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 ASTOR PIAZZOLLA - ‘Song of the Angel’ – (CHANDOS CH 10163)

Australian Chamber Orchestra

Director/Lead violin - Richard Tognetti

Classical Accordion - James Crabb
Piano - Benjamin Martin

· ‘…clean-cut and invigorating…resplendently recorded…’ Robert Maycock, BBC Music Magazine, UK

Performance ****

Sound ****

read more: 

When Beethoven works equally well on a 2003 Steinway or on an 1803 Broadwood, transferring Astor Piazzolla’s music from bandoneon to its junior relative shouldn’t cause too much heart-searching. There’s a different colour, and accordion technique needs keyboard fluency instead of a memory for button combinations, but the upshot should be to cast fresh light on familiar music.

James Crabb achieves that in his virtuosic collection of concertante works, scoring the shorter pieces himself and using Piazzolla’s orchestrations of the three movement ones – Concerto and Tres Tangos.

After Piazzolla died, his publisher dubbed the bandoneon concerto Aconcagua after the highest peak of the Andes, rather like the fate of Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto.

Thanks to his harmonic versatility, Piazzolla could extend the idiom with real balance and continuity – an emperor of tango. Yet the Tres Tangos in some ways outshines it, with more concentrated moods and nimble diversity of texture, and so do the best stand-alone pieces such as the searing La Muerte del Angel and the ballad-like Romance del Diablo.

Crabb has expanded the tango band into a strings and percussion line-up that emulates Piazzolla’s inventive scoring without trying to outdo him in adventurousness. Given the Australian Chamber Orchestra’s customary clarity and bite, the music comes across as clean-cut and invigorating, resplendently recorded. 

· ‘…the sound is as sexy and immediate as it was live, just as it should be… mesmerising...’ Deborah Jones, The Australian

Rating *****

read more:

Scottish classical accordionist James Crabb is Australian Chamber Orchestra family now, having played at two successive Huntington music festivals. On the day he backed cabaret singer Paul Capsis in a late-night song or two after some Rameau in the morning, Gubaidulina in the afternoon and a selection of Piazzolla’s tango-inspired works in the evening, pieces that appear on Song of the Angel. The go-for-it ACO spirit means the sound is as sexy and immediate as it was live, just as it should be. Crabb’s arrangement of La Muerte del Angel sets the pace with its irresistible combination of languorous melody and foot-tapping beat. The hard-driven Tanguedia comes with earthy groans, slaps and sirens; Vayamos al Diablo seduces with infectious, insistent, jumpy rhythm and Milonga del Angel is dreamy. Crabb and the ACO play with urgency and force without any loss in refinement of touch – the slow movement of the Acongagua Concerto is mesmerising. Listen out, too, for Benjamin Martin on piano.

· ‘…Accordion wizard and company delight in a seductive and exuberant sound world…’ Guy Rickards Gramophone, UK

read more:
For most listeners familiar with Astor Piazzolla’s music, its sound world centres around the accordion, using the term in its widest sense of a family of squeezeboxes including the bandoneon, which was the composer’s preferred instrument. Accordionists can be thankful to James Crabb for his sympathetic arrangements of five of the shorter items here (all receiving their first recording) and non-specialists can take considerable delight in the sheer exuberance of his performances – as in Tanguedia , for instance. A word is needed here about the Australian Chamber Orchestra and pianist Ben Martin, whose contributions, far from just mere accompaniments, are a major factor in this programme’s success.

· ‘…makes for compulsive listening…74 minutes of top music making…’ Neville Cohn, West Australian
read more:

Song of the Angel, on the Chandos label, is an all-Piazzolla compilation featuring the superb James Crabb as classical accordion soloist. Integration of orchestra and soloist borders on perfection, Crabb’s magnificent command of his instrument is showcased to excellent effect by the ACO. Piazzolla’s Tanguedia makes for compulsive listening, its sensuous genie unbottled to splendid effect as the music becomes increasingly frenetic. And the other Piazzolla delight – Milonga del Angel – is given wonderfully laid-back treatment as music for lovers to dance to. Listen to Vayamos al Diablo with its tricky seven-beats-to-the-bar giving it fascinatingly lopsided yet listenable effect. There’s much else of quality in just over 74 minutes of top music making.

· ‘…wonderful CD…bursting with life and energy…’ Michael Smith, Sunday Age, Australia

Rating ****

read more:
The Argentine composer Astor Piazzolla (1921-92) wrote specifically for his native instrument, the bandoneon – a sort of Latin second cousin to the accordion. This wonderful CD, bursting with life and energy and all things good, celebrates Piazzolla’s particular genius with a slight transformation; from bandoneon to classical accordion, expanded and squeezed by the Scottish virtuoso James Crabb, who has arranged eight works. More angels and devils than Hieronymus Bosch.

