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Nozzari. In this case, he assigned the bad-
guy role of Pirro to Nozzari and thus felt free 
to dot the role with stentorian cries suitable 
to an enraged ruler unaccustomed to being 
denied his fondest wishes. 

All of this would matter little if the per-
formers on the new recording weren’t first-
rate. But they are, especially the two leading 
women: soprano Serena Farnocchia 
(Ermione) and alto Aurora Faggioli (Andro-
maca) and tenors Patrick Kabongo from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (as Oreste, 
who keeps pursuing Ermione in vain) and, 
on a slightly lower level, Moisés Marin from 
Spain (as King Pirro, who so cruelly insists 
on his right to force Andromaca into mar-
riage). A third tenor, Chuan Wang from 
China, makes a glorious impression in the 
secondary role of Oreste’s friend Pilade. He 
has been singing lyric roles (Mozart’s 
Ottavio, Puccini’s Pang) in Turin and other 
important European opera houses. 

It helps greatly that the Farnocchia and 
Faggioli are native Italian-speakers and 
probably also that the conductor, Antonino 
Fogliani, is talian. I have rarely in recent 
years heard operatic exchanges in Italian 
rendered with such attention to verbal val-
ues—though musical considerations were 
in no way shortchanged. I was reminded of 
some passages in older recordings, where, 
for example, Ebe Stignani and Mario Fil-
ippeschi—in an early Norma starring Maria 
Callas—sounded like they were truly having 
a conversation. 

Tempos are wisely chosen but artfully 
shaded in response to harmonic shifts. The 
smallish chorus and orchestra (both from 
Poland) sound spiffy, and the wind soloists 
are of international caliber, with no squawk-
ing or doubtful intonation. 

We are lucky to have Ermione available 
this way, to add to the excellent recordings 
with Cecilia Gasdia (1986) and Carmen 
Giannatasio (Opera Rara, 2009). The latter 
two are now available in re-releases, the 
Opera Rara one in a box with two other 
Rossini operas. Whichever recording you 
listen to, you can download the Italian 
libretto for free at naxos.com and in Italian 
and good English at opera-rara.com/shop-
catalog/rossini-in-1819-8-cd-boxset. 

I urge opera lovers to get to know 
Ermione  and the other Rossini serious 
operas (Nov/Dec 2017, March/April 2018, 
Jan/Feb 2019, March/Apr 2019, Nov/Dec 
2019, May/June 2020, March/Apr 2021). 

Beethoven knew best what projects he him-
self should undertake; about Rossini, he was 
wrong, wrong, wrong. 
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Several years after he died, first recordings 
of the music of Christopher Rouse (1949-
2019) continue to appear. This one contains 
accounts of 3 concertos for wind instru-
ments by David Alan Miller and the Albany 
Symphony. 

Each of these concertos has fast move-
ments of high energy, playful virtuosity, and 
breathless twists and turns. These are coun-
tered by introverted slow movements of 
tonal harmonies and a dash of sentimentali-
ty. Stephen Estep has written how these 
spates of “ultra-tonality” tend toward the 
obvious and aren’t always convincing, as 
with the Flute Concerto (BIS 1586, M/A 
2010). And I think they are a bit of a missed 
opportunity for greater depth and meaning. 
Still, these are lighter works; situated as they 
are between outer movements that are like 
kaleidoscopic roller-coaster rides, I can for-
give sentimental moments of reprieve. 

