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CACERES / Atrium Musicae IV: Brunello thrilled
audiences once again with Bach and Weinberg

Malpartida de Caceres. Vostell Museum . February 1, 2026. IV Atrium Musicae Festival.
Mario Brunello, cello. Works by J.S. Bach and M. Weinberg.

Before commenting on yesterday's concert at the Vostell Museum, [ must clarify a point [ made
earlier regarding Mario Brunello's performance with Yulianna Avdeeva last Thursday. In that
review, [ noted that I hadn't found any indications in Ustvolskaya's score regarding the stage
placement of the cello stands and the use of the double bass bow in the third movement. After
speaking with Brunello yesterday and asking him about it, he indicated that the instructions
appear in the preface to the edition (which I hadn't been able to access when I located the
score). Therefore, I must correct my previous assumption to clarify that these instructions do
indeed come from the composer herself.

Turning now to yesterday's event, the concert was presented under the general title of Bach
Fluxus IV. Previous episodes have been discussed in these pages, so there's no need to dwell on
the concept. On the occasion of Benjamin Alard's recital in this same venue last year, my



colleague Andrés Moreno Mengibar already outlined the philosophy behind it: “Dissolving art
into the everyday and de-solemnizing art was the founding creed of Fluxus, and what better
way to do so than to integrate art into nature, to make nature art and art nature, in an endless
flow (fluxus), without beginning or end.” An idea very much in keeping with the setting itself
(the museum that Wolff Vostell founded in 1976, 50 years ago, in the middle of the
Extremaduran countryside) and the union of the past repertoire, which is actually timeless and
eternal, like everything that came from Bach's pen (two Suites, numbers 1 in G major BWV
1007 and 3 in C major BWV 1009, written between 1717 and 1723), with the most current one
(the Sonata No. 2 op. 121 for solo cello by Myeczyslaw Weinberg, of whom this same performer,
together with the pianist Yulianna Avdeeva, offered us the Sonata op. 21 for cello and piano a
few days ago.

We have written on previous occasions about the work of this formidable Italian artist, on the
occasion of his Bach performances in Granada and Madrid. After hearing him again yesterday,
we can only reiterate what we have said. Bach, as we have often said, gives few clues, almost
none. Perhaps, as Brunello pointed out in the conversation afterward, slurs become more
explicit with the Baroque bow in hand, slurs that seem less understandable with the modern
bow. Moreover, the very starkness of the music is a trial by fire to see who can get the phrasing,
accents, breathing, emphasis, suspensions, and inflections right. That is where the performer
reveals their intelligence in handling a dynamic for which there is no indication whatsoever.

Because, although implicit, it is by no means immediately obvious, and it is certainly open to
conceptions of generous breadth and contrast, but also to more restrained restraints, more
focused on subtle inflections of accent and less on broadening the spectrum of nuances. It is
quite true here, perhaps more so than on other occasions, that the music lies behind the notes,
not within them. Needless to say, to all this must be added the sound, because this music of
quintessential beauty can easily be ruined if the performer is incapable of producing a sound of
beauty worthy of the notes being reproduced and the expression it contains, with the
articulation and precision of intonation that it demands. Yesterday we heard Brunello not with
the piccolo cello with which he offered those Bachian transcriptions of works for violin, but with
his more habitual instrument (I understand it to be the Pietro Santo Maggini, c. 1600).




Brunello doesn't overuse vibrato, but neither does he shy away from it, and the same applies to
his phrasing, which always flowed naturally, with that well-achieved sense that "it logically has
to be this way," although, of course (as Queyras also demonstrated a few days ago), other
approaches are possible. The genuine freedom, grandeur, and imagination of the Preludes, the
healthy, measured lightness of the Allemandes, the sparkling vitality of the
Courantes and Gigues, the elegance of the Minuets and Bourrées, and the profound expression
of the Sarabandes, transformed into an element that invites reflection, arrived with truly
extraordinary intensity and beauty. Some repetitions were omitted, but those of the Sarabandes
were especially respected, adorned with taste and restraint.

