


Charles Avison – Concerti Grossi after Scarlatti

CD1

No. 1 in A major [12.15]
01 Adagio: Kk91a * [1.29]
02 Allegro: Kk24 [4.26]
03 Amoroso: Kk91d [1.37]
04 Allegro: Kk24 [4.43]

No. 2 in G major [15.19]
05 Largo: Kk91c [1.35]
06 Allegro: Kk13 [3.56]
07 Andante: Kk4 [7.15]
08 Vivace: Kk2 [2.33]

No. 3 in D minor [10.17]
09 Largo andante: Kk89c [1.40]
10 Allegro spiritoso: Kk37 * [3.07]
11 Vivace: Kk38 [2.24]
12 Allegro: Kk1 [3.06]

An asterisk (*) denotes that the movement
has been transposed from the original key.

A dagger (†) indicates that the original
sonata has been shortened or altered.

Two asterisks (**) denote an unknown
source.

No. 4 in A minor [16.08]
13 Andante: Kk12 * [6.20]
14 Allegro: Kk3 [1.52]
15 Largo: ** [4.36]
16 Vivace: Kk36 [3.20]

No. 5 in D minor [10.36]
17 Largo: ** [2.47]
18 Allegro: Kk11 * [1.47]
19 Andante moderato: Kk41 [3.23]
20 Allegro: Kk5 [2.39]

No. 6 in D major [13.26]
21 Largo: ** [2.31]
22 Con furia: Kk29 [5.04]
23 Adagio: Kk89c [2.02]
24 Vivacemente: Kk21 [3.49]

Total duration (CD1) 78.14



Charles Avison – Concerti Grossi after Scarlatti

CD2
No. 7 in G minor [11.33]

01 Adagio: Kk88a † [1.43]
02 Allegro: Kk19 * [3.08]
03 Adagio: Kk88d [2.25]
04 Allegro affettuoso: Kk17 * [4.17]

No. 8 in E minor [9.57]
05 Adagio: Kk81a † [1.27]
06 Allegro: Kk20 [2.57]
07 Amoroso: Kk81d [2.53]
08 Vivace: Kk15 [2.40]

No. 9 in C major [13.11]
09 Largo: ** [1.34]
10 Con spirito- andante: Kk31 * [3.43]
11 Siciliana: ** [3.15]
12 Allegro: Kk7 [4.39]

No. 10 in D major [7.21]
13 Grazioso: ** [1.02]
14 Allegro: Kk10 [3.01]
15 Adagio: ** [0.40]
16 Giga-Allegro: Kk9 [2.38]

No. 11 in G major [17.43]
17 Con affetto: ** [3.52]
18 Allegro: Kk28 * [3.41]
19 Andante moderato: Kk25 * [7.10]
20 Vivacemente: Kk6 * [3.00]

No. 12 in D major [16.06]
21 Grave temporegiato: ** [2.28]
22 Allegro spiritoso: Kk23 [3.37]
23 Lentemente: ** [5.17]
24 Temporegiato-allegro: Kk33 [4.44]

Total duration (CD2) 76.40

The Avison Ensemble
Director: Pavlo Beznosiuk



The Scarlatti connection

In the eighteenth century the music of Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757) was immensely popular, not
only in his native Italy but across the entire continent. Scarlatti was born into a musical environment,
being the sixth child of Alessandro, a well-known and highly influential musician and composer of
operas. After holding the organist post at the viceregal chapel at Naples, Domenico followed in his
father’s footsteps by becoming a successful operatic composer in Rome. Later he moved to Lisbon
where he was appointed the music master to the King’s daughter Maria Barbara de Bragança, a
position that he held for the remainder of his life.

Scarlatti’s music would have remained largely unknown to British audiences if it were not for the
efforts of Thomas Roseingrave (1690/91-1766) who had met him in Venice in c.1710. Roseingrave
returned to Britain with some of Scarlatti’s compositions, and was responsible for the London
production of his opera Amor d'un'ombra under the title Narciso in 1720. However, it was his 1739
edition of Scarlatti’s Essercizi, which was published under the title of XLII Suites de Pieces Pour le
Clavecin, that introduced Scarlatti to a wider audience and was ultimately responsible for the
development of the ‘Scarlatti cult’. Among the subscribers to this volume was the Newcastle
musician Charles Avison, who thought highly of Scarlatti’s music referring to him in his important
treatise, An Essay on Musical Expression (1752), as ‘the bold and inventive SCARLATTI’ who
‘may justly be ranked among the great Masters of this AGE.’

Avison, like Scarlatti, was also born into a musical family, from whom he received his early musical
training. Subsequently he spent several years in London studying under the Italian musician
Francesco Geminiani (1687-1762), before returning to Newcastle where he remained for the
remainder of his life. In the 35 years following his return he came to dominate musical life in
Newcastle. He was the organist as St. Nicholas’, the most important church in the city, and ran the
local subscription series and most ‘one-off’ concerts. Furthermore, he was a prolific composer, with
his music heavily influencing the majority of local composers. Despite his achievements, not
everyone was in admiration with Avison and his music. His attempts at running a series of concerts
at Durham in 1742 appear to have been a disaster, with his intrusion being particularly resented by
James Hesletine (c.1692-1763), the cathedral organist. This disagreement with Hesletine went so far
as to affect concert life in the north east, as it resulted in Avison not having access to the cathedral
choir, then the most powerful musical force in the area, and for this reason most of his concert
programmes were primarily instrumental.



