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	Throughout musical history composers and instrument players have ‘borrowed’ ideas and melodies from their previous compositions. Repurposing previous material, such as Handel’s Messiah choruses, was a very common and useful practise. Another common practise in the high Baroque period (c.1680-1750) was for the composers of solo and trio sonatas to allow the publisher to indicate alternative instrumentation for the work, so that an oboe part might be played instead by a violin. It probably helped sales, popularity, income, and profit! 

The development of the pedal harp began around 1700 and enabled the pitch of the strings to be changed by the player and for composers to write more complex music. By the end of the 18th century music for harp had become increasingly popular. About 1820 the double-action pedal mechanism gave the harp an ability to play compositions with complex harmonic structures and hence the instrument became a regular feature of the orchestral scene.

When devising a concert programme for violin and harp the two visiting musicians, the violinist Gabriela Opacka-Boccadoro and harpist Lise Vandersmissen through historical precedence were free to adopt or adapt any source of music and to include original pieces written for either or both instruments. The challenge then became one of appropriate and wise selection for their programme. To add to the mix of possibilities Gabriela proved to have a fine soprano voice.

With its gliding melody for the violin and its light flowing and bubbly-stream of notes for the harp, the adaption of Debussy’s first Arabesque for solo piano proved to be a successful opener to the programme. This was followed an arrangement of a 17th century Venetian song composed by the prolific female composer, cultural pioneer, and first-class singer, Barbara Strozzi. Here the voice part was taken by the violin. However, the choice of using the violin for this role and later Henry Purcell’s distressful suicide aria, the so-called Dido’s lament, from his opera Dido and Aeneas, meant that the listener was deprived of the text and something of the context. Gabriela chose to sing Handel’s aria Lascia ch’io pianga from his early opera Rinaldo and revealed that, if she chosen to do so, Gabriela had an admirable voice for singing both the Purcell and Strozzi pieces.

The 2003 Sonata for flute and harp by Any Scott was a revelation. The flute part was adapted well for the violin. The work has a decidedly traditional South American music feel, particularly in the faster sections of the outer movements while broader, more romantic melody was a feature in the second. The technical and the considerable rhythmic challenges of the outer movements were met with zest and complete competency by Gabriela and Lise.
The Belgian harpist-composer Félix Godefroid (1818-1897) wrote very accomplished music for solo harp as we heard in his La Danse des Sylphes. In addition to the Godefroid piece, Lise Vandersmissen, who is also Belgian by birth, played two of her own solo compositions, Nature’s Calling and Lullaby. The former piece was built on a four-noted repetitive ‘bass’ with entwining and attractive melodic figurations while the latter was a series of variations guaranteed to bring soothing calmness.

Not all technical challenges come in the form of a frenetic pace and cascades of notes. The Lithuanian composer Arvo Pärt wrote his popular piece Spiegel im Spiegel (‘mirror in the mirror‘) in 1978. The sparse accompaniment of a simple arpeggio played here by the harp is combined with a hypnotically slow-moving melody from the violin. The simplicity and stillness give off a sense of ethereality. Gabriela chose to play with very little or no vibrato which led at moments to feelings of uncertainty and instability.

Two pieces by the Argentinian Astor Piazzolla (1921-1992) from his Histoire du Tango gave the programme a memorable finale. Gabriella and Lise produced lively interpretations with well-crafted responses to the various changes of mood in Café 1930 and Nightclub 1960.

The excellent programming and presentation by the violinist Gabriela Opacka-Boccadoro and harpist Lise Vandersmissen clearly demonstrated that the age-old art of adaptions, ‘repurposing’, mixed with music performed on the original intended instruments, can make for a colourful and rewarding experience for the listener.
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