Reviews from the Crabb/Draugsvoll Duo 

The Scotsman, UK
By Kenneth Walton

‘It was an astonishing display of skill, imagination, wit and bravado…’

read more:

The accordion, that wheezing squeeze-box once synonymous with the Alexander Brothers, has come into its own, thanks to a new breed of classical virtuoso. The breeding ground is the Royal Danish Academy of Music in Copenhagen. Two of its progeny, James Crabb and Geir Draugsvoll demonstrated in Thursday’s late night Usher Hall recital just how versatile and musical the much-maligned instrument can be.

It was an astonishing display of skill, imagination, wit and bravado. How else could you describe such an entertaining and all-consuming performance of Stravinsky’s multi-coloured ballet Petrouchka – a work that lives and breathes orchestral pyrotechnics, fiery characterizations and wicked humour. Yet these duettists, in a brilliant arrangement which encapsulated every note and detailed nuance of the original, held us spellbound for the entire half-hour duration. Rather than lose any of its chiselled edge, the nasal accordion actually added to it, giving even more of a realistic fairground flavour to Stravinsky’s score.

The Times, UK
By Geoff Brown

Rating *****

‘…amazing to listen to, amazing to watch…’

read more:

Two guys walked on dressed in late-night black with accordions. Not the Jimmy Shand kind, mind, but the classical ones, all buttons, no keys. No Scottish reels either. This pair, James Crabb and Geir Draugsvoll, were going to play serious orchestral stuff – Stravinsky and Mussorgsky. On buttons and a supply of wind?

Out of all the Edinburgh festival concerts, this one easily leaped from the schedules as the brightest and maddest. Those crazy accordionists’ transcription of Pictures at an Exhibition was clever enough. But the marvel was their Petrouchka - bustle, cross-rhtythms and descriptive details soaring clear: you scarcely missed the orchestra at all. Amazing to listen to, amazing to watch.

The Guardian, UK
By Tom Service

‘…a powerful performance…feats of technical brilliance…’

read more:

The idea of Stravinsky’s Petrouchka and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition being performed on two accordions seems like a bizarre musical joke. But James Crabb and Geir Draugsvoll are on a mission to transform the image and repertoire of the accordion duo. And such was the conviction of their performance that these two masterpieces seemed made for such an approach.

Their transcriptions of both pieces are feats of technical brilliance. They somehow manage to juggle the multi-layered textures of Stravinsky’s ballet, and deal with the tortuous complexities of Mussorgsky’s Pictures. The whole first scene of Petrouchka was a revelation, not only because of the players’ dexterity, but also because the sound of the accordions was an uncanny match for Stravinsky’s orchestration.

The piece, far from palely reflecting the orchestral version, gave it a new dimension. The mechanics of accordion-playing are already theatrical, but the duo created an intricate dance of gestures. At the beginning of the second scene, Crabb made a drum from his accordion by slapping its bellows while Draugsvoll’s instrument wheezed in sympathy. It was a moment that reduced the audience to laughter and applause, but it also signalled the physical drama of the playing.

In fact, the accordions became characters in the drama. The end of the piece had a tragic intensity, as the players and the instruments collapsed together. Far from a freakish arrangement, this version of Petrouchka represents a unique re-imagination of Stravinsky’s original.

Although the version of Mussorgsky’s Pictures did not transcend its sources with the same intensity, it was still a powerful performance, from the colouristic brilliance of Tuileries to the grandiose Great Gate of Kiev.
TheDaily Telegraph, UK
By James Allen

‘The duo’s Petrouchka is pure wizard…they are a wicked combination…’

read more:

Stravinsky’s Petrouchka and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition are two of the best- known pieces in the orchestral canon and to arrange them for two accordions is a high-risk venture. But the more one thinks about it, the more it seems inspired. Commentators have remarked how parts of Petrouchka evoke the sound of a giant accordion, and the scenario takes place in a fairground. As for Pictures at an Exhibition, well how better to capture the lumbering ox-cart in Bydlo than with two wheezing and puffing accordions?

The duo’s Petrouchka is pure wizard, as they demonstrated at the late-night concert. They are a wicked combination and made Stravinsky’s tale of malevolent puppets gasp and snort from their instruments like a terrific vodka-soaked yarn. The equally well-played arrangement of Mussorgsky’s Pictures was a skulking and bruised creation and not the sort that should be let out at dark.