· ‘…unfailingly potent…’ Andrew Clements, The Guardian, UK

read more:
James Crabb plays the Classical Accordion rather than the Argentine bandoneon that was Piazzolla’s own instrument, but these arrangements of some of Piazzolla’s greatest music remain unfailingly potent. The accordion sound is marginally less pungent than that of the bandoneon, more redolent of a chic French bar than a sleazy dive in Buenos Aires, but the blend of accordion and strings of the excellent Australian Chamber Orchestra, combined with Crabb’s sense of rubato and understanding of the way Piazzolla’s melodies twist and turn, give all the performances a tang of authenticity. It says much for the imperishable qualities of Piazzolla’s music that it can survive so many unlikely arrangements, and this is definitely one of the most faithful ones.

· ‘Toe tapping tangos not only for angels…’ Bob Crimeen, Melbourne Sunday Herald, Australia
            Rating *****

read more:

Death in 1992 it seems, was a fortuitous move for Argentine bandoneon maestro and tango champion Astor Piazzolla, whose star seems to ascend higher in classical firmament worth each passing year. Piazzolla’s tango-inspired compositions possess variety of character that stands comparison with Chopin’s Mazurkas or Fauré’s Barcoralles, and the best of them are inventive.

Be it the sweet cinematic melancholy of Oblivion, or the pulsating final movement of Tres Tangos, Piazzolla demands musicianship of the very highest order.

On that score, classical accordionist James Crabb, who cannily has arranged five works on the recording to facilitate his involvement, and the Australian Chamber Orchestra evocatively illuminate the sensuality and sophistication that is a hallmark of Piazzolla’s extraordinary music.

· ‘…one of the best Piazzolla collections yet..’ Jim Svejda, KUSC CD Reviews, Los Angeles, USA
read more:

The phrase that caught my eye on this Chandos recording of music by Astor Piazzolla was "classical accordion": a phrase that conjures up horrifying memories of grade school talent shows and grimly grinning 12-year-olds dutifully squeezing out "Lady of Spain." It turns out that "classical accordionist" James Crabb is something else entirely: a subtle, resourceful, immensely accomplished musician whose playing recalls that of the man who wrote these seductive, endlessly inventive works. Apart from being the man who elevated the humble tango to art form, Astor Piazzolla was also a bewitching virtuoso on the more primitive bandoneon. 

Astonishingly, Crabb's performance of the bandoneon concerto Aconcagua recalls the composer's own magical touch; other Piazzolla favorites, including the Three Tangos, Oblivion and Milonga del Angel are dispatched with a similar idiomatic ease.

Equally vital to the album's success is the stylishly sexy contribution of Richard Tognetti's Australian Chamber Orchestra. A hugely versatile musician who was responsible, in part, for the score of Peter Weir's triumphant Master and Commander, Tognetti also supplies the elegantly slinky violin solos which grace one of the best Piazzolla collections yet.

· ‘…an exhilarating collection…’ www.gleebooks.com
read more:

The ’world's best chamber orchestra’ (Times, UK) brings us an exhilarating collection of Tango master Astor Piazzolla. One of the most successful classical albums in Australia, this album shows us that it is possible to transcent genres: the greatness of Piazzolla and the incredible abilities of the ACO to excite and entertain are both amply demonstrated here!
TANGO JAM ‘Volume 1’ – (MULBERRY HILL MHR-C001)

classical accordion – James Crabb
violin – Richard Tognetti
piano – Benjamin Martin
double bass – Maxime Bibeau
el.guitar – Geroge Vassilev
· ‘Virtuosic, searing, with a spark of authentic creative fire…’ Peter McCallum, Sydney Morning Herald, Australia
read more:
This project, arising from a collaboration between members of the Australian Chamber Orchestra and the accordionist James Crabb, is a creative reinvention of the quintet sound of the Argentine composer Astor Piazzolla.

The first track, Libertango, is perky, if somewhat conventional. Milonga del Angel, written for a film about the Argentine writer Borges, exploits quasi-theatrical overripe sentiment led by wheezing pain from Crabb. Concierto para Quinteto moves through a quasi three-movement structure with slightly trite breeziness at first and a more extended accordion tune in the central section. Revirado is a more playful style of breeziness, while La Camorra II explores the most brutal and extreme moments on the disc, expiring breathless and exhausted at the end. Mumuki starts with a dreamy guitar solo (George Vassilev), exploring washed-out moments of tenderness like the space between lovemaking and sleep, where pretence and memory slips away. Ben Martin is cogently nimble on the piano; Maxime Bibeau is visceral on the bass. Virtuosic, searing, with a spark of authentic creative fire.

· ‘Irresistible and intensely seductive… a tour de force…’ Deborah Jones, The Australian

read more:
Classical Accordionist James Crabb electrified the Australian Chamber Orchestra’s Huntington Festival 2003 with an eclectic program including some foot-stomping Astor Piazzolla works. Tango Jam features quintets from the Argentine composer and reunites Crabb with ACO’s Richard Tognetti (violin), Maxime Bibeau (bass), along with ACO fave Benjamin Martin (piano). Guitarist George Vassilev completes the hot line-up. Or should that be oh-so-cool? 

