


Charles Avison – Concerti Grossi, opp. 9 & 10

CD1

Op. 9 no. 1 in G major [7.41]
01 Largo [2.35]
02 Allegro [1.30]
03 Adagio [0.33]
04 Aria con affetto [3.03]

Op. 9 no. 2 in D major [6.03]
05 Largo [1.25]
06 Allegro spiritoso [2.20]
07 Lentemente [2.17]
08 Aria cantabile e vivace [3.01]

Op. 9 no. 3 in A major [6.52]
09 Largo [0.46]
10 Allegro [3.16]
11 Largo [0.46]
12 Aria affettuoso [2.04]

Op. 9 no. 4 in G minor [7.34]
13 Largo [0.41]
14 Allegro [1.53]
15 Largo [0.47]
16 Aria andante [4.13]

Op. 9 no. 5 in C major [8.06]
17 Adagio [0.46]
18 Allegro spiritoso [2.57]
19 Adagio [1.07]
20 Aria affettuoso [3.16]

Op. 9 no. 6 in E minor [6.39]
21 Largo [0.45]
22 Allegro [1.36]
23 Largo [0.29]
24 Allegro [2.49]

Op. 9 no. 7 in E flat major [6.10]
25 Largo [1.25]
26 Allegro [1.31]
27 Largo [0.29]
28 Allegretto [2.38]

Op. 9 no. 8 in B flat major [8.05]
29 Andante cantabile [3.38]
30 Allegro assai [1.52]
31 Adagio [0.27]
32 Allegro moderato [2.08]

Op. 9 no. 9 in C minor [6.36]
33 Adagio [1.51]
34 Allegro [1.34]
35 Largo [0.43]
36 Aria andante [2.28]

Total duration (CD1) 66.56



Charles Avison – Concerti Grossi, opp. 9 & 10

CD2

Op. 9 no. 10 in F major [5.49]
01 Maestoso [1.38]
02 Allegro [1.32]
03 Aria cantabile [2.39]

Op. 9 no. 11 in A major [6.26]
04 Largo [1.18]
05 Allegro [2.20]
06 Adagio [0.23]
07 Aria vivace [2.25]

Op. 9 no. 12 in D major [8.20]
08 Adagio [1.25]
09 Allegro spiritoso [3.42]
10 Aria pastorale [1.22]
11 Allegro [1.51]

Op. 10 no. 1 in D minor [7.17]
12 Adagio [1.22]
13 Allegro [3.05]
14 Largo [0.51]
15 Allegro [1.59]

Op. 10 no. 2 in F major [6.53]
16 Adagio [1.54]
17 Allegro assai [1.47]
18 Largo [0.18]
19 Aria moderato [2.54]

Op. 10 no. 3 in C minor [6.43]
20 Largo [1.04]
21 Allegro [3.01]
22 Largo [0.19]
23 Allegro [2.19]

Op. 10 no. 4 in C major [8.40]
24 Largo [1.46]
25 Allegro [1.44]
26 Largo [0.31]
27 Aria andante [2.27]
28 Gavot allegro [2.02]

Op. 10 no. 5 in E flat major [6.25]
29 Largo [0.51]
30 Allegro [3.16]
31 Aria cantabile [2.18]

Op. 10 no. 6 in D minor [7.07]
32 Largo [0.57]
33 Allegro [3.01]
34 Largo [0.39]
35 Allegro moderato [2.30]

Total duration (CD2) 64.45
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Charles Avison and his Concerti Grossi

Charles Avison (1709-1770) was without doubt one of the most important domestic composers of
concertos in eighteenth-century Britain, as well as a pioneering writer on music and a key concert
organiser in the north east of England. Born in Newcastle upon Tyne in 1709, Avison had a musical
upbringing, his father being a town wait and his mother an organist. After studying under Francesco
Geminiani (1687-1762) in London, he returned to Newcastle where, after initially being the organist
at St. John’s Church, he was, in 1736, appointed organist at St. Nicholas’, the largest church in the
town. From 1735 Avison was also involved with the organisation of the Newcastle subscription
series, an endeavour that he was to continue until the end of his life, and it was at these events that
most of his compositions would have received their first public performances. Many of these
concerts were held in the Newcastle Assembly Rooms, but occasionally they were also held in the
‘long-room’ at one of the local taverns or at another suitable location where a room could be hired
for an evening. Given the rise in affluence of Newcastle’s middle and upper classes during the
eighteenth century, concerts were a welcome and profitable diversion, and despite the city’s remote
location, it grew into a hub of cultural life on the back of the coal industry.

From the early 1740s Avison was also involved in the concert scene in Durham, but his attempts at
organising a series for their 1742 race week inadvertently soured his relationship with James
Hesletine (c.1692-1763), the cathedral organist. As a result, Avison was unable to procure vocalists
from the cathedral choir for his own concerts, forcing him to rely heavily upon instrumental music;
so it is perhaps understandable that the majority of his compositional output was for this medium.

