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English tenor Ian Bostridge sang with Violons du Roy.

Les Violons du Roy, led by Bernard Labadie, visited Benaroya Hall on May 4, 2011,

with guest Ian Bostridge.

By Bernard Jacobson

From its name, you might expect Les Violons du Roy — “The King’s Violins” — to

demonstrate a special affinity for French music. The ensemble may well possess such a
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penchant, but the music it offered in Benaroya Hall on Wednesday evening was all by

Italian and English composers, and the stylistic understanding demonstrated by the

performances was comprehensive.

Based in Québec City, the group has a superb virtuoso concertmaster, Nicole Trotier, and

an equally impressive conductor in the person of Bernard Labadie, who founded it in

1984 on the pattern of the famous string orchestras the French kings employed during

the Baroque era.

Labadie, who conducts without a baton, is a live wire on stage, and his forceful gestures

generated playing of extraordinary rhythmic precision and wide dynamic range. In

concerti grossi by Handel and Geminiani, a little symphony by William Boyce, and a

generous sampling of arias by Handel, Gasparini, Caldara, and Vivaldi, the 14 string

players used scarcely any vibrato on their period instruments, while contributions from

their colleagues on two flutes, bassoon, archlute and harpsichord added variety to their

cleanly projected tone. Slow movements were richly yet chastely expressive, and some

of Handel’s most dazzling rapid flights of counterpoint were realized with a seemingly

effortless brilliance, the aural equivalent of a skillful juggler’s work.

Baroque music tends to be a speaking language, and it is a language that the great

English tenor Ian Bostridge understands and communicates perfectly. His singing

reminded me of the sense I had years ago, watching Kenneth Branagh’s film of

“Hamlet,” that for the first time I was seeing a Shakespeare production in which the

actors were not just making speeches, but actually telling me things. Bostridge tells you

things, and he tells them with a histrionic intensity suggestive of a storyteller at ease in

the comfort of his own drawing room.

Given such intimacy, it’s inevitable that, alongside a wealth of exquisitely floated tones,

an occasional note gets lost in the overall flow of the narrative. But that flow is infinitely

preferable to note-by-note literalism, and a vociferous standing ovation showed how

warmly the audience responded to the musical message. It was rewarded by an encore

that provided the finest singing of the evening: a spine-tingling performance of the

desperately grief-laden aria “Scherza infida,” from Handel’s “Ariodante,” to which

Nadina Mackie Jackson’s unshakably solid bassoon tone added still more poignancy.

Bernard Jacobson: bernardijacobson@comcast.net
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