


Charles Avison (1709-1770) – Trio Sonatas, op. 1

CD1

No. 1 in chromatic Dorian mode [8.35]
01 Adagio - andante [2.04]
02 Allegro [2.10]
03 Dolce [1.44]
04 Allegro [2.37]

No. 2 in G minor [10.23]
05 Andante [2.43]
06 Allegro [3.59]
07 Adagio [1.12]
08 Allegro [2.29]

No. 3 in G minor [6.29]
09 Largo [1.53]
10 Allegro [1.34]
11 Adagio [1.14]
12 Allegro [1.48]

Members of the Avison Ensemble:

Pavlo Beznosiuk (violin)
Caroline Balding (violin)
Richard Tunnicliffe (cello)
Robert Howarth (chest organ)

No. 4 in Dorian mode [8.15]
13 Largo [1.58]
14 Allegro [2.09]
15 Adagio [1.19]
16 Allegro [2.49]

No. 5 in E minor [6.32]
17 Adagio [1.35]
18 Allegro [1.37]
19 Adagio [1.08]
20 Allegro [2.12]

No. 6 in D major [6.20]
21 Andante [1.46]
22 Allegro [2.13]
23 Adagio [0.33]
24 Giga: Allegro [1.48]

Total duration (CD1) 47.21



Charles Avison (1709-1770) – Keyboard Sonatas, op. 8

CD2

No. 1 in A major [8.20]
01 Andante cantabile [3.36]
02 Presto [4.44]

No. 2 in C major [9.06]
03 Allegro [4.37]
04 Interludio andante [1.24]
05 Allegro [3.05]

No. 3 in D major [8.33]
06 Marcia andante [4.07]
07 Aria allegretto [4.26]

Robert Howarth (harpsichord)
Pavlo Beznosiuk (violin)
Caroline Balding (violin)
Richard Tunnicliffe (cello)

No. 4 in B flat major [7.28]
08 Andante [2.53]
09 Presto [4.35]

No. 5 in G minor [8.10]
10 Andante [3.33]
11 Presto [4.37]

No. 6 in G major [7.32]
12 Aria andante – allegro

Total duration (CD2) 49.48

Pavlo Beznosiuk plays a violin from the Hill workshop, c.1760
Caroline Balding plays a violin of the Stainer school, c. 1680
Richard Tunnicliffe plays a cello by Leonhard Maussiell, Nuremberg, c.1730
Robert Howarth plays a copy (1995, D. Jacques way & Marc Ducornet, Paris) of an original
Taskin instrument, c.1770, from the Yale Collection, and a small Chest Organ by the Dutch firm
of Van der Putten and Veger





Avison and his Sonatas by Simon Fleming

The Newcastle musician Charles Avison (1709-1770) has always been synonymous with the
concerto grosso. He was one of the most productive British composers of this genre,
publishing over fifty original concertos, some of which were revisions of earlier works, while
his 1744 set of twelve were based on the lessons of Domenico Scarlatti. Many of Avison’s
published concertos enjoyed a certain amount of popularity, both during his lifetime and in
the years immediately following his death, and were widely disseminated. Although Avison’s
output is of the utmost significance in the history of the concerto grosso in Britain, he also
composed sonatas, both the older genre of the trio sonata, and the more modern keyboard
sonata. Less attention has been given to these works, but these are still a highly important part
of his compositional output and were extremely influential at the time, most obviously in the
north east where many of the local musicians followed his example.

Avison was born in 1709 to musical parents, his father being a town wait and his mother an
organist. After studying in London, he returned to Newcastle where he became one of the
major musical forces in the area. From 1735 he ran the Newcastle subscription series as well
as many individual concerts, and held the post of organist at St. Nicholas’, the largest church
in the town. He was also involved in concerts in other northern towns, most notably Durham
where he supported John Garth in his subscription series. Avison had initially ventured into
this politically important and highly affluent city in 1742, when he organised a series of
concerts for their race week. However, in doing so he soured his relationship with James
Hesletine, the cathedral organist. Hesletine resented Avison’s intrusion, and this resulted in
Avison being refused access to the cathedral choir, forcing him to rely more heavily on
instrumental music for the Newcastle concerts. As well as a notable composer, Avison was
also an important writer on music, his seminal Essay on Musical Expression first appearing in
1752. It received a virulent response from William Hayes, the professor of music at Oxford,
which Avison responded to with an eloquent reply that was attached to the second edition of
his Essay in 1753.

