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sound harsh and stark is not the miking but
their lack of vibrato! O, no! Boston too? Levine
too?

Now it’s true that I have never liked James
Levine’s Mozart. It has always been cold and
metronomic. There is no stretching of phrases,
no subtle nuances, no warmth, and certainly
no majesty—I guess only the old recordings
have that. We’ve banished it—and especially
from pre-romantic music.

Tempos are often fast—I long for a
pompous minuet—and phrasing is choppy. In
fact, nothing is ever smooth. That would
require vibrato, because sustained lines with-
out it would hurt the ears. But on the whole this
does hurt the ears anyway. The violin sound is
scraping and metallic rather than warm and
smooth. They are counting on the fact that
audiences have been acclimated to that with all
the “period performance” recordings. I have
not; I hate it. I also got really fed up with the
endless repetitions. I would never have loved
Mozart if I had grown up on performances like
these. I would have found him boring.

So I suppose I should stop right here. I’m
not going to like anything here. Yet I will go on
to the Jupiter, because there are other consid-
erations in that symphony. For example, the
Minuet. It’s actually not bad—not rushed, as it
usually is—but neither is it all it could be if you
like pomp. And there are too many repeats.

The finale is almost 12 minutes long. The
classic recordings were all between 6 and 7
minutes—about half the time. But the tempos
here are fast—truly Molto Allegro! The repeats
are endless and maddening. Sustained notes in
the violins are sometimes ugly. It is miked too
close, and you can hear bad intonation. This
last movement is almost impossible to bring
off, and the first thing that would make it possi-
ble is to get rid of all the repeats. Let me name
just some of the great conductors who did that:
Beecham, Walter, Böhm, Karajan, Klemperer,
Krips, Kubelik, Barbirolli, Giulini. A few of them
took the repeat in the first movement, but they
all knew that the repeats in the finale are dead-
ly.

Finally, I should admit that at least this is
not mini-Mozart. The orchestra has some heft;
the string section sounds pretty full. That does
help. It’s not anemic! The booklet lists 38 vio-
lins alone, but we are not told if all of them
were used in any one symphony. A lot of the
string players were extras, and that might have
aggravated the rather rough sound.

VROON

MOZART: Trios, K 254, 542, 548, 564

Byron Schenkman, p; Gabriela Diaz, v; Alexei
Yupanqui Gonzales, vc

Centaur 3031—74 minutes

Byron Schenkman has earned a solid reputa-
tion as an interpreter of baroque and early
classical keyboard music. Past reviews of his
solo and collaborative recordings of Haydn
and Bach have been near-universally positive
(Haskins in Sept/Oct 2006, Harrington in
Jan/Feb 2007, Magil in July/Aug 2008). Here
Schenkman teams up with two younger musi-
cians with more modest credentials to pro-
duce a recording that is pleasant but not par-
ticularly outstanding.

The tone of the ensemble is open, bright,
and resonant. Their interplay is fairly good,
too. The trio members respond to each other
quickly as ideas are traded through the texture,
which makes for some spots of lively Mozart.
One of the high points here is I of the Trio in E,
which is an unusually expansive and quirky
movement. These performers do marvelous
things with the music in both closing areas
where it makes its surprise move to the flat
submediant: their sound surges forth impres-
sively. II and III of the G-major Trio are also
strong, with the finale at last offering a chance
to hear the two string players striding forward
to take charge.

It is too bad that there is not more playing
like this in the other movements. Although
they are able to get a good studio sound and
create a few nice moments, the ensemble
more often fails to cohere. Diaz rarely projects
the confidence necessary to carry the violin
line. Perhaps in response, Schenkman has
toned down his own playing so that it sounds
more proper and careful than anything else.
The only real individual voice that emerges
from this group is the cellist, Gonzales. Even
when he has a single note per measure to
express, it thrums with life and energy. (In the
rare case that he has a chance to play exposed
melodic material, such as in the adagio of the
divertimento, that really is an occasion to
cheer.) I would not rush out to purchase this
functional, competently played chamber
music. The group, founded as recently as 2007
under the name Mira Trio, has already official-
ly disbanded.

AUERBACH

MOZART: Violin Concertos 1+3; 

Symphonie Concertant
Lara St John, Scott St John; The Knights/ 

Eric Jacobsen
Ancalagon 136 [SACD] 74 minutes (212-974-1917)

Lara St John and her brother Scott have made
another duo recording, this time of Mozart.
Lara plays violin and Scott plays viola in the
Sinfonia Concertante. The kind of stylistic and
technical unity you would expect from gifted
siblings is definitely here, and it is clear that
the St Johns know this piece inside out. This is
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not just a mechanical run-through, and their
performance has lots of subtle, personal
touches. An important note: Scott plays a viola
with a very pleasing tone. I mention that
because so many violas don’t have it. I remem-
ber back in the 1970s when I went shopping
for my viola, it was nearly impossible to find an
instrument that didn’t sound like either an
overgrown violin or a small cello. It is very dif-
ficult for violin makers to create a true viola
sound.

