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istings ...

STAVANGER SYMPHONY ORCHES-
TRA (Wednesday) The violinist and
conductor Fabio Biondileads this
Norwegian ensemble, which special-
izes in early and contemporary mu-
sic, in its North American debut tour.
The program includes Mozart’s
“Linz” symphony; Haydn's Concerto
for Violin and String Orchestra No. 2;
Bach’s Suite No. 4; and works by Vi-
valdi and Johan Helmich Roman, a
Swedish Baroque composer. At 8
p.m., Carnegie Hall, (212) 247-7800,
carnegiehall.org; $7.50 to $85.
(Schweitzer)
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ltalian conductor, Norwegian orchestra a good fit

GERALDINE FREEDMAN

SCHENECTADY ltalian violinist and conductor Fabio Biondi wasn't sure how he and Norway's Stavanger Symphony
Orchestra would work together when he was hired six years ago to lead its early music chamber orchestra.

"| was happy to meet them and [thought] it would be a large adventure," he said from his home in Parma, Italy,
recently. "But it was an opportunity to show a modern orchestra that it can approach this repertoire with the correct
language."

He and the Stavanger will make their North American debut in three concerts this month: at Union College's Memorial
Chapel on Sunday; Williamsport, Pa., on Monday; and Carnegie Hall on Wednesday. Their program will include works
by Vivaldi, Bach, Johan Helmich Roman, Haydn and Mozart.

The Stavanger was founded in 1938 by the Norwegian Broadcasting Corp. Stavanger itself is Norway's third-largest
city and has gained fame as the nation's petroleum capital since oil was discovered in the North Sea in the mid-20th
century. By 1990, the orchestra had developed an innovative system of sharing its repertoire between two different
conductors.

One would conduct only the early music/classical repertoire; the other would handle all contemporary works.
International Tours

Performance levels were brought up to international standards and the orchestra began a regular touring schedule
within Norway and to other Scandinavian countries, which later expanded to the rest of Europe and Japan.

The orchestra has released more than 30 recordings to excellent reviews, many on the BIS Records label, of the
works of contemporary Norwegian composers, such as Harald Saeverud, Geirr Tveitt and Fartein Valen. The group
gets support from its chief sponsor, the Norwegian oil company Statoil (the No. 2 producer of petroleum in the North
Sea) as well as the continued patronage of Crown Prince Haakon.

In 2005, the Stavanger hired Steven Sloan, the former music director of the American Composers Orchestra in New
York City, to head the contemporary music orchestra and Biondi for the early music chamber orchestra.

Biondi has been performing internationally since his teens and founded the now-internationally famous baroque music
ensemble Europa Galante in 1990. He also conducts chamber orchestras world-

wide, many of them period ensembles, and tours as a recitalist with a harpsichordist or fortepianist.

In the Stavanger, he found an orchestra that had much to learn about the baroque school.

"Everyone comes from a different culture, so their approaches are different," he said. "I'm ltalian, so my approach is
very extroverted, a very active approach. The melange with the Norwegian musicians was very difficult and exacting.
Some performers were ascetic and Lutheran with too many details done."

Learning experience

He began first with the early 18th century bowing practices, which involved a different type of bow as well as bowing
from a different part of that bow. Attacks in the winds and articulations also had to be crispy with strong rhythms and
taster tempos. He also taught the orchestra about the gallant style that had evolved toward the latter part of the 18th
century, which was light and elegant.

"It's sweeter with long phrases and is more relaxed. You hear more melody," he said.

This lighter, less serious style, was already evident in Couperin's and Telemann's music, which was reflected in the
inclusion in their compositions of dances, such as minuets, bourrees and gavottes. Bach's sons also picked up on this
approach and added more expressiveness, and this, in turn, influenced Haydn and Mozart. Each country also added
its own special colors.

"It's a complex promenade . . . a kaleidoscope in the baroque," Biondi said. "We dedicated a lot of time to details."
Unlike the scores of Mahler or Bruckner, where every detail from a dynamic level to where the composer wants a
string player to put their bow is written in, baroque scores have few if any details.



“There are no dynamics, no articulations," he said. "l must decide. | had to work bar by bar. And you must have an
important idea in every bar."

The result of all this work astonished audiences.

"It was a kind of revolution for them to hear," Biondi said.

Setting a precedent

He also set a precedent for the orchestra by leading from the concertmaster position.

"Until the Romantic period, you could conduct from the first violin position," he said. "It was very natural to do. You can
obtain a more correct attack from the violinist than from the baton. It's so obvious and so clear from your body
position. It's also good for the musicians [that he's one of the players] and it's a standard from the historic view."