Avison’s first published compositions were a set of six trio sonatas (Op.1) that appear to have
written during the time that he spent in London studying under Francesco Geminiani.



Geminiani was a pupil of Arcangelo Corelli, one of the foremost Italian musicians of the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and his music, particularly his Op.6 concertos,
were immensely popular in Britain. Corelli’s sonatas and concertos remained a staple of
concert life throughout the eighteenth century, and had a level of popularity that was
unmatched in any other country, including his native Italy. Avison would have received a firm
grounding in the music of Corelli, and certainly knew Geminiani’s sonatas, which are
composed in a similar vein. Geminiani also adapted Corelli’s Op.3 and Op.5 sonatas as
concerti grossi, similar to what Avison did with Geminiani’s Op.1 and Op.4.

Avison’s trio sonatas were first published by Benjamin Cooke in c.1737, and reissued by
Johnson in c.1758. They were principally inspired by those of Corelli, with all six adopting
the four-movement ‘sonata de chiesa’ paradigm of slow-quick-slow-quick. They begin with a
stately slow movement followed by a more vibrant, frequently fugal, second movement.
There then occurs a further slow movement, in some cases very short, which acts as a bridge,
with all of the final movements adopting a binary format. Corelli’s sonatas were originally
intended for performance as part of church services, and, as such, they call for an organ
continuo. Avison’s likewise mention the organ in his published edition rather than the
harpsichord, but it is unlikely that these would have been performed in church. Unless Avison
owned a portative organ, it seems more likely that he would have used the harpsichord when
these were played in private or at a public concert. Avison was, like many other early
eighteenth century musicians and other members of the Church, against the inclusion of
secular music in a sacred environment. In his Essay he wrote that ‘The different Species of
Music for the Church, the Theatre, or the Chamber, are, or should be, distinguished by their
peculiar Expression….For the same Pieces which may justly enough be thought very solemn
in the Theatre, to an experienced Ear, will be found too light and trivial, when they are
performed in the Church.’ However, all but one of these sonatas are based in a minor key,
and, as such, reflect the ideals of the time, that church music should be ‘grave and serious’.

Avison dedicated his Op.1 to Ralph Jenison (1696-1758) who was from a family of Newcastle
merchants. He was the MP for Northumberland between 1724-41, and it appears from the



dedication that Avison had been apprenticed to Jenison during that time. Avison recorded that
‘the following Compositions were…the Fruits of those vacant hours, I was favour’d with
when in your Service’. The ‘vacant hours’ may refer to the time when Jenison was attending
parliament. Beyond this, we do not know how influential Jenison was in Avison’s
development as a musician, but he certainly gave Avison enough time in which to pursue his
musical passions. Jenison continued to support Avison after his establishment in Newcastle,
and subscribed to several of his published works.

Avison’s later set of sonatas (Op.5, Op.7 and Op.8) appeared between 1756 and 1764, and are
remarkably different to his earlier set. By this time Avison had adopted a new style of sonata
writing, which, rather than being based entirely on Corelli, was also influenced by the
ensemble music of Jean Phillipe Rameau. In an advertisement for the 1751/2 Newcastle
subscription series, Avison mentioned that he had made particular effort to procure ‘all the
Works of the Author’, and that ‘select Pieces from the Works of M. RAMEAU’ would ‘be
performed at every Concert, during this Season’.

It is likely that amongst this collection of music was Rameau’s 1741 Pièces de Clavecin en
concert avec un violon ou une flûte. These are the only ensemble pieces that he wrote, and are
important as they have a fully realised harpsichord part rather than a figured bass. Avison
made the genre his own by fusing the Rameau with the trio sonata, produced a unique form of
accompanied keyboard sonata with parts for two violins and a cello.

Following Rameau’s example, Avison also raised the profile of the harpsichord, using the
strings to reinforce the harmonies, but giving them little independent writing. In the
‘Advertisement’ to his Op.5 he wrote that ‘THE Violin Parts of these Sonatas being intended
for Assistants only, the Forte or Rinforza, i.e. the Strength or Increase of them, ought no
where to overpower the Harpsichord.’