The Glasgow Herald, UK
By Michael Tumelty

‘Crabb and Draugsvoll held their audience spellbound with miraculous transcriptions….’

read more:

The late night concert featured two classical accordionists, unplugged, and alone on stage, playing arrangements of two classical pieces. And the audience? They turned out in droves. By the time the two accordion wizards began to play the crowd had swollen to 900. Crabb and Draugsvoll held their audience spellbound with miraculous transcriptions of Stravinsky’s Petrouchka and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition – every note and musical gesture faithfully and effectively incorporated, and dazzingly played with only the massive Kiev Gate climax in Mussorgsky losing something in translation.

Reviews from Denmark

Politiken, DK 
By Thomas Michelsen

‘…duoen Crabb & Draugsvoll mestrer den sublime kombination af lethed og tyngde… og er musikere med stort M…’

read more:

Man kan godt forsvare den ubetingede ros, det er at kalde dem for to kanoner. De er fornemme teknikere på hver deres knapharmonika – eller accordeon, som instrumentet hedder. Og så er de musikere med stort M. Sammen laver de imponerende kammermusik. Repertoiret, de byder sig selv og deres tilhørere, består ellers af svær, ny partitursmusik. Men de forstår at forlene den med koncentrationens tyngde, overskuddets præcision og musikalitetens smukke, legende lethed. Intet under, at dueon kan få danske komponsiter på stribe til at skrive til sig og derved ligefrem kan opdyrke et repertoire for den alternative duobesætning.

Berlingske Tidende, DK 
By Peter Woetmann

‘…to fremragende accordeonspillere… underholdende og farverigt…’

read more:

Dueon endte turneen i Radiohusets koncertsal. Duoen er de to fremragende accordeonspillere James Crabb og Geir Draugsvoll. Koncerten indfriede de store forventninger, man må have til dueon. I et underholdende og farverigt program udfoldede duoen det præcise musikalske nærvær, som gore det virtuose poetisk og som for mangen en banalitet til at glitre. Højdepunktet var deres mesterlige overførsel af Stravinsky’s Petrouchka-suite til to accordeoner, hvor selve instrumentets tone gør markedspladsens tummel endnu mere levende.

Politiken, DK 
By Teresa Waskowska

‘…knalddygtige gutter, suveræne instrumentalister og lysende fortolkere begge to…’

read more:

Her flød det over med talent. De danske uddannede accordeonspillere James Crabb og Geir Draugsvoll, henholdsvis skotte og nordmand er knalddygtige gutter, suveræne instrumentalister og lysende fortolkere begge to. Det er en fryd at høre det raffinement, hvorved de former instrumentets klang, og man bliver fyr og flame over deres virtuose udskejelser. I samspillet er de som pot og pand, og de lader ingen i tvivl om, at det spilleapparat, som de lærde kalder accordeon og som for os andre grangiveligt ser ud som en harmonika, kan håndteres som et kunsterisk instrument. Og optræde – det kan de. Der er performance i drengene, så det forslår. Og programmet var flot.

STRAVINSKY & MUSSORGSKY- ‘Duos for Classical Accordion – (EMI CDZ 569 7052)

Classical Accordions: James Crabb & Geir Draugsvoll
· ‘Crabb and Draugsvoll have you on the edge of your armchair with their dash and virtuosity, and fill your mind with fantasy and colour…’ Paul Driver, The Sunday Times, UK

read more:

This is as unlikely an offering from EMI’s new debut series as you could think of, and yet an accordion duet is in some ways the ideal vehicle for Stravinsky’s ballet Petrouchka (1947), with its evocation of the world of fairground organs. Crabb and Draugsvoll have you on the edge of your armchair with their dash and virtuosity, and fill your mind with fantasy and colour, compelling you to re-evaluate the instrument’s capacity as a serious concert medium. Another of their transcriptions, that of Stravinsky’s tiny and indeed harmonically tangy Tango written in 1940 for piano, follows on appropriately; and their version of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition (1874) adds another to the list of plausible instrumental incarnations of the work. More than plausible, this account varied in sonority to a startling extent, as well as kaleidoscopic in mood, has a completely gripping power.

