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Recording review

Fatima Lahham

Continental Baroque: music for 
diverse flutes

The seven CDs featured in this review were all issued 
between 2012 and 2016, and taken as a collection they 
form a wonderful representation of the diversity present 
in the performance of 18th-century music today.

In this clutch of recordings the duo La Tour offers an 
exploration of music from Louisbourg (‘the American 
Gibraltar’); Ensemble Barocco di Napoli presents a world 
premiere recording of Leonardo Leo’s recorder sonatas; 
Arte dei Suonatori, Cappella Academica Frankfurt and 
Ensemble Odyssee perform recorder concertos from 
Denmark and England; Michala Petri and Anthony 
Newman have created a new recording of the complete 
Telemann recorder sonatas; Marie-Céline Labbé and 
Marion Treupel-Franck delve into the French repertory 
for two transverse flutes; and last but by no means least 
Maurice Steger takes us on a journey to Naples around 
1725.

In preparation for writing this review I spent a couple 
of months living with these recordings and absorbing the 
liner notes, thinking not only about issues such as intona-
tion, ensemble and musical intention, but also considering 
how the research behind each CD was reflected in the fin-
ished product. Reviews by default are intensely subjective 
pieces of writing to a greater extent, an ineluctable truth 
which I have tried both to enjoy and combat by allowing 
an honest balance between my own taste and more techni-
cal ‘facts’ about each recording, attempting to fuse my own 
personal findings with useful information for readers.

I begin with the only recording that does not include 
recorders: Pierre Danican Philidor, Michel Pignolet 
de Montéclair: Fil d’argent, fil d’or (Ramée ram1405, 
rec 2013, 78′), which transports us into a world of flute 
duets by Pierre Danican Philidor (1681–1731) and Michel 
Pignolet de Montéclair (1667–1737). The warmth of Marie-
Céline Labbé and Marion Treupel-Franck’s felicitously 
matched flutes (after Jean Hyacinthe Rottenbourgh by 
maker Rudolf Tutz) breathes life into this delicate music. 
The choice of including some of Montéclair’s Brunettes 
(c.1695) alongside suites is a happy one—these charm-
ing arrangements of popular songs and airs for flutes 

highlight these musicians’ apparent awareness of text and 
the proximity of their sound to that of the human voice. 
While recording a whole disc of all-French flute duets was 
always going to present a challenge in terms of sustain-
ing the listener’s attention and seeking contrast within one 
musical style, it is a challenge to which Labbé and Treupel-
Franck easily rise, keeping us spellbound by their glorious 
sound, cornucopian articulations, vivid characterizations 
and utter poise.

Another duo follows: the Canadian ensemble La 
Tour, who court the exquisite colours and textures avail-
able to the pairing of recorder and theorbo, particularly 
suited to the repertory they explore on the disc Musique 
au temps de Louisbourg (La Tour [Baroque Duo] lt3-
13cd, issued 2013, 76′). Impressively, recorder player Tim 
Blackmore plays both recorders and harpsichord on this 
CD, my only reservation being that the beautiful lightness 
of touch in his harpsichord playing often is not matched 
by his recorder articulations. Some of the tempo choices 
also baffled me—notably the Minuetto et variations that 
close Blavet’s Sonata op.3 no.2, which to me seemed too 
heavy and slow for such an elegant dance. As the liner 
notes explain, this recording explores music that would 
have been performed in the Canadian fortress town of 
Louisbourg, thus named to honour King Louis XIV. 
France’s determination to remain a significant power in 
North America was reflected not only in Louisbourg’s mil-
itary presence but also through cultural influences. In this 
light, it is fascinating to hear familiar composers such as 
Jacques Martin Hotteterre, Joseph Bodin de Boismortier 
and Michel Blavet being used as a way of asserting French 
cultural supremacy; particularly sinister perhaps when 
contrasting Île-Royale’s participation in the slave trade 
(mentioned in the liner notes) with the often guileless 
charm of the music.

Another intriguing research project underlies the next 
recording, Royal recorder concertos: Music from the 
court of King Frederik IV (Dacapo 6.220630, rec 2013, 
75′). The Danish recorder player Bolette Roed explains in 
the liner notes that her mission in compiling this CD was to 
explore music by 18th-century composers who either lived 
in Denmark or had their music performed there. Along 
with the delightfully sensitive and accomplished Arte 
Dei Suonatori, she performs works by Graupner, Scheibe 
and Graun, finishing with ‘The Princess’s Suite’—Maciej 
Prochaska’s arrangement of dance movements from a 
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music collection belonging to Frederick IV’s daughter, 
Charlotte Amalie. The combination of this beautifully exe-
cuted recording with Jeppe Priess Gersbøll’s well-written 
and thoroughly researched liner notes could surely not fail 
to enthuse one about Baroque music in Copenhagen.

