviet hierarchy who were unfit to pass any musical judgements at all. But the Russian people did not desert him, and for them he wrote an enormous range of music in all forms, including 14 symphonies, many of which recorded recent Russian history, or made disguised comments on the repressive communist lifestyle. His dance and ballet music is spontaneously tuneful (his arrangement of ‘Tea for two’ a particular delight) and his powerful opera, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, is among the most memorable of the twentieth century. He wrote some fine piano music too, but he reserved his inner feelings for his chamber music. The string quartets are the most personal and deeply expressive of all his works.

Olivier Messiaen (1908–92); Einojuhani Rautavaara (born 1928)

Olivier Messiaen is the true mystic of French music. His Turangalîla Symphony (the title comes from Sanskrit) is on an epic scale to embrace ‘almost the totality of human experience’; his single, masterly chamber work, the visionary Quatuor pour la fin du temps, composed during his days in a Silesian prison camp, is unforgettably haunting. But much of his other music (especially the works for organ) is concerned with religious experience and his sense of the eternal, while his Catalogue d’oiseaux for piano is immersed in bird-song which he loved so much.

Rautavaara’s is another wholly original voice of our time, though by no means a formidable one. His symphonies are readily approachable, full of colour and atmosphere, and he has written a series of concertos for different instruments, which are all hauntingly accessible and richly evocative. The most famous is the Cantus arctcus, using tape recordings of Arctic bird calls against an orchestral backcloth.

John Adams (born 1947); Thomas Adès (born 1971)

Here, finally, are two relatively new names, one English, the other American. Thomas Adès writes brilliantly for the orchestra, combining intricate rhythms with dazzling use of colour. But it is his opera, The Tempest, which has placed him firmly on the musical map. He writes very imaginatively for voices and his vocal lines are both melodic and singable. This is a work that could well make it into Covent Garden on a regular basis.

The American, John Adams, however, has already written a superb opera which is bound to join the international operatic repertoire. If Nixon in China seems an unlikely subject, it has all the drama one could ask for, particularly in the choral and ensemble writing and the vividly rhythmic orchestral accompaniment. Moreover Adams has the rare twentieth-century gift of writing lyrical lines for the soloists that are grateful to sing and moving to listen to. Adams’s other orchestral music with its extended minimalist style is original, ear-catching and inventive, and there is a great deal of it, nearly all of high quality.


Ballet Music

Some classic ballet recordings

The idea of dancing to music is of course not a new one. Both ritual and popular dancing took place in ancient Egypt and Greece, but the idea of it being a theatrical entertainment is more recent. It was during the Renaissance that the dancing art-form really began to develop, though mainly as court entertainment. Its development was speeded up through the increasing popularity of opera and oratorio. Early ballets comprised music, poetry and dance, melding into a single entertainment, but this soon morphed into a melodramatic form of ballet, in spirit a sort of miniature opera.

Lully was the first great master of this form; he revolutionized the way ballets were written. He made them a complete artistic whole and his collaboration with Molière from 1671 raised the standard to new heights. A two-CD set with Minkowski and the Musiciens du Louvre from Warner (Les Comédies Ballets) captures the often brilliant style of his writing in which the combination of melody and often outrageous burlesque represents an unparalleled comic partnership between composer and playwright (Warner Apex 2564 62184 (2)). Rameau consolidated Lully’s achievements and wrote much striking ballet music, and the catalogue is now rich with fine examples of his art.

However, it was with Gluck’s Don Juan (1761) that the real turning point in ballet music occurred. It was the first ballet written by a truly important composer and it also provided music for the dance, with no singing or speaking of any kind. It was also one of the first works in which the choreography made serious attempts to represent the drama. The music is a delight: distinctive, tuneful and very danceable. Marriner’s classic pioneering ASMF Decca/Argo account is available on Australian Decca Eloquence (476 2440) alongside Gardiner’s period performance on Warner (8573 89233-2). Both are excellent.

Neither Haydn nor Mozart (pace Les Petits Riens) made great contributions to the genre, but Beethoven did with his ballet, The Creatures of Prometheus. Mackerras, with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, gives a fresh, vigorous version of this score on Hyperion, now on their bargain Helios label (CDH 55196).

