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CACERES / Atrium Musicae: Brunello and Avdeeva
present a fascinating jolt

Caceres. Gran Teatro. 29-1-2026. 4th Edition of the Atrium Musicae Festival. Mario
Brunello, cello. Yulianna Avdeeva, piano. Works by Beethoven, Ustvolskaya, Weinberg and
Shostakovich.

The great Nikolaus Harnoncourt said that, with his performances, he tried to give the audience
a good shake-up. It can certainly be said that the performers in yesterday's program, naturally
with the blessing of Antonio Moral, artistic director of the Atrium Musicae Festival in Caceres,
decided to follow the path laid out by the unforgettable founder of the Concentus Musicus in
Vienna. Because the program we heard yesterday was undoubtedly very interesting, but also
extremely demanding for the audience, and, of course, for the performers themselves.



Brunello himself pointed this out in his opening remarks (in Italian, but easily understandable),
in which, commenting that the center of the concert was Shostakovich (after all, Ustvolskaya
and Weinberg, for different reasons, had obvious connections with him), he also spoke of the
extent to which Beethoven and Ustvolskaya also had in common having been "a cry from the
universe" and demanding from the spectator an "attentive and active listening”.

And indeed, the Beethoven we find in the Sonata Op. 102 No. 2 is not only the one of agitated
temperament (clearly perceptible atseveral points in the opening tempo), but also the
visionary, often bordering on abstraction, who in the final fugue comes very close to the
futurism of the last string quartets, with their astonishing modernity. The connection explained
by Brunello was therefore not at all misplaced.

The Beethoven sonata arrived with the same intensity that the rest of the program followed.
Brunello and Avdeeva, who understood each other perfectly, are two exceptional
instrumentalists, but above all, two extraordinary musicians. The Russian pianist showcased
her exquisite control of sound, her elegant, lyrical phrasing, and her formidable range of
nuances. She is a pianist of astonishing versatility. Brunello also possesses this quality,
demonstrating precise intonation and a bow that was both agile and powerful. The Beethoven
we heard thus had all the desired intensity, but also an enviable expressive depth in the slow
movement.

The figure of the Russian composer Galina Ustvolskaya is not
the best known among 20th-century Russian composers.
This is perhaps not surprising, given her reclusive nature
(regarding interviews, public appearances, etc.) and her
limited "approved" output (a mere 21 works, apart from
those written to meet the regime's aesthetic requirements).
It has also been suggested that her criticisms of her teacher
Shostakovich may have contributed to the limited
dissemination of her work. In any case, the Grand
Duo performed yesterday, a 1959 work dedicated to
Rostropovich, is undoubtedly a highly challenging piece for
both performers and audience.

In the aforementioned opening remarks, Brunello explained the special arrangement of cello
stands—one in the center and two on either side—for the performance of the Russian
composer's work, mentioning that, in its particular spirituality, the piece was “like an icon” in
three parts. He also explained that the third of the five episodes comprising the Grand
Duo would be performed with a double bass bow. The episodes are performed almost
seamlessly, although in this case there were unavoidable pauses for the cellist to move between
each of the three stands. In the score I have, I found no indication of the peculiar stage
arrangement devised by the Italian, nor of the double bass bow. It is worth noting, however,
that both perfectly fulfilled their dramatic (the first) and timbral (the second) purposes.



It can truly be said that Ustvolskaya's music takes no prisoners. The dynamics are extreme
(from pppp to ffff). The piano is used as a piercing, aggressive percussion instrument,
extremely raw in its repeated dissonances and resounding clusters . The cello is subjected to
constant tension (those screeching trills of the second episode culminate, indeed, in a scream).
The anguished voice perhaps reaches its peak in that third episode, in which the double bass
bow also generates an acidic sound, unpleasantly but strikingly raw. The return to the forceful
initial motif at the end of the work lends an extraordinary completeness to the piece. The matter
concludes with the anguished scream with which it began.

Avdeeva and Brunello made no concessions either. They pushed this Grand Duo to its ultimate
timbral, rhythmic, and expressive limits. A powerful jolt of anguish, delivered with one piercing
blow after another. The audience was slow to react, and I think there was more surprise (like,
"What was that?") than enthusiasm. For this writer, it was, without a doubt, a truly powerful
musical experience.

The connection between Weinberg and Shostakovich is more widely known, in part because
the former's music has recently been championed by distinguished interpreters, from the
controversial yet fascinating Teodor Currentzis to the Lithuanian conductor Mirga Grazinyté-
Tyla, who gave a superb performance of The Passenger at the Teatro Real a couple of years ago
and has recorded Weinberg's symphonies for DG. Weinberg's aesthetic is much closer to
Shostakovich's than to Ustvolskaya's. His Sonata Op. 21 for cello and piano, written in 1945 (the
1960 date on the program refers to his first sonata for solo cello, not this one), is in two
movements, and one might even say that the seemingly peaceful opening of the first movement,
with its beautiful cello melody to which the piano responds in an apparently unrelated way, is
deceptive. It is the second movement, Un poco moderato - Lento, ma non troppo, that
concentrates the tension. The piano makes no secret of a rhythmic aggression reminiscent of
Shostakovich, and the frequent forays into the lower register, with incisive force, create a
somewhat somber atmosphere. Weinberg has a surprise in store: the long cadenza given to the
cello in this movement, music of tense intensity. Despite the subsequent easing of the tempo in



the second part of the movement, a certain final feeling of anguished sorrow remains. There are
no prisoners here either.

The final surprise, the contrast, came in the form of Shostakovich's Sonata Op. 40, a 1934 work
that was released just as Pravda pilloried his opera Lady Macbeth —that undesirable place
where the composer's head could very well have ended up after Stalin's expressed displeasure
with the opera in question. It has been said, not without reason, that this Sonata is precisely
what the opera is not: eminently lyrical, not at all daring, sometimes passionate and humorous,
but without the grotesque bitterness that appears in many of his other works. There is, indeed,
agitated intensity in the second movement ( allegro), and a certain sarcasm in the last, but
without the anguished tension found in other works by the Russian composer. Brunello and
Avdeeva once again demonstrated all the aforementioned virtues, including perfect rapport
and understanding.

The success was, as it deserved, resounding, both for the intriguing nature of the proposal and
for the way it was executed. The performers made only one concession to convention: the
beautiful Largo from Sonata Op. 65, which Chopin completed in 1846, just three years before
his untimely death. Brunello and Avdeeva displayed here the exquisite sensitivity of elegant
and finely expressive singing. The extraordinary emotional impact concluded with the perfect
balm. And Brunello and Avdeeva demonstrated that they are more than capable of delivering
both flawlessly.
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