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Brilliant Baroque: Sweeter than Roses
The new season of ‘Concerts in the West’ has begun in earnest with an explosion of works by two of our greatest English composers, Purcell and Handel, whose anniversaries fall this year.

Both performers - who gave their services free - are experts in their field.  The soprano, Ana-Maria Rincon was overwhelming in her passionate interpretations.  Laurence Cummings is, among his other musical accomplishments, a brilliant harpsichordist.  He was taking time off from currently directing the London Handel Festival.  Not only was his playing scintillating, but in the encores he added his mellifluous tenor voice in two Handel duets (whilst continuing to play)!   Laurence also provided erudite and witty introductions to some of the items.  After all, he is Head of Historical Performance at the Royal Academy of Music.
Purcell’s dramatic songs invite a personal interpretation, and the musicians relished the opportunity.  Their highlighting of the word-painting in The Blessed Virgin’s Expostulation was extraordinary.  In the seductive opening number Sweeter than Roses, the transition from ‘the first kiss’ .  .  .  to ‘make me freeze’ was electrifying.   Ana-Maria’s diction throughout was clarity itself, and her cries of ‘Remember me!’ in ‘Dido’s Lament’ were redoubled in intensity when she cried out to Gabriel in the Virgin’s expostulation.  
Interspersed between the vocal items – which included two rarely-heard Handel cantatas, each a microcosm of the emotions expressed in his oratorios and operas – Laurence entertained the riveted audiences, in Lyme and in Ilminster, with a keyboard suite by each composer.
Mention should be made of the superb, newly-built harpsichord, by local maker, Andrew Garlick; the much-admired instrument was enjoying its first outing!

This outstanding recital, the first of six organised by Catherine Hodgson, marked an auspicious start to the season.  
Anthony Pither 2009
