This review was requested by Harpsichord & fortepiano of Lincoln, UK, and written in Buenos Aires, Aug’2000.  Though scheduled for publication in 2001, as far as I know it was never published.  I believe that these wonderful musicians fully deserve this text - slightly abridged from the original submitted - to be made public.

J.S.Bach - Complete Flute Sonatas vol.1
Triosonata in G major for flute, violin and continuo, BWV 1038.

Sonata for flute and harpsichord in E flat major, BWV 1031.

Triosonata in c minor from the Musikalisches Opfer, played on flute and fortepiano, BWV 1079.

Sonata for flute and harpsichord in A major, BWV 1032.

Sonata for flute and continuo in e minor, BWV 1034.

Karl Kaiser, flute.  Musica Alta Ripa: Anne Röhrig, violin, Juris Teichmanis, cello, Ulrich Wedemeier, theorbo, Bernward Lohr, harpsichord and piano, Susanne Kaiser, harpsichord and fortepiano. 

Dabringhaus & Grimm MDG 309 0931-2, rec. 1999.


This is really a very fine recording, top notch on the main counts: instrumental playing, performing style, ensemble playing and the instruments used, baroque replicas when not original, at A=415Hz.  The booklet delves in deep with the genres recorded and includes a biography of soloist Karl Kaiser and a résumé of Musica Alta Ripa’s brilliant career.  Of the musicians involved surely deserve special mention the wonderful violinist and the two keyboard players, responsible for very attractive performances of the important concertato parts and playing tasty continuo accompaniments devoid of the excesses one hears sometimes.


The leaflet reads "All MDG recordings are produced in the natural acoustics of specially chosen concert halls ... refrains from any sort of ... manipulation with reverberation, sound filters".  Fair enough, but microphone choice and position is still of the utmost importance: the harpsichord has been recorded.  Thus in BWV 1031 and 1032 the flute is heard unrealistically louder than the harpsichord: a microphone nearer to the latter would have made all the difference.


Karl Kaiser uses two different replicas and it looks like a carefully thought choice.  He plays the sonatas with obbligato keyboard (BWV 1031, 1079 and 1032) on a nice-sounding flute after Oberlender 1720.  For the remaining two works where the flute must hold its own against three or four other instruments, he chooses a replica after Palanca 1740 yielding a more aggressive if slightly more uneven sound.  


I am really happy with the inclusion of BWV 1038, for it is a fine work often omitted from recordings as spurious.  And spurious it is, as acknowledged in the booklet.  Although Bach might have had some intervention, it is an arrangement  - not by J.S.Bach  - of a former work for violin and continuo  - not by J.S.Bach either but most likely by the young C.P.E.Bach -.  An excellent interpretation in the latter’s vein, as befits the work.


The two sonatas for flute and harpsichord BWV 1031 and 1032 are performed beautifully. I like most - if not all - their rubatos, and both keyboard players are impeccable musicians showing the crisp articulation we have come to expect today.  Karl Kaiser shows his impressive stature as a leading baroque flutist, with a very careful phrasing and intonation, including the difficult low passages in the final movement of BWV 1031. 


Perhaps I would have been happier with the original scoring of the Musikalisches Opfer's triosonata (flute, violin and continuo), which would have given as yet another opportunity to hear violinist Anne Röhrig’s impressive playing.  The choice of flute and fortepiano is here dictated  - booklet dixit -  by considering that Bach played a Silbermann fortepiano at the king's court in Potsdam.  Pity the recording uses a replica of an Anton Walter, a much latter, more expressive and far more elaborate instrument.  The arrangement would be objectionable in a recording of the full Musical Offering pretending to be historically accurate, but being a work with galant-style features I find this performance acceptable here as conveying how the king or Quantz may have played the work with C.P.E.Bach at the keyboard.


Rich continuos are fashionable, and they probably were so in Baroque times, except perhaps when accompanying a solo flute.  Even against the formidable sound of Karl Kaiser, the Sonata in E minor feels a bit bottom heavy here, with a cello and a harpsichord and an organ all of them playing all together all the time.  Enter a theorbo also!  But the very accurate intonation of Musica Alta Ripa's fine musicians saves the day.


Now please note that my two last comments are very minor quibbles about "editorial decisions": they do not detract from the performance, which is always of the very highest quality, both technically and stylistically, with carefully chosen tempos.  A first-rate CD really to be recommended to all lovers of late-Baroque chamber music.

