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„For Horn Lovers“

Brahms Trio Prague

A. Downes : Sonata for Violin, French Horn and Piano op. 93, H. v. Herzogenberg : Trio in D major op. 61, J. Brahms : Trio in E flat major op. 40

Monika Vrabcová - violin, Ondřej Vrabec - French horn, Daniel Wiesner - piano. 

John W. Nomis – production, Ondřej Vrabec – sound direction. 1 CD, total time of 68 minutes, recorded on the 12th – 14th  September 2007, Auditorium Maximum (Audimax), Regensburg, Germany. ArteSmon AS 726 - 2.

This CD is a 100% Czech product, which was published under the header of the Czech Philharmonic as the 10th disk of the edition of the Czech Chamber Music Society; the musicians studied in the Czech Republic, they pursue their careers there and there it was where they founded the „Brahms Trio Prague“ in 2005.  

For the introduction, it is necessary to mention that the CD is a sample of an unusual musical skill, both from the technical and instrumental point of view. As you will find out from the technical commentary, the hornist of the Brahms Trio Prague himself supervised realization of the record, the criteria of which were somewhat old - fashioned, so that something that we may be missing today could be achieved: the sound in such a form, as we perceive it in a concert hall, and not any canned sound, perfect to the last minute. And this was managed: the harmony of the instruments is not artificially perfect, instead, the music bubbles up naturally and spontaneously, nothing is exaggerated in it. As for the musicians, their skills are really of top quality, both from the technical and sound point of view.  

What I myself am personally missing is the feeling of abandonment and a dream world, which used to be brought fifty or more years ago by records that were made of the amazing Trio of J. Brahms by such people as Adolf Busch, Audrey Brain a Rudolf Serkin. Nowadays, technical precision is predominant and so the quick tempos chosen by the Brahms Trio Prague are far more speedier than those in the past. Perhaps the trend have changed since that time and I am   sinning here by my feeling of nostalgia. But lets go through the CD part by part: 

The first piece, Sonata op 93 of the British composer Andrew Downes, born in Birmingham in 1950, has three movements and lasts less than twenty minutes. It is a typical contemporary English music, more or less tonal even despite the modern music language, pleasant to listen to. In some places, it reminds of Britten and Walton, but its expression is more clear, transparent, suitably composed for this group of instruments, which have the opportunity to flash their colours both in the sung and quiet passages, or in the pirouettes of marching rhythms. Andante, Largo espressivo and Allegro molto are tempo prescriptions for individual movements. The last one ends by an exultant and enthusiastic coda. 

The second piece is from the contemporary composer of  Brahms, Austrian Heinrich von Herzogenberg (1843 - 1900), who spent a larger part of his adult life in Germany. His music therefore corresponds to the mature romanticism of Brahms and Reger. The trio D Dur lasts a little more than twenty minutes and it has four parts: Allegretto, Presto, Andante con moto and Allegro. Presto is very similar to the second movement of the Brahms trio. It is a very well composed, easily comprehensible music. Its themes and melodies, however, do not have the power that Brahms knew how to create, and that may be the reason, why the pieces of Herzogenberger are played so little often. Nevertheless, listening to this composition is worth it: it is the music of an interesting era, in which romanticism was developing towards more modern goals. 

And finally the impressive Trio op 40 from J. Brahms. It is obvious, why this composer surpassed all his rivals: his melodic, his harmonic, his rhythms - all his music language has such an expressive, deep and enticing nature, that it will not suprise us, that he became immortal. And the Trio in E flat major is a perfect illustration of his art: what a melody starting the first movement! This composition consists of four parts as well. The first, Andante, has the form of a sonata with two themes of a different character. The following Scherzo – Allegro, with trio, is played here in a vertiginous pace: what the pianist does with octaves in his right hand seems unbelievable (it is a part, which pianists are very apprehensive about). Yes, this is how you achieve the contrast with the middle part, but I was not entirely convinced by it. The third movement, a very beautiful Adagio mesto, sounds divinely – perhaps it is the best thing from the whole CD – especially the conclusion has an admirable depth. The last movement again starts up into a vertiginous pace, nicely in accord with the prescribed: Allegro con brio. However, played in this way, it seems a little to nervous for me. But this is a question of taste. 

I have to emphasize again that the perfection of the ensemble Brahms Trio Prague cannot be doubted, but maybe they still lack a little more of a divine sparkle, the supreme inspiration.  Perhaps what they do, is all too precise. For example when they sometimes place some rubato very intelligently; but the music of Brahms requires something more, something what could be generally called an „overall flexibility“. 

The booklet accompanying the CD is written in Czech by Jan Simon, with a translation to English. It contains biographies of the ensemble, its members and of those three composers, including black and white photos. 

It is an indispensable CD for horn lovers. ¿Aimez vous Brahms? In such case it is worth to have it in your collection.  

Juan Krakenberger
