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Shostakovich: Symphonies Nos. 1

and 15.

Mariinsky Orchestra, Valery Gergiev.
Mariinsky MAR0502 (multichannel
SACD).

Further Listening: Shostakovich: The

Nose (Gergiev) (SAC D); Shostakovich:

Symphony No.8 (Rostropovich) (SAC D)

Music

This superb pairing of Dmitri

Shostakovich's first and last symphonies
demonstrate both how astoundingly

precocIous the composer was and
how far he came over 45 years. No.1,

which he completed as a student at age
nineteen, made Shostakovich famous

around the world. In Gergiev's hands,

it's a confident, life-affirming, outgoing

expression of youthful genius. Still, there
are traces of the sarcasm and tension that

characterize so much of the composer's

mature work. The Fifteenth Symphony

brims with the bipolar fluctuations of the

Soviet composer's later years. Obsessively

recurring references to the William Tell
Overture in the first movement contrast

starkly with the probing string solos of the

second and quotes from Wagner's Ring in

the finale. The scoring is lucid and 'often

spare; dramatic climaxes are infrequent,

which only increases tl1eir effectiveness.

Gergiev fully understands the weary Soviet
soul who created this music.

Mariinsky is yet another new label
created to show off a world-class orchestra

in high-resolution multichannel audio.

Veteran producer James Mallinson's in

charge, and we're treated to a natural mid­

hall perspective that has plenty of detail

but emphasizes blended ensemble. AQ

Further Listening: Rachmaninoff:

A Window in Time (Telarc); Bach:

Goldberg Variations (Zen ph)

of instrument Rachmaninoff would have

played-was outfitted with the requisite
hardware and electronics. Thirteen

selections, originating from 1921 to 1942,
were tl1en recorded before a live audience

in a concert hall at Peace College in

Raleigh, North Carolina. Strange as the

concept may seem, the end result is quite

convincing. A Aesh-and-blood performer
born in 1873 materializes in your room.

It's more than a little spooky.

The program is a mix of Rachmaninoff

originals and transcriptions of music by

Kreisler, Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky,
and Bach. There's an ease to these

renditions, an alertness to the musical

essence of each piece rathe1; than the

particular pianistic challenge of the
moment. Whether it's Rachmaninoff's

dizzying rendition of Rimsky's Flight

of the Bumblebee, his slyly ingratiating
version of Kreisler's famous Liebeslied,

or the thoroughly idiomatic realization
of a movement from Mendelssohn's A
Midsummer Night's Dream, what we hear

is an exceptionally fluent, light-textured

virtuosity that impresses but doesn't call

attention to itself. Perhaps the biggest

surprise is Rachmaninoff's reading of
his best-known solo keyboard work,

the Prelude in C-sharp Minor, which is

played with a gloomy resignation rather
than morose melodrama. There's no

bombast and at no time does the artist

pound away like the Hollywood image of

a late-Romantic pianist.

Zenph's piano sound is clean and clear

yet sufficiently weighty. The program
is offered in traditional stereo as well

as for binaural headphone listening

(to let us experience the performance

as Rachmaninoff would sitting at the

Steinway's keyboard). The two previous

Zenph programs were issued on SACD;

unfortunately, with no SACD pressing

plant in the U.S. anymore, this isn't in

the cards. Zenph's president, John Q.

Walker, mentioned the potential for a

foreign SACD issue, or even a Blu-ray
incarnation. In the meantime, all devotees

of transcendent piano playing need to

acqUIre this disc without delay. Andrew
Quint
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ZEN P H' R E - PER FOR MAN C E"

Music

160 December 2009 The Absolute Sound

Rachmaninoff Plays
Rachmaninoff (Zenph Re­

performance).
ReA 748971

Is there a music-lover who hasn't dreamed

of time travel? To have been present at

the Thomaskirche when lS, Bach first

presented one of his cantatas, or in a
New Orleans dance hall when Charles

"Buddy" Bolden was inventing what

would be called jazz? Recordings have
been with us for 120 years, but until the

mid-1950s (and often beyond!) these have

been frustratingly defective windows on

the past, with varying degrees of noise,

compression, distortion, tonal inaccuracy,
and little sense of an event occurring in

real space,

Enter Zenph Studios, The North

Carolina-based company has developed

sophisticated computer software to

analyze every aspect of an existing

recorded keyboard performance and

digitize these parameters, The resulting
MIDI file is then used to direct a

specially fitted grand piano to playa "re­

performance," a new rendering of the

original event that can be recorded with

modern technology, Zenph has employed

this magIc to produce two earlier

releases-Glenn Gould's legendary 1955
version of Bach's GoldbergVariations and

a disc of Art Tatum items dating from

1933 and 1949 (Piano Starts Here: Live at

the Shrine),

For Rachmaninoff PlaIf Rachmaninoff,

Zenph worked from old 78s to provide

an unprecedented view of the composer

as an interpreter of his own music. A

1909 Steinway concert grand-the sort