Although one would imagine that these sonatas were written for performance at the local
concerts, Avison had not intended his for such a purpose, although, undoubtedly, some would



have received such an airing. He noted in his Op.7 that ‘This kind of Music is not, indeed,
calculated so much for public Entertainment, as for private Amusement. It is rather like a
Conversation among Friends, where the Few are of one Mind, and propose their mutual
Sentiments, only to give Variety, and enliven the select Company.’ Avison must also have
been aware that in the majority of cases these sonatas would be purchased by amateur
harpsichordists, and as such played without the accompaniments, so he made the keyboard
part complete in itself. The style of his keyboard writing when compared with his 1742 organ
concerto and the Op.2 and Op.9 keyboard editions of his concertos reveals little similarity
between his compositional style for the two genres. However, Avison preferred this genre to
the more popular keyboard concerto stating that ‘The accompanied Sonata for the
Harpsichord is so far preferable to the Concerto with Symphonies, that the Airs are less
tedious --- their Designs are more compact --- and the principal Instrument is better heard.’

As well as Rameau and Corelli, Avison was also influenced by several other composers, who
were recorded in the ‘Advertisement’ to his Op.8. Here he wrote that ‘Among the various
Productions of foreign Composers for the Harpsichord, the Sonatas of SCARLATTI,
RAMEAU, and CARLO-BACH, have their peculiar Beauties. The fine Fancy of the Italian --
- the spirited Science of the Frenchman --- and the German’s diffusive Expression are the
distinguishing Signatures of their Music. But if we examine the Lessons of GEMINIANI we
shall find them fraught with every Beauty, and, therefore, worthy of the Attention of Those
who would improve a true Taste, and acquire a graceful and fluent Execution.’

Of the four musicians mentioned, all, with the exception of C.P.E. Bach, received praise in his
Essay, with Avison placing Geminiani above all others, and Scarlatti and Rameau above
Handel. This, in part, led to a rebuke by William Hayes, the Professor of Music at Oxford.
Hayes venerated Handel, and could ‘see no Business RAMEAU…[had] in Company with
Men whose Works have stood the never-failing Test of Time’. However, despite Hayes’
admonishment, Avison did have a good knowledge, and respect, for Handel’s music;
although, he did feel that even though Handel was ‘Born with Genius capable of soaring the
Flights…to suit the vitiated Taste of the Age…[he] lived in, descended to the lowest’.



Avison’s high regard for some of Handel’s music was also recorded in the ‘Advertisement’ to
his Op.8, where he praised Handel’s choruses, but revealed little admiration for his keyboard
concertos, in particular the repetitive nature of its ritornello form. In terms of key, there was a
move away from the minor of the Op.1, with four of his Op.8 being based in a major key.
However, some of these movements have a double return, a key feature of sonata form.
Avison first used this structural device in Op.5, and must have, since the publication of his
Essay in 1752, come across the sonatas of C.P.E Bach, one of the key instigators in the
development of this form.

Avison’s Op.8 sonatas were dedicated to a ‘Miss Bowes’. Her father, George Bowes, was a
wealthy landowner who owned a substantial estate just outside Newcastle, and had made his
fortune through the coal industry. They whole family were patrons of the arts, Avison having
already dedicated his 1744 concertos based on the lessons of Domenico Scarlatti to Mary,
George’s wife. The ‘Miss Bowes’ to whom these sonatas were dedicated refers to Mary
Eleanor Bowes (1749-1800), who inherited her father’s estates at age eleven, and
subsequently became the countess of Strathmore and Kinghorne through her marriage to John
Lyon in 1767. From the dedication, it becomes clear that she was one of Avison’s pupils.
Here he wrote that ‘The very early Genius for Music which you have shown in your spirited
Performance on the Harpsichord, and your Attention to the Practice of the best Compositions,
cannot fail of conducting you to a perfect Execution, and true Taste in this Art.’

All of the sonatas of Avison are highly polished and well crafted works. His Op.1, are largely
based on what he had learnt as a music student, but in his later keyboard sonatas he melded
together the two different genres in order to produce his own variant of the keyboard sonata.
Clearly these pieces did enjoy a high degree of popularity, and were frequently imitated,
particularly by other musicians who were working in the north east at this time. Amongst the
most important examples are those by Thomas Ebdon, Hesletine’s successor as cathedral
organist at Durham, and, in particular, those of John Garth. Garth’s sonatas were also widely
disseminated, and influenced an European variant of the keyboard concerto, which also had
accompaniments for two violins and a cello, the most well known example being John
Stanley’s Op.10.





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 have 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) and the 12 Concerti
Grossi after Scarlatti (dda21213). The series will be completed in the early summer of 2009 with the
Keyboard Sonatas, op. 5 & 7.