Tango Jam kicks off with a punchy Libertango, showcasing each of the fab five. The tango can be sexy, swoony, aggressive, fun, strutting, dramatic, romantic and joyous, and Concierto para Quinteto covers all the bases in an irresistible 10 minutes. The brief Fugata is a tour de force and Romance del Diablo intensely seductive. The best thing is that these fine soloists sound both individual and part of the group; second best thing is that Tango Jam is subtitled Volume 1.

· ‘Tango passion Shines on CD….’ Kim Sutherland, Newcastle Herald, Australia
read more:
Novocastrians who enjoyed the Australian Chamber Orchestra’s Bach to Buenos Aires concert last September will be pleased to know that a CD has been released celebrating that unique partnership of outstanding musicians playing Piazzolla quintets.

Two members of the ACO – Richard Tognetti, lead violin and artistic director and Maxime Bibeau, principle double bass – join Melbourne pianist Benjamin Martin, Bulgarian guitarist George Vassilev and James Crabb, classical accordion.

They have a wonderful rapport which is exploited beautifully in Tango jam, Volume 1.

The disc is co-produced and engineered by Daniel Denholm, who engineered many of ACO’s recent recordings including Song of the Angel and Sculthorpe Cello Dreaming and other works.This is Denholm’s new venture under his new label Mulberry Hill Recordings, set up to introduce non-mainstream music to a wider audience.

The lyrical passion of the tango shines throughout Tango Jam. The tracks range from the exquisitely sultry Milonga del Angel and Romance del Diablo to the virtuosic Fugata and La Camorra II. A sheer delight. Tango Jam is a perfect gift for any occasion and a great addition to any CD collection. It is available at all good record stores and through the ACO website www.aco.com.au

· ‘…outstanding playing… five brilliant musicians…’ Martin Buzacott, Limelight Magazine, Australia
read more:
Take five brilliant musicians from a variety of walks of life (but with associations to the Australian Chamber Orchestra as a common thread), stick them together for a couple of sessions during an unseasonally steamy September in Sydney, and let them loose on one of the hottest classical musical tickets of recent years – the tangos of Astor Piazzolla. And what do you get? 

Well, you get outstanding playing of 10 Piazzolla works and a recording where you can practically hear the beads of sweat forming on the musicians brows. With accordionist James Crabb taking on the bandoneon parts, violinist Richard Tognetti, guitarist George Vassilev, pianist Benjamin Martin and ACO bassist Maxime Bibeau throw themselves into the Piazzolla classics with gusto.

The immortal Libertango is lithe and sinewy in this quintet arrangement, Milonga del Angel comes off well, and an epic Tangata brings it all home. Tango from the right hemisphere, wrong side of the Pacific, but right side of the musical heart.

· ‘… a recording of spectacular brilliance…’ John Barnes, Libretto Magazine, Australia

read more:
In recent years the music of Argentine composer Astor Piazzolla has made a significant impact on music-lovers worldwide. It was not always thus; as a teenager in 1939, after being invited to play his beloved bandoneon with a tango orchestra in Buenos Aires, his theatricality and flamboyant approach to the music angered so many ‘purists’ that he was beaten up in a street and, on another occasion, had a gun held to his head. It was only after studying with Alberto Ginastera in his home country and with Nadia Boulanger in Paris that he was able to gradually gain public respect with his Tango Nuevo.

Those who have heard the Macquarie Trio and the Australian Chamber Orchestra play Piazzolla’s music will know what to expect from this new CD. Those who have not had that experience will be treated to a concert covering the whole gamut of emotions, from the forlorn melancholy of the love songs to the pulsating exuberance of Libertango and Escualo. Each member of the quintet is a virtuoso player and knows exactly how to portray the rich tapestry of Piazzolla’s unique musical creativity. The tight ensemble playing, with solo instruments judiciously highlighted, is enhanced by a recording of spectacular brilliance.

Mulberry Hill is a new label, established to familiarize listeners with non-mainstream music. Its career has got away to a flying start!

· ‘…a wonderful new recording…’ www.weselyclassics.com.au
read more:

This wonderful new recording of Piazzolla quintets has received great response from airplay on Classic FM over the past two months. It features the intrepid Richard Tognetti, director of the Australian Chamber Orchestra, who performs alongside classical accordionist James Crabb in ten life-affirming quintets by Piazzolla.

Tango Jam is an example of independent record label production at its best. The recording was fuelled by the enthusiasm, not only of the performers, but also of the sound engineer Daniel Denholm.

Tango Jam is the first release from Mulberry Hill Recordings, a new Australian label based in Rozelle, New South Wales.

 