Avison’s primary influence in the development of his compositional style was the Italian musician
Archangelo Corelli (1653-1713), who had been Geminiani’s teacher. Corelli was one the chief
instigators in the development of the concerto grosso, a popular form across Europe at the beginning
of the eighteenth century; with other notable composers of this genre including Antonio Vivaldi, J.S.
Bach, and Handel.

Corelli’s Op.6 concertos were incredibly popular and widely disseminated, and remained a staple of
concert life in Britain throughout the century. Avison modelled his concertos on those by Corelli,
largely preferring the four-movement ‘da chiesa’ paradigm of slow-fast-slow-fast, with most
individual movements adopting a binary structure.



Avison’s pinnacle was undoubtedly his Op.6 concertos from 1758, in which he began to utilise a
schemata that was a precursor to the later development of sonata form. By the time his Op.9
appeared in 1766 Avison had begun to resist the new styles of music that were coming from the
continent, and even though he continued to use the new sonata format, he chose to write in a similar
style to his earlier works that placed the emphasis on the melodic line. In Newcastle, during the
1760s, there was a substantial amount of cutting edge music being performed. John Garth’s cello
concertos, which had begun circulating the local concert scene as early as 1753, exhibit many of the
latest musical developments, while William Herschel’s symphonies, most of which were composed
in the north east during the early 1760s, are also heavily influenced by these new continental styles.
However, Avison preferred the older ‘Italianate’ approach, rather than the newer ‘galant’, and
admitted as such in the ‘Preface’ to his Op.9 concertos. Here he wrote that ‘I have also endeavoured
to avoid the rapid Style of composition now in Vogue, which seems to me exactly parallel to the
Turged or Bombast in Writing, and to suit very ill with the native Charms of Melody, but still worse
with the nobler Powers of Harmony.’

Avison was a prolific composer of concertos, publishing seven sets of six or more between 1740
and 1769. Some of these are revisions of earlier works, but others were newly composed. His first
set of six, the Op.2, were later reissued as organ concertos with the organ replacing the concertino
section; while in 1744 he issued a set of twelve concertos that used music borrowed from the
keyboard lessons of Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757). Avison’s later sets of original concertos were
certainly popular, his Op.3 appearing in 1751, the Op.4 in 1755; and his important Op.6 set in 1758,
the latter of which were partially made up of revised versions of his Op.2. These, in many
ways, marked the height of his creative genius. Avison’s final two sets, the Op. 9 and Op.10 were
both published in the last four years of his life, but by then Avison had largely settled on a
standardised form and compositional style.

The twelve concertos that make up Avison’s Op.9 set were originally issued in two collections of
six, the first of which was published in 1766, and second the following year. These concertos, like
Avison’s others, received their first performances at the concerts in Newcastle, and according to the
lengthy preface they were well received. Avison had intended that they could be performed in a
variety of ways. They could be played as solo keyboard pieces, as quartets or, as they were originally
intended, as concerto grosso. The keyboard part, although containing a treble and bass part, was
largely left without the central harmonies, with Avison expecting the performer to fill these in using
the given figuration. As in his other concertos, Avison primarily used the four-movement Corellian
schemata. He had experimented with the three-movement Vivaldian format of fast-slow-fast in his
earlier sets, but by this time he had entirely rejected this approach.



The slow movements in all of these late concertos tend to be short; in particular those in the third
position, which frequently act as a linking passage between the two more substantial fast movements
and are often based in a closely related key. Many of the first movements are also short, but there are
some notable exceptions including the first movement of concerto I, which features rather striking
Handelian dotted rhythms that demonstrates a passing resemblance to the first movement of his Op.4
No.2 organ concerto. Most of these opening movements make copious use of dotted rhythms, the
idea having originated from the French ‘ouverture’. Avison occasionally links the two slow
movements thematically, such as in concertos III and VI, while the first movement of concerto VIII
was to become for many years one of Avison’s most popular ‘compositions’. This was not through
Avison’s own arrangement, but though its adaptation into the hugely popular and over-sung hymn
Sound the Loud Timbrel. Although the melodic lines are clearly taken from Avison, the piece was
actually composed by the Irish poet Thomas Moore; but was still being misattributed to Avison in
the early twentieth century.

The second movements in these concertos, as in the ‘ouverture’, are frequently fugal, although these
never develop into full-blown fugues. Avison thought that the ‘Beauties of Air’ were more important
than the ‘dry Rule of Counterpoint’, so in all of these movements, the accompaniments do not
detract from the melody. Other second movements, such as in concerto VI, are entirely homophonic
and feature a vibrant melodic line over accompaniments that move at a much slower rhythmic pace.
Most of the final movements are much lighter, and, as was common at the time, are in the form of a
dance.

In the preface to his Op.9 concertos, Avison stated that these would be the last set that he would ever
issue. His wife, Catherine, along with his friend John Brown, had both died in 1766, and at the time
he must have felt that his creative powers had gone. However, these were not to be the last set that
he was to issue, and his Op.10, another set of concertos, appeared in 1769. These are similar in form
and style to his Op.9 set, although Avison did not include a realised harpsichord part. In a letter
written to the Newcastle Literary Register in the same year, Avison considered the current state of
music, and his longing to return to an earlier style:

WHILE Contending nations alarm the world abroad, and interior commotions at home, I

peruse thy pacific page, and wonder where the powers of music are fled, not to harmonize

the passions of men; yet still the dulcet strains will live in congenial souls, to smooth the path

of life which providence has given to lovers of harmony.