After the death of Gluck, ballet remained an integral part of French opera, with most composers writing a fair amount of ballet music for their operas – Gossec, Grétry, Auber, Boïeldieu and others. In fact, it was an iron-clad rule of the Paris Opéra that all operas performed there must have their own ballet sequence (even Wagner’s). This was at the insistence of the all-powerful Parisian Jockey Club, whose members ogled the corps de ballet to select their mistresses. The ballet had to take place during the second half of the opera, as over-indulgence at dining precluded attendance before then. The results of this tradition produced a good deal of very attractive ‘light’ music of the best kind, of which perhaps the most famous was Gounod’s famous ballet from Faust, which the composer ingeniously fitted into the plot. But Donizetti, Rossini and Verdi also composed some equally tuneful and vivacious music, combining melody, wit and vivacity.

Minkus was the first composer to establish ballet music as an entertainment in its own right. Between 1871 and 1903 he established a partnership with the famous Russian choreographer, Marius Petipa, for whom he wrote a great deal of engagingly colourful and tuneful music, beginning in 1869 with Don Quixote. However, in Rudolf Nureyev’s revised version of the ballet, the eponymous character does not feature strongly in the action, which concentrates on a triangular love story between Kiri, Basilio and the rich, elderly Gamache. In 1857 Minkus had also composed music for Petipa’s ‘Grand pas classique’, the only part of the ballet Paquita to survive. But the key collaboration between Minkus and Petipa was the exotic La Bayadère (1877), set in India, which has survived as a complete work.

The Italian, Riccardo Drigo, is also remembered for an attractive pas de deux which was originally interpolated into Adam’s Le Corsaire in 1899. But before that, in the 1840s and 1850s, the Royal Danish Ballet flourished under the choreographer Bournonville, and the Danish composers Edward Helsted, Holger Paulli and Niels Gade provided tuneful music for three ballets: Napoli, The Kermesse in Bruges and Flower Festival at Genzano. Those interested in the development of ballet music will find a well-played and -recorded EMI two-CD set – with the Minkus scores arranged and conducted by John Lanchbery and the others by Terence Kern and Ole Schmidt. It is well worth seeking out (6 48640-2).

But the first major ballet in the repertoire that is independent of opera and which is performed regularly to this day is Adolphe Adam’s Giselle. This ballet, along with Delibes’s Coppélia and Sylvia and Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake, Sleeping Beauty and (for Christmas) The Nutcracker, are the great ballets of the romantic era. They have survived partly because of the excellence of the narrative, but far more importantly because of the quality of the music. These ballets are discussed under their respective composers, but there is plenty more music which, while not reaching the artistic heights of those masterpieces, is entertainingly melodic and memorable.

Richard Bonynge

No conductor has done more for this area of the repertoire on record than Richard Bonynge, who has resurrected many rare ballets during his recording career, and Decca have put a collection of them into a 10-CD bargain box called Fête du Ballet (468 57–2). In it you will find Auber’s tuneful score for Marco Spada (Auber had the knack of writing memorable tunes), and the set also includes a delightful confection of this composer’s music, arranged by Constant Lambert for the ballet Les Rendez-vous, plus Auber’s short but catchy Pas Classique. Lecocq’s effervescent score for the ballet Mam’zelle Angot (arranged by Gordon Jacob) is very successfully presented here too – an enticing bouquet of tunes, very brightly and wittily orchestrated.

The composers who wrote for the Imperial Theatres in Russia are again represented here, with more music by Minkus and Drigo, including the latter’s complete La Flûte magique, well crafted and orchestrated and of better quality than its reputation implies. Bonynge’s classic ballet sets, ‘Homage to Pavlova’ and ‘The Art of the Prima Ballerina’, comprise very attractive, short ballet excerpts, ranging from the well-known to the completely obscure, as well as including the only complete recording of Luigini’s Ballet Egyptien – and enjoyably tuneful it is too. Among the more modern ballets represented are the Rossini/Britten Soirées musicales and Matinées musicales and Désormière’s arrangement of the Strauss family’s music, to form the ballet Le Beau Danube. Other highlights include Burgmüller’s La Péri, written in the wake of the success of Giselle for the reigning prima ballerina at the Paris Opéra, Carlotta Grisi.

Offenbach’s delightful Le Papillon is featured only as a suite, but readers are urged to investigate the complete version of the ballet (see under Offenbach), which is one of the finest of all Bonynge’s ballet discoveries. The classic coupling of suites from Massenet’s Le Cid and Meyerbeer’s Les Patineurs is also included and, though it is not ballet music, Massenet’s Scènes alsaciennes and Scènes dramatiques sit very well on an all-Massenet CD, which also includes the Waltz from Le Roi de Lahore and the sparkling Marche des princesses from Cendrillon. The sound throughout these recordings is of Decca’s best quality.