· ‘Phenomenal accordion playing – a cult classic in the making’? Terry Blain, Classic CD
            Performance *****

            Sound *****
read more:
My father is a keen amateur accordionist, so with all due filial respect, I have to say that the sundry grunts and wheezes emanating from his impromtu practice sessions bear scant resemblance to the range of sounds and sonorities encountered on this amazingly virtuosic disc of Duos for Classical Accordions. Scotsman James Crabb and Norwegian Geir Draugsvoll are the young artists involved, on EMI’s new Debut series, and their arrangement of Stravinsky’s ballet Petrouchka and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition are both richly entertaining and at the same time revealing from a purely musical point of view.

The most striking features of Crabb and Draugsvoll’s playing are their extraordinary unanimity of ensemble, and an ebullient rhythmicality and athleticism made possible by a phenomenal bellows technique: the faster dance episodes from Petrouchka are zipped off to particularly energising effect. 

This is a different and splendidly enjoyable disc. I have already put a copy for the father in the post: God help Stravinsky, Mussorgsky and my mother when it arrives.

· ‘…stunning arrangements for two accordions…performed with such sensitivity, élan and jaw-dropping instrumental command and unanimity of ensemble…’ Hi-Fi News & Record Review

            Performance *****

            Sound *****

read more:
Here is a disc which I’m sure is destined to become something of a collector’s item featuring dashingly virtuosic performances of Stravinsky’s complete Petrouchka (1947 version) and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition in stunning arrangements for two accordions by the recording’s protagonists James Crabb and Geir Draugsvoll. 

One might not necessarily always want to hear this music played this way, but when performed with such sensitivity, élan and jaw-dropping instrumental command and unanimity of ensemble, it’s well nigh impossible to ignore. I have often felt that sections of Petrouchka sound akin to some oversized vast squeeze-box in overdrive (pace NYPO/Boulez), and so it proves here, with the Shrove-Tide Fair section making an overwhelming impression.

Rarely can the instrument’s advantages of keyboard facility married to a wind-controlled dynamic flexibility have been so triumphantly demonstrated as in Pictures, especially with the hideous angularities of Gnomus and helter-skelter madness of Limoges (in truth The Great Gate does lack something in sheer projection and power). Indeed, if you can overcome the instrument’s café associations this is a colossal achievement.

· ‘…there are the makings of a cult hit somewhere here…’ Michael White Independent on Sunday, UK
read more:
This would be the classical equivalent of a Christmas novelty release but for the fact that it’s in deadly earnest; an astonishing display of virtuosic musicality, which is something I’d never associated with the accordion (‘Sounds like a pig with a sore throat’ said Edvard Greig) until I first heard James Crabb playing a few years ago and was knocked sideways by the sheer sophistication of what he could do with a squeeze-box. He and his Norwegian partner Draugsvoll are responsible for the transcriptions on this disc – which are bizarre, unsettling but still somehow true to the originals. Stravinsky’s Petrouchka is already familiar in a two-piano version, and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition is in permanent open season for exotic arrangements. So the ground was half-prepared. All Crabb and Draugsvoll do is dig a little deeper with bravado and imagination. The surprise is that the result is so un-camp, so formidably straight-laced and clean. And there in lies the power. There are the makings of a cult hit somewhere here.

· ‘…tour de force…Crabb and Draugsvoll play as one…’ Rob Cowan , The Independent, UK

read more:
When Igor Stravinsky scored rage and jealousy into his Petrouchka ballet, he used a full orchestra. But when classical accordionists James Crabb and Geir Draugsvoll share Petrouchka between them – as they do on their new disc for EMI – the effect is almost as dramatic. The transcription is their own and is a tour de force, colour-flooded in the crowd scenes, folk-like where Stravinsky conjures up the fairground (i.e. in the Russian Dance and Waltz) and with pathos of a master puppeteer in Petrouchka’s Death. Scene- changes are drummed on open bellows with repeated notes backing and there is a lone tambourine crash for the death scene.

Crabb and Draugsvoll play as one. The couplings for Petrouchka are Stravinsky’s sultry Tango and a dazzling transcription of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition that exploits the instrument’s colouristic potential to the full. This stunning ‘Debut’ Petrouchka will help upgrade the accordion from camp-fire to the concert-hall, from imitation by other instruments to positive exploitation for its own sake.

