


Charles Avison (1709-1770) – Harpsichord Sonatas, op. 5 &7

CD1 (Op. 5)

No. 1 in G major [15.52]
01 Leggeremente [5.48]
02 Con spirito [3.18]
03 Minuet: Affettuoso [3.39]
04 Allegretto [3.07]

No. 2 in C major [8.25]
05 Con giubilo [4.38]
06 Con tenerezza [3.47]

No. 3 in B flat major [10.08]
07 Andante [2.09]
08 Aria: Allegro [2.54]
09 Adagio arpeggio ad libitum [0.59]
10 Allegro [4.06]

No. 4 in E flat major [7.50]
11 Siciliana ma non troppo lento [5.52]
12 Aria: Spiritoso [1.58]

No. 5 in G major [12.21]
13 Aria: con affetto [4.31]
14 Allegro [4.04]
15 Andante [2.02]
16 Giga: Contadina [1.44]

No. 6 in A major [4.14]
17 Allegro ma non presto [4.14]
18 Presto [3.21]
19 Giga: Tempo moderato[2.37]

Total duration (CD1) 65.32

CD2 (Op. 7)

No. 1 in G major [7.13]
01 Andante [2.42]
02 Presto [4.31]

No. 2 in G minor [8.08]
03 Presto [4.56]
04 Aria: Tempo moderato [3.12]

No. 3 in B flat major [6.44]
05 Andante con affetto [3.52]
06 Giga: Allegro [2.52]

No. 4 in D minor [6.26]
07 Andante [3.45]
08 Presto [2.41]

No. 5 in A minor [10.28]
09 Allegro [4.07]
10 Interludio: Andante [2.17]
11 Presto [4.04]

No. 6 in A major [6.55]
12 Ciacone [3.47]
13 Presto [3.08]

Total duration (CD2) 46.36

Gary Cooper – Franco-Flemish harpsichord by Malcolm Greehalgh, Paris & London, built 2005
Pavlo Beznosiuk – violin by Mattys Hoffams, Antwerp, 1676
Caroline Balding – violin of the Stainer school, c. 1680
Robin Michael – cello by Leonhard Maussiell, Nuremburg, c. 1730



Avison’s Harpsichord Sonatas by Simon Fleming

Although sonata form was to become one of the most important structural devices of the
Classical period, and has remained in common usage since then, the term ‘sonata’
traditionally refers to a piece of music that usually, but not necessarily, consists of several
movements, and was almost always instrumental being designed for performance by either a
soloist or a small ensemble. In the north east there were two principal types of sonata that was
composed by the local musicians. There was the trio sonata for two violins and bass, or the
later keyboard sonata, which includes accompanying parts for strings. The Newcastle
musician, Charles Avison, was one of the few composers who wrote both varieties. His Op.1
were a set of Corellian sonatas, which first appeared in c.1737, and were composed during his
time studying in London under the Italian musician and pupil of Corelli, Francesco
Geminiani. In contrast, all of his later sets were a type of accompanied keyboard sonata that,
like the trio sonata, includes parts for two violins and a cello. Avison was responsible for
cultivating this particular form, and it became a highly influential and popular genre in the
north east, but did also enjoy some success in other parts of the country.

Charles Avison was born in 1709 to musical parents, his father, Richard, being a town wait.
After receiving his initial training at home, he went to London, under the apprenticeship of
Ralph Jenison, where he found time to study under Geminiani. On his return to Newcastle he
instigated a series of subscription concerts, one of the earliest outside London, and was
appointed organist at St. Nicholas’ Church, a post of some prestige. He remained in
Newcastle for the remainder of his life, despite receiving the offer of several lucrative posts in
other parts of the country, and came to dominate musical life in the area.

Avison composed a substantial amount of music, most of which was intended for use in the
local concerts, with Avison utilising these public events to try out his compositions prior to
publication. His most productive type of composition was the concerto grosso, with Avison
publishing over fifty examples, some of which were revisions of earlier concertos, while a
further set was based on the lessons of Domenico Scarlatti. They went on to enjoy a high
degree of success, both during his lifetime and in the years immediately after his death, and
were widely disseminated.



Avison’s first set of accompanied keyboard sonatas (Op.5) appeared in 1756, and appear to
have been just as successful, as he followed them with a further two sets, his Op.7 and Op.8,
issued in 1760 and 1764. This type of sonata was created by the fusion of two forms, the
Corellian trio sonata, and a type of accompanied keyboard piece that had been inspired by the
French composer Jean Phillipe Rameau. In the advertisement for the 1751/2 Newcastle
subscription series, Avison mentioned that he had been able to procure all the works of this
composer, and that every concert in that season would include examples of his music.
Amongst this selection would have been Rameau’s 1741 Pièces de Clavecin en concert avec
un violon ou une flûte. These are the only ensemble pieces that he composed, and are
important as they have a realised harpsichord part, rather than a figured bass. In melding the
two forms together, Avison created a new species of sonata that was largely peculiar to the
north east.

Although one would imagine that these sonatas were written for performance at the local
concerts, Avison had not intended them for such a purpose. He noted 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 performed without the accompaniments, so he made the
keyboard part complete in itself.