The person writing these lines had the privilege of listening to the performances from the very
frontrow (a privilege of the location, of course, but also of the appropriately welcoming setting),
and there the beautiful sound of Brunello, his extraordinarily resonant bass notes transformed
into the best harmonic support for the masterful (and improbable) polyphony crafted by the
genius of the Cantor, arrived with as much immediacy and presence as intense emotion, one
that immediately infected each and every one of those present, who were absorbed in yet
another new session of musical magic in this edition of Atrium Musicae.

Before Bach's First Suite , Brunello (in his Italian, quite understandable to those of us who don't
speak it) explained the significance of pairing Bach with Weinberg. He expressed it in a few very
clear sentences: Bach provided a new universe for the cello, Weinberg contributed a new
language to the instrument. The Cantor brought to the cello "the nature of his music," and the
Russian of Polish-Jewish origin brought "his own life [a tragedy, as is well known] to the music."
Brunello explained that Weinberg's Second Sonata was an essentially heroic and theatrical
work, something that became evident when the piece was heard after the first of the Bach
suites.

The Sonata was written between 1964 and 1965 and
dedicated to Valentin Berlinski, the unforgettable cellist of
the Borodin Quartet, who premiered it in 1966. However,
twelve years later, Weinberg, who liked ( a la Bruckner,
we might say) to continually revise his works, extended
the composition and completely rewrote the final
movement. The work went from being the Op. 86 under
which it was initially known to the Op. 121 of this revised
version, which is the one Brunello recorded for the Arcana
label and the one we heard yesterday.

Brunello pointed out that he believes
Weinberg's Sonatas, in their theatricality, actually tell
stories. In his words, referring to this sonata as having
"four movements with a touch of ironic heroism, with
quotations of military fanfares; it could be the story of a

general who, reflecting on the past, realizes he has only



experienced defeats and losses; a story that combines pride and nostalgia, violent nightmares
and vanished dreams."

The music, indeed, does not conceal the great tension that permeates it from the very beginning.
The first two movements ( Andante and Allegro ) are played without pause, in attacca, as are
the last two ( Adagio and Allegretto , which in the initial version was a Presto and which in the
later version culminates in an emotionally devastating Lento-Adagio ). Throughout the score,
there is that striking portrayal of raw suffering that rarely finds respite. Extreme nuances are
reinforced with unusual effects (such as reinforcing the weight of the bow by resting the left
hand on the tip for certain attacks on open strings). There is, of course, bitterness, dark, even
sinister passages, incisive dissonances in the lowest register, always with a merciless tension
that seems to find no respite.

The adagio unfolds in a desolate hue, with echo effects that are both chilling and unsettling, a
lingering anguish that rises and grows to such intensity that the bow, at one point, leaps from
the Italian artist's hands (who catches it with astonishing reflexes). It is then played with a
muted quality that adds a touch of sorrow to the melancholy, to the longing (subtle evocations
of folk music). As we discussed in our previous concert with Avdeeva, this is music that takes
no prisoners. The work's ending, with its delicate bow strokes that almost vanish into a certain
martial quality that seems, at that moment, definitively defeated, is as inviting to reflection as
it is emotionally devastating.

Brunello's performance possessed all the intensity and stark contrasts that this unforgiving
music demands. It was no surprise that the audience reacted with such enthusiasm,
acknowledging a truly unique artistic moment. Like a soothing balm, the third Bach suite
followed this turbulent period, bringing the recital to a close with a different atmosphere. It was
a resounding success, and Brunello further lifted spirits with a brilliant and rhythmically
imposing rendition of the Intermezzo and Final Dance from Gaspar Cassado's Suite for Solo
Cello . A magnificent farewell to a festival that, from what this writer has witnessed, has offered
a wealth of truly remarkable content.

(Photos: Sandra Polo)
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