· ‘…it is the way the performance conveys the full palette of colour that is so astounding… there is no doubt about the imaginative scoring…or the musicianship and virtuosity of the playing…’ Gramophone Magazine

read more:

What can one say about a record like this except that the performance of Petrouchka played on two accordions is quite extraordinary like the real thing. Indeed, although it might seem difficult to believe, the very opening fairground scene is every bit as vivid as the orchestral presentation (the barrel-organ imitation is,of course delightfully realistic) although given a more miniature effect, while the energy of the finale bubbles along impressively with Stravinsky’s bold orchestral chords strong and decisive. Of course an accordion or even a pair of them, however well played, can’t hope to achieve the bite of the violins nor the sound of Stravinsky’s horns striding out boldly in unison. But it is the way the performance conveys the full palette of colour that is so astounding; the ear seldom registers anything missing. The performance has life, spontaneity and atmosphere too. The second tableau is most evocative and the third touching, with Petrouchka’s anguish tellingly caught. In the closing scene the tension accumulates well and the ghost sequence is dramatically managed. All in all something of an artistic triumph, and Stravinsky’s Tango, played with nicely idiomatic rhythmic flair, makes a neat little encore. 

The coupled Mussorgsky’s Pictures is graphically painted too, and the two players show much ingenuity. However, because of the full textures the ear is much more aware of the accordion’s own special character, especially in the Promenades. Thus in The old castle the melancholy troubadour is given a weighty sonority, rather dwarfing the melody. The Tuileries and Limoges both have an engaging added Parisian flavour, and The Unhatched Chicks cheep charmingly, but Bydlo, presented here like a patrol, really isn’t massive, and the characterization of Samuel and Goldberg cannot match the sonority of lower strings, although Schmuyle beats effectively, and their argument develops vociferously. Catacombe only just stops short of being charming, but the rhythmic force and grotesqueries of Baba-Yaga are much more telling. Above all The Great Gate of Kiev calls for full orchestra, and accordions cannot do it justice.

However, this disc remains an attractive novelty and there is no doubt about the imaginative scoring of Petrouchka or the musicianship and virtuosity of the playing. The recording too, is excellent.
· ‘…the down-sizing of Stravinsky’s Petrouchka turns out to be even more effective…’ Michael Dervan, The Irish Times

read more:
The name of James Crabb has stuck in my mind ever since I heard about his accordion transcriptions of Messiaen’s organ music. He appears on disc now in partnership with Norwegian Geir Draugsvoll in a canny collection of quart-from-a-pint-pot transcriptions for two accordions. Curiously, the down-sizing of Stravinsky’s Petrouchka turns out to be even more effective than the up-sizing of either the composer’s short Tango or Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition.
· ‘…master players…invigorating…’ Ed Symkus, Boston Tab Newspapers, USA

Rating *****

read more:
Stravinsky and Mussorgsky, hmmm, now there are a couple of light, frothy, fun-loving composers. Actually, it’s the seriousness of their pieces that makes the idea of a match-up with the whimisticality of the accordion so offbeat.

Yet it never really gets in the way. Crabb, a Scotsman and Draugsvoll, from Norway, are master players with great chops and a fine sense of nuance. Their fourth movement of Petrouchka is particularly invigorating. The delightful Tango sounds as if it were written for the accordion. Pictures at an Exhibition is well, big and over-bearing – just as it should be.

· ‘…their 20 fingers seem to raise sparks as they fly across their buttons...’ The Glasgow Herald, UK

read more:
Edvard Greig once described it as sounding like a pig with a sore throat, others have dismissed it as the instrument of hell. But Scots-born James Crabb and Norwegian Geir Draugsvoll have gone a long way towards redeeming the classical accordion’s reputation. A peek into the accordion’s role in Russian folk music reminded Crabb and Draugsvoll of the extent to which Stravinsky and Mussorgsky were influenced in their music by Russian tradition. 

So it is not surprising that an accordion duo should prove the ideal vehicle for an arrangement of Stravinsky’s fairytale ballet, Petrouchka. After all, Stravinsky was susceptible to the instruments evocation of fairground sights, sounds and smells in his score. In the Russian dance their 20 fingers seem to raise sparks as they fly across their buttons. Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition has had many musical incarnations, but in this arrangement the two accordions are surprisingly varied in colour and mood as well as remarkably expressive in bringing each Picture alive. To complete the fun, an arrangement of Stravinsky’s Tango (which was originally written for piano) works delightfully on two accordions. 