I have long admired Michael Schneider’s deftly virtu-
osic and intensely musical recorder playing, and the third 
CD in his ‘Virtuoso Recorder’ series did not disappoint. 
The virtuoso recorder III (CPO 777 885-2, issued 2015, 
73′) presents recorder, transverse flute and orchestral 
concertos by English composers Robert Woodcock, John 
Baston, Charles Dieupart and William Babell. The record-
ing explores a myriad of different colouristic possibilities 
available to Cappella Academica Frankfurt, contrasting 
the pure and sweet sound of the sixth flute with the mel-
lowness of two alto recorders (Schneider is joined on the 
disc by the recorder player Jung-Hyun Yu) and the charm 
of violin, oboe and strings. The only performance to which 
I could not fully commit was the Babell concerto, espe-
cially contrasted to the recently released William Babell: 
Concertos op.3 for violins & small flute (Pan Classics 
pc10348, issued 2016, 74′) made by Ensemble Odyssee 
and Anna Stegmann. I attended Ensemble Odyssee’s 
CD presentation concert at the Greenwich Early Music 
Festival 2016 and was immediately struck by the sponta-
neity, tangible joy and filigree ornamentation exuded by 
these players. This live advocacy for Babell completely 
won me over, and their newly released disc does not dis-
appoint, combining artistic excellence and integrity with 
a glorious edginess and unflinchingly direct concept of 
sound and musical intention. While Ensemble Odyssee 
plays this music as though their lives depended on it, 
Cappella Academica Frankfurt seems to opt for a slightly 
more reserved approach. This does not, however, detract 
from Schneider’s understanding of this musical language, 
which is apparent both in his liner notes and the ensem-
ble’s playing, making for a recording that showcases all 
these musicians as stylish and nuanced communicators.

As a child one of my musical highlights was seeing 
Michala Petri live at the Holywell Music Room in Oxford, 
and so I  was curious and excited to listen to her com-
plete Telemann sonatas released three years ago. Georg 
Philipp Telemann: Complete recorder sonatas (OUR 
Recordings 8.226909, rec 2013, 45′) bears many of Petri’s 
hallmarks—her precision, crystal-clear musical inten-
tions and utter technical ease. However, my general (and 
slightly reluctant) conclusion about this CD was that 
while it forms a unique contribution to the sizeable family 
of complete Telemann recorder sonata recordings, details 
such as trill speeds that tend to uniformity, a tone that 

does not always respond to key colour, and tempos that 
rarely yield to any rubato meant that for me it could not 
be the definitive recording of these works.

While any recorder player tackling Telemann takes on 
the challenge of inevitable comparison, Tommaso Rossi 
and Ensemble Barocco di Napoli took on the feat of con-
vincing listeners of the quality of Leonardo Leo’s compo-
sitions on this world premiere recording: Leonardo Leo: 
Recorder sonatas (Stradivarius str33968, rec 2013, 59′). 
Rossi has a strikingly tactile and mellifluous sound, and 
I only wish Raffaele di Donna had joined his continuo team 
on bass recorder more often. The variety in sound, articula-
tion, characterization and ornamentation that he possesses 
is engaging, and he is both sensitively and self-possessedly 
accompanied on archlute, cello and harpsichord by Ugo 
di Giovanni, Marco Vitali and Patrizia Varone. My only 
criticism of this recording would be levelled at Leo him-
self—although his writing is pleasant and interesting for 
the first few sonatas at least, after a time it starts to pall and 
it becomes clear that he is perhaps not worthy of the hon-
our these musicians do him in dedicating an entire disc to 
his opus. However, as an exposition of the recorder sonatas 
the recording more than fulfils its function, complemented 
by Rossi’s informative and meticulous notes.

The visual attraction of the CD Una Follia di Napoli 
(Harmonia Mundi hmc902135, issued 2012, 73′) almost 
matches the level of its aural appeal. Accompanied by 
Dinko Fabris’s useful notes and a DVD produced by 
Joël Cormier and Diego Saldiva, Una Follia di Napoli is 
a multimedia invitation to enter into the sound-world of 
1725 Naples and an extravagant selection of concertos, 
sinfonie and sonatas written for recorder. There are many 
wonderful moments on this disc, from the arresting tone 
of Steger’s ivory recorder gliding over and bouncing off 
strings that are as deliciously taught as a tennis racket in 
music by Domenico Sarro, to the luscious and feather-tex-
tured bed of sound created in Nicola Fiorenza’s Sinfonia. 
The Scarlatti improvisation on the well-known Folia bass 
is also a highlight, with Margit Ubellaker on psaltery 
transforming the colour of the entire ensemble. While for 
the most part I was seduced by Steger’s playing, after some 
time I found myself wishing for more variety in the quick 
passages—his extremely short, clipped woodpeckerish 
notes in particular start to become a little predicable. But 
this minor detail could never detract from the imagina-
tion, flair and spirit that permeates this whole endeavour, 
rendering this a truly outstanding recording that dem-
onstrates the contemporaneity of ‘early’ music when the 
musicians wholeheartedly believe in its message and con-
vey it with such skill as here.
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Websites
CPO www.jpc.de/jpcng/cpo/home
Dacapo www.dacapo-records.dk
Harmonia Mundi www.harmoniamundi.com
La Tour www.earlymusicstudio.ca

OUR Recordings www.ourrecordings.com
Pan Classics www.panclassics.com
Ramée www.ramee.org
Stradivarius www.stradivarius.it
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