Scott plays Violin Concerto 1, and I haven’t
enjoyed this concerto this much before. I actu-
ally never much cared for Mozart’s first two
violin concertos, but Scott has won me over to
the first; his enjoyment of the music is so pal-
pable that my interest never waivers. Lara
plays the more famous No. 3, and you can hear
that, while obviously Scott’s sister, she has a
more sly way of finding her way around a
phrase. The pair is very well supported by The
Knights (do they call themselves this because
they’re freelancers?) under Eric Jacobsen, who
adopt a somewhat chaste, period-perfor-
mance-influenced sound. Beautiful, smooth
SACD sound as usual from Ancalagon.

MAGIL

MOZART: Violin Sonatas (almost all)

Dmitri Sitkovetsky; Antonio Pappano, 
Konstantin Lifschitz, p

Hänssler 98.254 [4CD] 291 minutes

As I have mentioned in my previous reviews of
two of the four recordings in this set (M/J 2007
& J/F 2010) there is so much to love about
these whimsical, intelligent, and personal
readings of Mozart. These readings are at the
same time delicate and durable. I appreciate
the fact that Sitkovetsky adjusts many of the
printed articulations to fit his interpretive
needs; and his interpretive needs always prove
to be musically sound and often quite illumi-
nating. Lifschitz (who plays on discs 2, 3, and
4) has the remarkable ability to make his artic-
ulation match Sitkovetsky’s exactly. I appreci-
ate the way Lifschitz draws on the whole tonal
range of the piano, bringing out its fortepiano
ancestors now and again, especially in K 379.
The perfect blending of the voices makes the
unison rondo theme of III of the D-major
Sonata particularly engaging, and I also love
the way Sitkovetsky and Lifschitz pace the
cadenza in that movement.

I’m confused about III of K 403. In measure
20 it jumps headlong (without missing a beat)
into I of K 296 (in the same key), thus eliminat-
ing the remaining 124 measures of the move-
ment. We know that Mozart wrote only parts
of K 403 (Maximilian Stadler completed the
piece after Mozart’s death), but it would be
absurd to assume that Mozart wrote two com-

plete movements and then stopped after writ-
ing the first 30 seconds of the last movement.
There is no mention of any reason for only
playing the first 20 measures of the movement
in Eckhardt van den Hoogen’s otherwise excel-
lent program notes, so I imagine it is a mistake.

Perhaps Hänssler will find an efficient and
inexpensive way to correct this error. It is a
shame that the value of such a fine set of
Mozart sonatas (one of the best I have heard)
should be compromised by an editing error.

FINE

MUHLY: A Good Understanding; Bright

Mass with Canons; Magnificat & Nunc

Dimittis; Senex Puerum Portabat; I Hear

America Singing; A Farm Picture; Poets to

Come
Kimo Smith, org; Los Angeles Master Chorale/

Grant Gershon
Decca 14741—65 minutes

Drink the Air Before Me
Nico Muhly, p; Alex Sopp, fl; Seth Baer, bn;
Michael Clayville, trb; Nadia Sirota, va; Logan
Coale, b; Young People’s Chorus of New York

Decca 14742—53 minutes

I begin by admitting that I’m flying by the seat
of my pants here. Both of these came relatively
late in our last reviewing cycle, in pre-distribu-
tion form with a press release not exactly
penned by Donald Frances Tovey. Presumably
you’ll get more documentation should you
spring for these in Decca’s gussied-up final
format. Anyway, the composer at hand is Nico
Muhly, a 29-year-old American whose works
have been introduced by Clare College, Cam-
bridge, the New York Philharmonic, the
Boston Pops, the Chicago Symphony, the
American Ballet Theater, and the Paris Opera
Ballet. His first full-scale opera commissioned
jointly by the English National Opera, the Lin-
coln Center Theater, and the Met will be pre-
miered next year. Decca is giving him the star
treatment and released these two offerings in
September, both on CD and iTunes.

A Good Understanding, the choral pro-
gram, will help you understand what the fuss is
about. Grant Gershon, conductor of the aptly
named Los Angeles Master Chorale, describes
Muhly’s music as a union of opposites: “hon-
est and sly, transcendent and earthy, radiant
and austere”. Those are pretty good descrip-
tions. The music also sounds like it’s great fun
to sing.

Best by far is the Mass, which grabs the lis-
tener’s attention immediately with some
arresting honks from the organ, and proceeds
through bits of Renaissance-inspired polypho-
ny, an attractive, somewhat pensive Gloria,
and a radiant Agnus Dei that ends the work
with a surge of spirituality. (What beautiful
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