THE STRAITS TIMES TUESDAY, MARCH 27 2012 PAGE C11

Great playing,
not great music

[ concert
TAKE 5 PIANO QUINTET SERIES
Esplanade Recital Studio/Sunday

marc rochester

Exploring the darker recesses of the piano
quintet repertoire, it is almost inevitable
that Take 5 should unearth a dud or two.
Not that Respighi’s is an out-and-out
waste of space, but it is not among the A
list of piano quintets - nor B, nor C.

What it seems to be is a dry run for the
Piano Concerto that Respighi was writing
at the same time, only without the orches-
tra bits, the four string players merely
probing at a few ideas around the periph-
ery of the piano’s relentless virtuosity.

'With the piano taking such a dominant
role, it was as well that Lim Yan took it
all in his stride, easily brushing aside the
piece’s substantial but, musically speak-
ing, unnecessary technical obstacles. If
there was a problem, it lay in the tuning
of the piano itself, and its sour edge occa-
sionally infected the strings’ intonation.

Of course, the piano was still out of
tune in the Bartok which followed, but it
worried the ear far less. Here, the music
was altogether more absorbing, and while
there was no let-up in the virtuoso de-
mands placed on the safe and tireless fin-
gers of Lim, the strings found themselves
with a serious and demanding job as well.

Those who think of Bartok as full of
the melodies and dance rhythms of his
native Hungary were in for a shock. For
the first three movements, there was not
the faintest whiff of folk music. Instead,
we had a powerfully serious first move-
ment, with a strangely contorted melodic
line in which the viola of Chan Yoong-
Han and the cello of Chan Wei Shing dis-
played a gripping partnership; a brisk sec-
ond movement with a sting in its rhyth-
mic tail; and a slow movement of such
emotional intensity that Foo Say Ming
and Lim Shue Churn needed two violins
apiece to cover its complete range.

The finale sounded like an off-cut
from something Dvorak might have writ-
ten under the influence of alcohol, full of
playful rhythms and the nursery songs of
Bohemia. But for the musicians, it was
hard work that called on reserves of stam-
ina and collective virtuosity.

Even when faced with mediocre materi-
al, Take 5.are incapable of doing anything
other than turning out a musically coher-
ent and technically assured performance.
This was great playing of less-than-great
music.
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