As well as Rameau and Corelli, Avison was also influenced by several other composers, who
he recorded in the ‘Advertisement’ to the 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
exalted 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’ criticism, Avison
revealed a sound understanding, 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 was not alone in
this opinion, Charles Dibdin writing that Handel had ‘certainly left behind some wonderful
MUSIC, but it cannot be denied that this ore is plentifully surrounded with dross.’ Avison’s
high regard for some of Handel’s music was also recorded in the ‘Advertisement’ to the 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 all six of the Op.5
being based in a major key. The writing itself remains indebted to the trio sonata, with much
of the texture, particularly in the fugal movements, being composed in three parts. However,
some of these movements make use of an embryonic version of sonata form, and feature a
‘double return’. This was the first time that Avison had used this structural device in any of
his published compositions, and it appears that he must have come across the music of C.P.E.
Bach’s music at some point between the publication of his Essay in 1752, and the issue of his
Op.5 sonatas in 1756. Avison continued to use this structural device in his later sets of
sonatas, and in his concertos from Op.6. Both of Avison’s latter sets of sonatas continue to be
written in a similar style to his Op.5, with the harpsichordist requiring a high degree of
dexterity, and have parallels with Geminiani’s Pièces de Clavecin. Avison’s keyboard parts
are markedly dissimilar to that of his 1742 keyboard concerto, being florid and featuring large
amount of ornamentation and arpeggiation. The string parts are largely employed to reinforce
the keyboard part, and have little independent writing. However, there was notably an overall
reduction in the number of movements in each sonata as subsequent sets were issued. His
Op.1 trio sonatas each consist of four movements, but of his Op.5 only three have four
movements, one has three, and the others have two. This trend continued into his later sets,



with Op.7 having five sonatas that consist of two movements, and one with three, while his
Op.8 set consists of four with two movements, one with three, while Sonata VI consists of a
theme and variations. This choice over the number of movements in these accompanied
keyboard sonatas led to the development of two distinct variants. There was the three-
movement form, which, as in Avison, follows the ‘sonata de camera’ quick-slow-quick
paradigm. Thomas Ebdon adopted this particular variety for his c.1765 published set;
however, John Garth preferred a sonata that consisted of two quick movements, with most of
his 30 published sonatas adopting this pattern. Garth was to enjoy considerable approbation
from this genre, and his sonatas were also widely disseminated and reissued many times.

Avison’s Op.7 appeared without a dedication, but his Op.5 sonatas were dedicated to one of
his supporters, a Lady Elizabeth Blackett (nee Ord), who was the wife of Sir Walter Blackett.
He was High Sheriff of Northumberland in 1731 and Member of Parliament for Newcastle-
upon-Tyne from 1734 to 1777. He was also a Freeman and Alderman of the City of
Newcastle and was Mayor of Newcastle on five occasions. In the dedication Avison referred
to Elizabeth as a ‘Lover and Encourager of MUSIC’, and it seems likely that she attended
Avison’s Newcastle concerts, and both Elizabeth and Walter subscribed to Avison’s
published works.

Given the fact that the Op.7 and Op.8 were both written during the 1760s, one might have
expected these later works to demonstrate more of the ‘galant’ style, which was in vogue at
the time. However, Avison did not think highly of these new styles, describing ‘the
innumerable foreign Overtures, now pouring in upon us every Season’ as being ‘involved in
the…Confusion of stile, instead of displaying the fine Varieties of Air and Design.’ As such,
Avison chose to write in an earlier style, refusing to adopt the current musical trends. Despite
this, they are still expertly crafted works, with a high degree of flair and imagination, and
reveal Avison to be an exceedingly accomplished musician. Avison’s sonatas are a true gem
of eighteenth century music, and firmly reinforce the notion that he was one of the most
important native British composers to work in that century.

Simon D.I. Fleming



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). In 2009, the trio sonatas, opus 1 and the six keyboard sonatas,
opus 8 were issued on dda21214. This edition of 2-CD sets of orchestral and chamber music by
Avison is concluded with the current recording.



Gary Cooper – harpsichord

Gary Cooper studied at Chetham's
School of Music and at New College,
Oxford. He is now established as one
of the foremost ambassadors of the
harpsichord and fortepiano - in
particular, as an interpreter of Bach’s
& Mozart’s keyboard music – and as a
director of period performances in
concert and opera performing across
Europe, N. America & Asia.

Adding to an extensive discography,
including an award-winning CD of
Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, solo
recording projects with Channel
Classics range from Bach’s complete
Keyboard Concerti and the Goldberg
Variations, to Mozart's and Haydn’s
Piano Variations and Beethoven's
Diabelli Variations & late Bagatelles,
all on original keyboards of the period. He has recorded Schubert's Die Winterreise for Linn Records
with baritone Peter Harvey; Haydn Symphonies with ensemble Arion for the Canadian label
Early~Music.Com; Bach’s Keyboard concerti with B’Rock, and, most recently for Channel Classics,
the late piano works of Haydn – “Recommended without reservations!”.

His has a duo partnership with baroque violinist Rachel Podger which has taken them worldwide.
They have recorded the Complete Sonatas for Keyboard & Violin by Mozart receiving countless
awards and accolades, including multiple Diapason d’Or and Gramophone Editor’s Choices.

Recent operas includes Handel’s Alcina and Mozart’s Die Entfu ̈hrung aus dem Seraglio; a new
production of Handel's Orlando at Sadler’s Wells Theatre, London, and opera in Belgium and
Germany. He directs the Irish Baroque Orchestra, the Akademie fu ̈r Alte Musik, Arion in Montreal,
and the Belgian period instrument ensemble, B’Rock. Gary appears at major festivals across Europe
such as the Flanders, Bruges, Utrecht, Potsdam and Innsbruck and throughout the UK.



THE AVISON ENSEMBLE
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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.
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

Charles Avison: 6 Trio Sonatas, op. 1 and 6 Keyboard Sonatas, op. 8
Divine Art DDA21214 (2CD)
With Robert Howarth (harpsichord and chest organ)
“evidence of [Avison’s] mastery of sonata form; a vast array of effects and
techniques, all crafted with elegance.” – Classical Music



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