The Oboe (2004) and Bassoon (2017) 
concertos both tend toward these formulas. 
Rouse categorized them as genial (or “recre-
ational”) concertos, as opposed to his 
somber or serious ones. The middle move-
ments are of the lyrical, populist type 
described above, but it’s the fast move-
ments that dazzle, particularly in the imagi-
native and daring orchestration. Though 
many composers who write concertos for 
these instruments reduce the orchestral 
forces so as to not cover the soloist, Rouse 
does no such thing—there are many excit-
ing, boisterous moments when the orches-
tra is let off the chain, yet the soloist is not 
drowned out or upstaged. Both concertos 
are playful in character overall; the bassoon 
concerto is humorous and impish, and the 
oboe concerto approaches an almost 
Mendelssohnian, pixie-like character. 
Oboist Katherine Needleman and bassoon-
ist Peter Kolkay are game for Rouse’s tricks 
and give commanding, peerless perform-
ances. 
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The best of these 3 is the trumpet con-
certo, Heimdall’s Trumpet (2012). Though 
Rouse would have probably characterized it 
as as one of his serious concertos, it has 
some of his most playful moments, includ-
ing a short scherzo with sparkling writing 
for the celeste—I don’t believe I’ve heard 
such imaginative writing for the instrument 
this side of The Planets. The slow movement 
is not quite so sentimental as in the other 
two concertos; it has a tense tonal ambiva-
lence as strings oscillate between major and 
minor harmonies. Rouse always excelled 
with program music, and the finale is no 
exception, depicting the apocalyptic Rag-
narok of Norse mythology heralded by the 
call of Heimdall’s trumpet. Elements of the 
earlier scherzo return, but this time with a 
sinister, harlequinesque tone—nearly a 
danse macabre for the end of the world. The 
final moments building up to the release of 
Ragnarok bowled me over. Trumpeter Eric 
Berlin gives a great performance; the 
orchestra is also excellent, save for one 
moment in the finale where the ensemble 
very briefly but noticeably comes unglued. 
These are details, though—the concerto is 
fiendishly difficult for soloist and orchestra, 
and as a whole the performances are con-
vincing and breathtaking. In any case, these 
are excellent first recordings of notable 
Rouse works. 

FARO 
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Choral composition is one place where con-
temporary classical music is alive and well. 
There are many talented composers and 
excellent choruses eager to sing their work, 
the pieces often combine high artistic stan-
dards with accessibility, and they get per-
formed and reperformed, mostly in church-
es, often to an eager rather than annoyed 
audience. It’s as if the endlessly repeating 
“modern music” crisis never happened. 

A cheering example is this program 
offering two new works by Jake Runestad, 
an acclaimed composer I had not heard 
before. The opening work, Dreams of the 
Fallen, depicts the ravages of the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan and the devastating 

effects on the psyches of war veterans. It’s a 
bit like a piano concerto with chorus, so 
prominent is the piano part, skillfully played 
by Jeffrey Biegel. The piano is often disso-
nant, blending with and commenting on the 
robust chorus, sometimes playing alone. 
The harmonies are mostly diatonic; the 
work is easy to grasp and highly emotional. 
Runestad uses a big, colorful orchestra and 
chorus, and he gets a performance by the 
True Concord Voices and Orchestra that is 
precise and spectacularly dramatic. The 
work moves toward a spine-tingling climax 
on “It should break your heart to kill”, then 
rises again when depicting “coming out the 
other side” of trauma. The final sustained 
quiet chord, with a hint of questioning in 
the piano, is moving and satisfying. 

The other piece, Earth Symphony, 
depicts the struggle against climate change, 
again with a soaring chorus and vivid 
orchestrion. The music gives voice to Moth-
er Earth, in Runstead’s words, “telling the 
history of her children—how they admired 
her, harmed her, and finally how she recov-
ered”. Much of this music has a celestial 
sonority resembling John Williams. The 
chorus has a serene authority. The most vio-
lent section, `Destruction’, unleashes the 
full power of the chorus and orchestra, giv-
ing the timpani a workout. Ending on a 
well-earned note of optimism is `Recovery’, 
full of chiming, beguiling sounds. Again, a 
serene final chord has a touch of mystery 
and irresolution. The recording is warm and 
resonant. People who value new choral 
music should get this. 

SULLIVAN 
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Mor (mother in Norwegian) is the title, and 
the point is made immediately with a pic-
ture of a woman breast-feeding a baby on 
the cover. As you might suspect, the Marian 
theme is central in both works. Petra 
Bjorkhaug (b 1964) has been the organist at 
Norway’s Nidaros Cathedral since 2007. 
With her librettist Gahnhild Jepsen, she has 
crafted a series of musical meditations on 
the Holy Mother’s grief at the crucifixion in 
a work called Sarmerkt, which is Norwegian 
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