Jascha Heifetz — Violin Concertos

The two performances on this disc show the great
virtuoso Jascha Heifetz at ease with the music of his time.
Sergey Prokofiev’s Second Violin Concerto, alyrical work
in a relatively classical style, marked a retreat by this
former enfant terrible of music from the spiky,
provocative compositions of his youth. Written in 1935,
it was the last piece he composed before returning to the
Soviet Union to live in the spring of 1936; and it was
perhaps a way of making his peace with the Stalin régime,
which was notoriously intolerant of anything that
smacked of the avant garde. Louis Gruenberg’s Concerto,
on the other hand, was one of a number of works that
Heifetz commissioned, in an attempt to enrich the
repertoire. Gruenberg (1884-1964) was born in Russia
but was taken to the United States by his parents when
he was two. He eventually studied with Ferruccio Busoni
and at the Vienna Conservatory; and he was a concert
pianist before he decided to concentrate on composition.
Many of his works were influenced by jazz.

‘akov ‘Jascha’ Heifetz was born in Vilna, Lithuania,
on 2nd February, 1901 and at three started learning the
violin with his father, who soon passed him on to the
Auer pupil Ilya Malkin. At five he gave his first public
performance and at six he played the Mendelssohn E
minor Concerto in Kovno. Jews were not allowed in the
Russian capital St Petersburg except by special permit;
and to enable Jascha to live with his family when he
entered the Conservatory in 1911, his father had to enrol
too. Heifetz quickly became Leopold Auer’s favourite
pupil and made his St Petersburg and Berlin débuts in
1911 and 1912. He missed the political upheavals of 1917
but created his own October Revolution that year with a
New York début recital which is still talked about. From
then until his death in Los Angeles on 10th December
1987 he was recognised as the finest violinist in the world.

The Prokofiev was the first successful substantial
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recording Heifetz made in his adopted country the United
States. He had been a top Victor recording artist since
1917 and his discs had also done well in Europe, where
they were marketed by His Master’s Voice and its
affiliates; but up to 1934 he had made no concerto records.
RCA Victor and HMV arranged a two-pronged strategy
by which he would record in England with the young
John Barbirolli conducting and in America with the
charismatic but controversial Leopold Stokowski. The
English end went well, as Barbirolli was an excellent
accompanist, and early in 1934 legendary performances
of the Mozart ‘Turkish’ and Glazunov Concertos were
set down. But the attempt to record the Sibelius Concerto
with the Philadelphia Orchestra that December resulted
in a clash of wills with Stokowski, disagreements over
tempi and a performance which Heifetz refused to have
issued. And so, for the time being, Heifetz’s major projects
were centred on England, where he had a big following.
In March 1935 the Vieuxtemps Fourth and Wieniawski
Second Concertos were done with Barbirolli and the
London Philharmonic; and in November and December
1935 the Sibelius was successfully remade with the same
orchestra, under its founder Sir Thomas Beecham. The
Tchaikovsky Concerto followed in 1937 before RCA
Victor found congenial American partners for Heifetz in
Serge Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony. The
opportunity arose when these artists gave the American
premiere of the Prokofiev Second Concerto on 17th
December 1937. A recording was scheduled for three days
later. The Russian-born conductor was famed for his
Prokofiev interpretations and he and Heifetz worked so
well together that they later repeated their collaboration
in the Brahms Concerto.

Gruenberg wrote his Violin Concerto in just three
weeks in 1943, orchestrating it early the following year.
He was clearly aiming at a popular work to rank alongside
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Mark Obert-Thorn .

Mark Obert-Thorn is one of the world’s most respected transfer artist/engineers. He has worked for a number of
specialist labels, including Pearl, Biddulph, Romophone and Music & Arts. Three of his transfers have been nominated
for Gramophone Awards. A pianist by training, his passions are music, history and working on projects. He has
found a way to combine all three in the transfer of historical recordings. Obert-Thorn describes himself as a ‘moderate
interventionist’ rather than a ‘purist’ or ‘re-processor,” unlike those who apply significant additions and make major
changes to the acoustical qualities of old recordings. His philosophy is that a good transfer should not call attention
to itself, but rather allow the performance to be heard with the greatest clarity. There is no over-reverberant ‘cathedral
sound* in an Obert-Thorn restoration, nor is there the tinny bass and piercing mid-range of many ‘authorised’
commercial issues. He works with the cleanest available 78s, and consistently achieves better results than restoration
engineers working with the metal parts from the archives of the modern corporate owners of the original recordings.
His transfers preserve the original tone of the old recordings, maximising the details in critical upper mid-range and
lower frequencies to achieve a musical integrity that is absent from many other commercially released restorations.

The Naxos Historical label aims to make available the greatest recordings in the history of recorded music,
in the best and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide. To achieve this aim, Naxos has
engaged a number of respected restorers who have the dedication, skill and experience to produce
restorations that have set new standards in the field of historical recordings.
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