Robert Howarth – harpsichord and chest organ

Robert Howarth read music at the University of
York. With a growing reputation as director and
conductor of early repertoire Robert Howarth
holds the posts of Associate Artistic Director of
The Avison Ensemble, Assistant Director of
European Voices and Co-Principal keyboard
player of The Orchestra of the Age of
Enlightenment. His valuable contribution to the
02/03 season at the Bayerische Staatsoper was
rewarded with the Munich Opera Festival Prize.

His opera engagements have included Il Ritorno
d’Ulisse in Patria for Welsh National Opera;
Alcina for the Hamburg State Opera, Monteverdi
Ballo del Ingrate and Il Combattimento di
Tancredi e Clorinda followed by Ulysses comes
home for the Birmingham Opera Company and
L’Orfeo and Tolomeo for English Touring Opera.
He has been assistant conductor for productions at
the Bayerische Staatsoper, Salzburg Festival,
Maggio Musicale Fiorentino and Opéra de Paris
and includes amongst his repertoire L’Incoronazione
di Poppea, Ariodante, Orlando, Rodelinda,
Tamerlano and Iphigenie en Tauride.

Concert engagements include appearances conducting Bach Lutheran Masses with The Orchestra of
the Age of Enlightenment; Apollo and Daphne with The St James Baroque Players; Bach Cantatas
with the Salzburg Mozarteum Orchestra and Angelika Kirschlager, Athalia for the Ambronay
Festival and a baroque programme for the Northern Sinfonia.

Howarth’s future plans cover a UK tour with the Mozart Festival Orchestra, performances of
Messiah in Manchester and the Royal Festival Hall and Monteverdi Vespers with The Orchestra of
the Age of Enlightenment.



Original sound recording made by The Avison Ensemble and issued under licence
© 2009 Divine Art Ltd  2009 Avison Ensemble
Recorded at Paxton House, Berwick upon Tweed on 11-14 December, 2005
Producer /Engineer: Philip Hobbs
Editing/Mastering: Julia Thomas
Executive Producer: Gordon Dixon
Cover designs: Joanne Green © 2008
Notes: Simon D.I. Fleming © 2008
All rights reserved



ALSO BY THE AVISON ENSEMBLE ON DIVINE ART:

John Garth : 6 Cello Concertos
(with Richard Tunnicliffe, cello)
Divine Art DDA25059 (2CD)
“This is a very fine achievement. Memorable music, persuasively
performed, richly recorded and among the most rewarding
releases of the year.” – International Record Review

Charles Avison: 12 Concerti Grossi
after Geminiani’s Violin Sonatas, op. 1
Divine Art DDA21210 (2CD)
“This is music of outstanding quality The performances are
outstanding. The band is richly sonorous; the ensemble is
faultless; the tempi are seemingly infallibly judged; the phrasing
is subtle and expressive; and virtuoso solos are dispatched with
aplomb. What more could one possibly want? They must surely be
one of the finest baroque ensembles now in existence.” - Early
Music News

Charles Avison: 18 Concerti Grossi,
op. 9 and op. 10
Divine Art DDA21211 (2CD)
“These are exceptionally stylish 'period' performances by
musicians in-tune with Avison's philosophy and are ideal
ambassadors for the promotion of this neglected composer.” –
Classical Source

Charles Avison: 12 Concerti Grossi
after D. Scarlatti
Divine Art DDA21213 (2CD)
“If anything this is finer music than the op. 9 and 10 which I so
recently recommended and the performances and recording are
equally fine. This is early music without the rough edges...
recorded sound is first-rate.” - MusicWeb



The Avison Ensemble and Divine Art acknowledge the generous support of the following
organisations in helping to make this recording possible:

UK: Divine Art Ltd
Tel: (+44)(0203 239 9088 email: uksales@divineartrecords.com

USA: Diversions LLC, 333 Jones Drive, Brandon, VT 05733
Tel: 1-802 247 4295 email: sales@divineartrecords.com

www.divineartrecords.com

WARNING: Copyright subsists in all recordings issued under this label. Any unauthorised broadcasting, public performance, copying or re-
recording thereof in any manner whatsoever will constitute an infringement of such copyright. In the United Kingdom, licences for the use of
recordings for public performance may be obtained from Phonographic Performance Ltd, 1, Upper James Street, London W1R 3HG



Pavlo Beznosiuk  violin
Caroline Balding  violin
Richard Tunnicliffe  cello
Rob Howarth   harpsichord


