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Les Délices: “Mozart & Beethoven Quintets”
at Lakewood Congregational (Nov. 2)

by Daniel Hathaway

No longer just a French
Baroque ensemble, Les
- | Délices has recently branched
.. out into earlier and later
8 musical periods and crossed
national borders. In the latest
development, founder, artistic
® director, and oboist Debra
Nagy invited fortepianist
Sylvia Berry and three period
wind instrument colleagues —
clarinetist Colin Lawson,
bassoonist Wouter Verschuren, and hornist Todd Williams — to join her in
well-known quintets from the Viennese Classical period.

On Saturday, November 2 at Lakewood Congregational Church, Mozart’s Quintet in
E-flat, K. 452, shared the program with Beethoven’s Quintet in E-flat, Op. 16,
separated by Berry’s solo performance of the latter’s Seven variations on “God Save
the King,” WoO 78.

There’s a big difference between the sound of period wind instruments and their
modern equivalents — as dissimilar as the sound of the early fortepiano and the
modern concert grand. Since Mozart’s and Beethoven’s time, wind players have
enjoyed frequent and often radical updates to their instruments, most often to improve
intonation and reliability through the addition of keys.

Depending on your tastes, period winds can sound charming and colorful or archaic
and undeveloped. The Quintets were written with specific virtuosi in mind, and
though we will never hear those players, Nagy, Lawson, Verschuren, and Williams
surely equalled if not surpassed their capabilities. They’ve devoted much time and
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energy to perfecting the imperfect, and their playing is as flawless, sophisticated, and
nuanced as their instruments will allow.

The original keyboard players were the composers themselves. Channelling Mozart
and Beethoven, Sylvia Berry handled the fortepiano parts with elegance and style.
The instrument’s sound decays so quickly that its can sound plunky, and long, lyrical
phrases can be a challenge for the player, but she made virtues out of its limitations.

In the Mozart, the piano was frequently overpowered by the winds. Balances fared
better in the Beethoven quintet, where the composer writes more robustly for the
keyboard and allows the winds and piano more opportunities for dialogue rather than
playing at the same time. Blend and ensemble among the winds were commendable
in both works, and Williams’ horn calls were festive.

Sylvia Berry gave the wind players’ chops a bit of a respite between quintets with the
Beethoven variations — another piece like the “Diabelli” that shows the composer’s
prowess at making quite a lot out of some thin material. Her splendid playing took
her up and down the keyboard in lightning-fast scales and passagework, and her
thrilling full-voiced chords allowed the fortepiano to assert itself as a real solo
instrument.

—
—
—




After an enthusiastic ovation, Berry’s husband and fortepiano wrangler Dale
Munschy gave an introduction to the instrument for which a number of interested
audience members stuck around.

(Note to the curious. if you 're wondering what WoO means, it refers to the many
works Beethoven decided not to distinguish with an Opus Number, or that survive
only as fragments. WoO is short for “Werke ohne Opuszahl,” or “Work without
Opus Number,” each of which have their own numbers thanks to a catalogue
published in 1955 by Georg Kinsky and Hans Halm. There are even more pieces that
Kinsky and Halm missed, and Willy Hess numbered those later in the ‘50s. (Don’t
even ask about Biamonti numbers!)
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