Vivaldi: Stabat Mater
By David Vickers
David Daniels and Fabio Biondi show (occasional) flashes of brilliance.
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David Daniels and Fabio Biondi show (occasional) flashes of brilliance.
It is believed that Vivaldi composed most of his sacred works for female singers — specifically, his students at the Ospedale della Pietà, a girls' orphanage in Venice. There are only a few recordings of the famous Stabat Mater by contralto (such as Sara Mingardo's superb performance with Rinaldo Alessandrini and Concerto Italiano), or of choral works with only women's voices (such as Andrew Parrott's recording of the Gloria with The Taverner Choir). Yet nothing with Vivaldi is ever that simple: Nisi Dominus was probably composed for a girl at the Pietà, but some musicologists suggest that the Stabat Mater and Longe mala, umbrae, terrores were first performed by castratos or falsettists. So Vivaldi's alto motets can be fair game for anyone who can get round the notes. 
The Stabat Mater and Nisi Dominus are hot property with countertenors these days. One, the other, or both, have been recorded by James Bowman, Michael Chance, Robin Blaze, Andreas Scholl and Gerard Lesne. It is not surprising that Virgin Classics (owned by EMI) has paired two of its biggest Baroque music stars, American countertenor David Daniels and Italian violinist Fabio Biondi, to add another entry in the catalogue. Naturally, Daniels can get round the notes very well, and any new disc by Daniels will sell well. But that does not guarantee that it deserves to be acclaimed as "better" than the best of existing versions.
Not that there is anything wrong at all with the singing. Daniels is marvellous: his runs are mellifluous, his intonation spotless and his declamation of the text is beyond reproach. It does not matter if Daniels happens to be a countertenor — he is simply one of the best singers in the business. The problems with this recital center around Fabio Biondi's idiosyncratic approach: it is always imaginative but rarely lyrical, and his mannerisms come across as contrived. Contrary to expectation, Europa Galante does not necessarily sound more authentically "Italianate" than The English Concert, Ensemble 415 or even the King's Consort. The policy of using one instrumentalist per part may be close to Vivaldi's own, and the approach frequently works wonders in all kinds of Baroque repertoire (such as on Richard Egarr's recent Harmonia Mundi recording of Bach's Harpsichord concertos). But on this occasion it fails to satisfy. Although the playing is never less than admirable, it is fussy and far too deliberate; such a quirky style may not be to the liking of every listener. Like Biondi's recent version of The Four Seasons, there is lots of flair, it has exciting moments, but there is an apparent lack of anything deeper.
The world does not really need another countertenor recital of the usual Vivaldi motets (although the obscure Longe mala, umbrae, terrores, which demonstrates a more advanced compositional technique and operatic style, will be of great interest to fans of both Vivaldi and Daniels). Hopefully the brilliant talent of David Daniels will be employed on more urgently needed or unusual projects in the future.
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