Serge Diaghilev

The early-twentieth-century ballet scene was dominated by the figure of Serge Diaghilev, the mastermind of a small group of famous designers of scenery and costumes, musicians and writers in St Petersburg. In 1908 he created a sensation in Paris with a season of Russian operas, and the following year he gave his first ballet season with his Ballets Russes, now regarded as the greatest ballet company in the history of the medium, creating a sensation across Europe (and especially in England). Through his genius of collaboration, Diaghilev inspired composers, dancers, designers and choreographers, including Balanchine, to create some of the greatest ballets of the twentieth century, commissioning masterly scores from Stravinsky, Debussy, Ravel, de Falla and Prokofiev, as well as music from Les Six, notably Poulenc (Les Biches a supreme example) and Milhaud, as well as eliciting contributions from such unlikely sources as the English composer, Constant Lambert.

Diaghilev’s other main achievement lay in getting composers to arrange music already written for other purposes in creating new ballets. Among his greater successes were Schumann’s Carnaval (piano music orchestrated by several Russian composers, available on Australian Decca Eloquence 480 038) conducted by Ansermet, coupled with that conductor’s classic account of The Seasons. Weber’s Le Spectre de la rose appears in Berlioz’s orchestrated version, and Respighi’s arrangement of music by Rossini, La Boutique fantasque, has been preserved in Ansermet’s magical mono version of that score, available on Somm CD027 (coupled with his equally famous mono Petrushka).

In their excellent historical two-disc ballet music series, EMI also offer Offenbach’s Gaîté Parisienne played by the Monte Carlo Philharmonic Orchestra directed by its arranger, Manuel Rosenthal, which also usefully offers a complete listing of the sources of all twenty numbers. This is combined with Prêtre’s complete Philharmonia recording of Poulenc’s Les Biches with chorus, John Lanchbery’s vivid account with the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra of the only available full version of Messager’s Two Pigeons and Mackerras’s Philharmonia account of Les Patineurs (both ballets choreographed by Sir Frederick Ashton) (6 48656-2).

In similarly tuneful style, Hérold’s La Fille mal gardée should not be overlooked and John Lanchbery’s Tales of Beatrix Potter is another delightful confection of tunes, mainly from the Victorian era, but so skilfully arranged one would think it an original ballet score (EMI 9498392).

During this fertile period, splendid ballet scores were also written by Britten (The Prince of the Pagodas), Florent Schmitt (the exotic La Tragédie de Salomé (available on CD on Hyperion CDA 67599, coupled with the composer’s spectacular Psalm XLVII), and Albert Roussel (see under the composer), as well as Arnold (Homage to the Queen – available on a new Chandos CD of Arnold’s ballet scores, including much that is rare (Chan. 10550), Miracle in the Gorbals by Bliss (Naxos 8.553698), and of course Bartók.

Herbert von Karajan was a naturally sympathetic conductor of ballet music, and DG have gathered together some of his best recordings on a bargain two-CD set (459 445-2). In it you will find an unsurpassed performance of Chopin’s Les Sylphides (in Roy Douglas’s uniquely masterful arrangement), with very stylish accounts of Ponchielli’s Dance of the Hours, Gounod’s Faust ballet music, Delibes’s Coppélia Suite and Offenbach’s Gaîté Parisienne – as well as a splendidly played Sleeping Beauty Suite of Tchaikovsky.

Other colourful ballet scores well worth hunting out are Glazunov’s Raymonda (there is a lovely DVD of the Bolshoi performing it on Arthaus DVD 100 719), and particularly that masterpiece of colour and melody, The Seasons (see under Glazunov). The Armenian composer Aram Khachaturian must be mentioned; his ballets Gayaneh and Spartacus, especially the former, are among the most vivid Russian scores in the repertoire (see under Khachaturian). Massenet wrote three ballets, two of which have been recorded by Richard Bonynge: Le Carillon and Le Cigale. Both have a unique French charm and sophistication, and are richly scored; Le Carillon is coupled with Delibes’s Coppélia (Decca 444 836-2) but Cigale is at present out of the catalogue, although available as a download (from iTunes). For perhaps the ultimate Massenet ballet though, one must turn to Leighton Lucas’s masterful arrangement of Massenet excerpts which form the ballet Manon – with the famous Elégie returning throughout the score as an idée fixe. It is a gorgeous score, full of melody, colour and imagination, sumptuously recorded by Decca and most understandingly conducted by Bonynge, with the Covent Garden Orchestra (Decca 470 525-2 (2)).

Balanchine

Unquestionably the greatest choreorapher of the twentieth century was George
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