The majority of Avison’s compositional output is, understandably, written for instrumental
ensembles. His published works include three sets of accompanied keyboard sonatas that have parts
for two violins and a cello, a form that Avison was responsible for cultivating. There is also a set of
Corelli inspired trio sonatas, and seven sets of six or more concerti grossi. Six of these sets were
composed in their entirety by Avison, while one uses material that he borrowed from Domenico
Scarlatti. Avison was deeply impressed with Scarlatti’s Essercizi, although he thought that they
could be improved by the removal of certain elements that stifled their hidden beauty. He wrote in
the preface to the 1743 prototype edition that ‘many delightful Passages [have been] entirely
disguised, either with capricious Diversions, or an unnecessary Repetition in many Places….
Therefore, the forming them into Parts, and taking off the Mask which concealed their natural
Beauty and Excellency, will not only more effectually express that pleasing Air, and sweet
Succession of Harmony, so peculiar to the Compositions of this Author, but render them more easy
and familiar to the Instrument from which their were first intended.’ The 1743 version, entitled I
Concerto in Seven Parts done from the Lessons of Sigr. Domenico Scarlatti, was an experiment by
Avison as it contains only one concerto, and even that solely consists of two fast movements. With
this publication Avison was testing the water to see it was worthwhile issuing the entire collection of
twelve concertos. The omission of slow movements in this work appears to have been due to
circumstance, as the Roseingrave edition contains little suitable music. However, he had, since the
publication of the prototype example, been able to acquire manuscript copies of other pieces by
Scarlatti that enabled him complete the set. Many of these sources have been located in manuscripts
that survive in Italy, while the origins of others are still unknown.

In his prototype concerto, Avison proposed the publication of the complete set if he received at least
100 subscribers. However, he greatly surpassed his target, pre-selling almost 160 copies, with
notable musician subscribers including Geminiani, Michael Festing, Maurice Greene, and James
Nares. The complete set was published in 1744, with an elegant frontispiece by the French illustrator
Hubert Gravelot (1699-1773), along with a dedication to Mary Bowes (d.1781). She was the second
wife of Sir George Bowes (1701-60), a wealthy landowner who had made his fortune through the
coal industry, and owned a large estate just outside Newcastle. He was also the MP for County
Durham from 1727 until his death, and an important patron of the arts, with both himself and his
wife supporting Avison by subscribing to several of his published works. Clearly, she had also given
Avison some encouragement for the publication of the Scarlatti concertos, having presumably heard
them at the local concerts. Avison acknowledged her assistance by commenting in the dedication



that ‘their Fate seem precarious till you [Mary Bowes] applauded and kindly took them under your
protection.’

This was not the first set of concertos that Avison had published. His Op.2 had appeared in 1740,
and were later revised into organ concertos, while in 1742 he issued Two Concertos, the first of
which is another organ concerto. He then followed these with his Scarlatti concertos in 1744.
Subsequently Avison produced a further five sets of concertos between 1751 and 1769. In this genre
he was primarily influenced by the important Italian violinist and composer Archangelo Corelli
(1653-1713), who was also the teacher of Geminiani. Avison, like Corelli, preferred the four-
movement ‘da chiesa’ form of slow-quick-slow-quick, and even though Avison experimented with
other patterns, such as the three-movement ‘da camera’ paradigm, in several cases he increased these
concertos to four movements on revision. Avison occasionally included extra movements, as in
concerto XII of the Scarlatti set, and in concerto IX he subdivides the second movement by the
addition of a short ‘Andante’.

Avison took a great deal of freedom in adapting the Scarlatti lessons into concerti grossi, frequently
added or removed measures or altering the harmonies. In some cases he even adjusted the tempo so
that music from the fast movements could be used to help rectify the lack of slow music in the
source. The majority of the individual movements in the Avison edition adopt a binary format, with
several of the slow movements being through composed. As in his other concertos, the music is
heavily biased towards the melodic line, with most of his writing being in homophony. However,
there is a substantial amount of contrapuntal writing in some concertos, with large amounts of
imitation between the concertino instruments. Two such examples are the ‘Andante’ of concerto II
and the gentle ‘Largo’ of IX, while the ‘Andante moderato’ of V is unusual for its fugal nature. This
particular style of writing is a common feature of Avison’s other concertos, but rare in the Scarlatti
adaptations. Avison was further able to achieve contrast in his use of the concertino and ripieno
instruments, employing his resources effectively with a high degree of skilfulness and judgement. A
particularly fine example is the ‘Con Furia’ of concerto VI, where the turbulent writing is frequently
interrupted by more tranquil sections marked ‘Dolce’. This movement was notably mentioned in
volume III of Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy in reference to Tristram’s
birth, where ‘the whole piece, Madam, must have been played off like the sixth of Avison Scarlatti –
con furia, – like mad.’

Some of the slow movements are also exceedingly well crafted, with an expressive melodic line that
is incredibly beautiful, if not emotional. A striking example is the exquisite ‘Largo’ of concerto V
with its elegant violin writing and sympathetically written accompaniments. Others slow



movements, such as the first movement of concerto VII, feature dotted rhythms in the style of the
French ‘ouverture’.

In these concertos Avison took the keyboard music of Scarlatti, and successfully transplanted it into
the genre of the concerto grosso. These pieces fuse together the originality and creativity of Scarlatti
with the musical abilities of Avison so successfully, that unless previously informed, one would
never of realised that these pieces were not originally conceived as concertos. Avison put a
tremendous amount of effort into their composition, going out of his way to acquire the necessary
music to enable their completion. They are a rare gem from the eighteenth-century and firmly
reinforce the notion that Avison was one of the most important concerto composers in Britain during
that century.

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, followed in
September 2008 by the 18 concerti grossi of opus 9 and opus 10 (dda21211).
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Pavlo Beznosiuk – director and 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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