Despite the rise of these new styles, Avison was by no means the last to write concerti grossi, and it
certainly remained a popular form in the provinces for many years, with these earlier styles existing
quite happily alongside more modern works. Examples of this genre were still being published in the
early nineteenth century, but by then its days were numbered.

Although these late concertos of Avison’s were not written using the latest styles, they are, however,
exceedingly well crafted with delightful melodic lines that are well supported by the accompanying
instruments. They reveal to us an accomplished composer who adhered to his principles, writing
these concertos as he wanted rather than bowing down to the current musical trends. They are of
exceedingly high quality, containing some of the most memorable music that Avison ever wrote and
are, without doubt, significant to the history of the concerto grosso in Britain.

Notes ©2008 Simon D.I. Fleming.
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The Avison Ensemble

Several years ago cellist Gordon Dixon discovered a collection of 18th century music hidden away
at the back of a cupboard. This turned out to be a number of concertos of the hitherto little known
Newcastle born composer Charles Avison. Excited by the originality and freshness of the music
Gordon formed The Avison Ensemble with the aim of enhancing public awareness of Avison and
the many other neglected British composers of the baroque period.

Comprising some of Europe’s finest musicians, the Avison Ensemble performs on period
instruments in order to recreate as close as possible the distinctive ‘sound world’ that the composers
would have known.

The Avison Ensemble is unique in having its own composer along with a substantial repertoire of his
music as yet unperformed in modern times. Miraculously they have added to this repertoire with the
recent acquisition of two of Avison’s original workbooks, which contain many unpublished works
by Avison and other 18th century composers.

Today, the Avison Ensemble introduces new audiences to classical music through touring,
recording, subscription concerts and radio broadcasts. Most recently these include a collaboration
with the Choir of Her Majesty the Queen’s Chapel Royal, numerous broadcasts for the BBC as part
of the Ensemble’s “Live from the 18th century” concert series; recordings of concertos by Garth and
Herschel for Cavalier Classics with cellist Anner Bylsmer and violinist Pavlo Beznosiuk; and the
first ever complete recording of Charles Avison’s 12 concertos Op. 6 released by Naxos in July
2004.

February 2006 saw the release of the Avison Ensemble’s CD Charles Avison: Six Concertos opus 3
& Eight Concertos opus 4, again on the Naxos label. For Divine Art, they recorded Avison’s Twelve
concertos after Geminiani’s op. 1 Violin Sonatas (dda21210) and the six cello concertos of the 18th

century Durham composer John Garth (dda25059), both 2CD sets released in 2007.



Recorded at The Jubilee Theatre, St Nicholas’ Hospital, Newcastle upon Tyne
8 – 11 October 2006
Producer /Engineer: Philip Hobbs
Editing/Mastering: Julia Thomas
Executive Producer: Gordon Dixon



Pavlo Beznosiuk: Director/Violin

A major presence on the early music scene for twenty
five years, Pavlo Beznosiuk has been described as an
artist with "star quality" whose "playing is full of
fantasy" and "whose range of ideas seems every time
more amazing". A rare performer who is equally at
home on instruments as diverse as modern, classical,
baroque and renaissance violins, viola and mediaeval
fiddles.
Well known as a soloist, chamber musician and
concertmaster, he has led and directed The Academy of
Ancient Music, Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra,
Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, Hanover Band,
Avison Ensemble, L'Arte dei Suonatori (Poland) and Le
Parlement de Musique (France).

As leader of the Parley of Instruments in the 1980s he
was involved in pioneering work in the use of
Renaissance violins and his improvisational abilities
earned him the soubriquet "Heifetz of the Mediaeval
Fiddle". In recent years, Beznosiuk's performances of the entire cycle of Biber's 'Rosary' sonatas
have met with critical acclaim worldwide and his 2004 recording (on AVIE) of these pieces has been
similarly fêted. He is currently engaged in a project to record all the published (and some
unpublished) music by Charles Avison.

Pavlo Beznosiuk's extensive list of recordings is a testament to his popularity as one of the field's
outstanding players. They include all the solos in the six Brandenburg concertos with the New
London Consort, Vivaldi's Op.6 violin concertos with The AAM and Christopher Hogwood (Decca),
Mozart's Sinfonia Concertante and Haffner Serenade (Virgin/EMI and Erato), and prizewinning
recordings of the Schubert Octet and Cherubini string quartets with the ensemble Hausmusik. He has
also made world premiere recordings of music by J.J. Walther and J.P. von Westhoff (on Etcetera).
On televison Pavlo Beznosiuk has featured in BBC documentary programmes on the life and music
of Mozart and Beethoven; these and his innumerable TV and radio broadcasts for the BBC and other
European stations have established his pre-eminence in the field of early music.
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