He chose the works for this tour to demonstrate the different styles the orchestra now plays. Vivaldi's "Concerto for the
Dresden Orchestra," Bach's Orchestral Suite No. 4 and Roman's "Music for a Royal Wedding at Drottningholm* reflect
the barogue style. Roman (1694-1758) was a Swedish violinist/oboist who became the chief master of the Swedish
Royal Orchestra. This piece includes 24 short pieces written for the 1744 wedding of Crown Prince Adolf Frederick of
Sweden to Louisa Ulrika of Prussia.

Roman, who studied with Handel, is now considered the father of Swedish music and has been called the Swedish
Handel. Also on the program are Haydn's early Violin Concerto No. 2 and Mozart's Symphony No. 36 in C Major
("Linz").

Biondi is bringing 44 players, which includes a cembalo and one theorbo. And he's proud to say that compared to six
years ago, the orchestra now has a different personality.

"People think that Norwegians might be cold and distant, but they are very warm with great generosity. I've learned a
lot of aplomb from Norway," he said. "They're a little more Italian and I'm a little more Norwegian. It's been a fantastic
adventure."
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Norway’s Stavanger ‘arresting’

SCHENECTADY -- From start 1o finish, there were fresh and arresting qualitics to the Stavanger Symphony Orchestra's Sunday
alternoon performance at Union College. First was the fact that where we're used to hearing chamber music we got an orchestra of
more than decent size, with 41 players listed in the program. Fabio Biondi served as both conductor and violin soloist.

Now and then this series manages Lo present a string ensemble that reaches toward a dozen members, but they're usually fresh
from conservatory. These were top flight professionals [rom Norway, traveling at the largess of their national government. They'll
bring the same program to Carnegic Hall on Wednesday.

Beyond the sight of the full stage and the heft of the sound, the music, mostly fast-paced, roared with intensity and pushed forward
with an inexorable energy. This was especially the case with the opening, Vivaldi's Concerto in G minor, RV 577. It featured
extensive solo work for pairs of violas and flutes and an especially busy bassoon. The distinct qualitics of the woodwinds could
always be heard, but they didn't float above the larger ensemble as you might expect. Instead, they were glowing highlights within
the thick, massed sound.

Another peculiar but pleasant quality was in the small but frequent crescendos and diminuendos. These also didn't happen so
much on the surface. Instead of simply getting louder and softer, the music seemed to get thicker and thinner. It was like an orator
making a point not with volume but intensity.

The program progressed chronologically through five composers, from the high Baroque through to the late classical eras. With
commanding tympani and brass, Bach's Suite No. 4 in D Major, BWV 1069 put us in a royal court. It was [ull of nuanced
phrasings and colorings, usually bouncing between the strings and woodwinds.

A suite by Johan Helmich Roman was also replete with [ascinating detail and finally spotlighted the harpsichord and lute.

Biondi's most prominent solo work came after intermission in Haydn's Violin Concerto No. 2 in G Major. He displayed
characteristics already familiar from the larger ensemble, including lean tone, buoyant clarity and subtle phrasing.

Mozart's Symphony No. 36 "Linz" felt rather monolithic after all the sparkling Baroque music that began the afternoon. The
addition of harpsichord was an unusual innovation, probably historically inaccurate, but served to unite the program and keep
everybody at work.

The encore was a reprise ol the verdantly tuneful Adagio [rom the Haydn.

Joseph Dalton is a local freelance writer who contributes regularly to the Times Union. He blogs at:
http://www.HudsonSounds.org.

Concert review

Stavanger Symphony Orchestra Fabio Biondi, conductor
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The Immaculate Fiddler
By Harry Rolnick

Stavanger Symphony Orchestra, Fabio Biondi (Conductor and Soloist)

Antonio Vivaldi: Concerto in G Minor for Violin, Two Oboes, Two Recorders, Bassoon, and Strings,
RV 577

Johan Sebastian Bach: Suite No. 4 in D Major, BWYV 1069

Johan Helmich Roman: Excerpts from Music for Drottningholm

Josef Haydn: Concerto for Violin and String Orchestra No. 2 in C Major

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Symphony No. 36, "Linz", KV 425

F. Biondi (© Europa Galante)

Fabio Biondi could well be the most renowned Sicilian musician since Vincenzo Bellini. A superb
violinist, he is a prominent conductor, and within his limits — which are quite restricted — a noted scholar
as well.

The limitations and assets were well shown in the New York premiere of Norway’s Stavanger Symphony
Orchestra, a relatively large ensemble (cighty-four players), which limited themselves last night to late
Baroque and carly Classical. Four names familiar, one certainly rare. Most important, though, Mr.
Biondi’s scholarship in “authentic” Baroque manifests itself from the first notes of a Vivaldi concerto.

First, Mr. Biondi takes the 18th Century role of “concertmaster” literally and seriously. Not for a moment
did he lay his fiddle down. Instead, he conducted and bowed his way as soloist in two concertos and three
ensemble works, cagerly playing, leading and making lovely 18th Century sounds with his group.



























