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The Music
The 11 Capricci by Joseph Marie dall’Abaco (1710-1805) are quickly becoming a
staple in the canon of solo cello repertoire. Several recordings made by baroque
cellists of these works have been released in the last two decades, and scholars
have begun to seriously consider the contributions of this cosmopolitan 18th century
cellist. In one such example, cellist Elinor Frey beautifully synthesizes the cultural
context of his life and work in her carefully researched edition of dall’Abaco’s cello
sonatas.1 Born in Brussels, the composer and cellist was present and active in many
of the major musical centers of 18th century Europe, including London, Paris, Vienna, Verona, Munich, and Bonn. Though his most significant appointment was at the
court of Prince Elector Clemens August I of Bavaria in Bonn, he apparently managed
to travel frequently during his tenure there (approximately 1729-1752). For example,
Charles Burney mentions him as one of the many prominent Italian cellists active in
London at the height of the cello’s popularity there in the 1730-40s.2 Intriguingly,
his presence in Paris at the Concert Spirituel is documented by Mozart.3 His French
connection is further confirmed by the complex case of misattribution of dall’Abaco’s
work to the French cellist Berteau (1691-1771).4 A few secondary sources mention a
piece composed for five cellos by dall’Abaco (now lost) that was performed in Vienna
and perhaps York.5 Clearly, dall’Abaco was a key player in European musical culture.
Dall’Abaco was implicated in two scandals beginning around 1752 (a theft from royal
coffers and a poisoning plot) that rocked his relationship with the Prince Elector in
Bonn. After proving his innocence and avoiding conviction, dall’Abaco decided that
he could not continue with his position, and he settled in Verona for the remaining
50 years of his life.

Strangely, the mantle of the Capricci (and the cello sonatas, for that matter) have
been largely confined within historical performance circles. At present, there are
comparatively very few recordings with modern instrumental set-ups, and this
recording represents the first American contribution of this nature at the time of this
writing.
The source material of the Capricci is on even shakier footing than J.S. Bach’s Suites
for Solo Cello. The only known manuscript dates from the 19th century, and it is rife
with clear errors at best and perplexing questions at worst.6 In addition to pitch and
rhythmic errors that may not have completely clear solutions, there are even questions of form related to the hasty nature of the copyist’s work.7 Some caprices, like
No. 7, present such a tangled web of notes, slurs, ties, and harmonic patterns that
clear solutions may not be possible, or even desirable.
Stylistically, the Capricci represent an enormous range in terms of form, character, and
cellistic idioms. Included in the set are the expected binary baroque forms (2, 3, 4), a
jovial rondo (8), complex contrapuntal writing (7), as well as examples of the fashionable, elegant, and balanced galant style (1, 9). Also present, perhaps unexpectedly, are
examples of a style reminiscent of 17th century solo bass instrument works (5, 6). Interestingly, No. 10 bears a striking resemblance to the obbligato cello line in Handel’s aria
“Nehmt mich mit, verzagte Scharen” from the “Brockes” Passion. I am not suggesting
that there is a direct relationship, but merely that dall’Abaco is clearly influenced by the
baroque aria style. Dall’Abaco also frequently makes use of techniques like bariolage,
double stops, thumb position, and other virtuosic tools that give an overall air of improvisation. All told, one encounters a surprising range of stylistic idioms found in many
cellists’ music from 18th century Europe, all in one set of pieces.

Perhaps most peculiar is that there are only 11 pieces included in the copy, as
opposed to the typical set of 12, and that the 11th work is unfinished (or simply
uncopied). Several modern editions provide an effective solution to finish the 11th
caprice, and performers may make use of them or set about creating their own
ending. The endeavor to preserve the style of the work with my own solution in this
recording proved to be an enjoyable challenge. I remind the listener that the musical
and editorial choices I have made in this recording reflect only one possibility. You
may find some to be on the experimental side of the spectrum. Given the ambiguous
source material and associated lingering questions, I suggest that these works are an
ideal playground for experimentation and creativity.
—Erin Ellis, March 2022
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The Performer
eriin ellis, cellist

Cellist Erin Ellis leads a versatile career as a performer and teacher. She has performed as a soloist and chamber musician across the United States as well as in
Canada, Chile, Italy, and Holland. Recent concert seasons have included recital
tours at home and abroad with the Meliora Duo (with pianist Kevin Chance), the WVU
Chamber Players, and the Lyon Piano Trio. She served as Assistant Principal Cello of
the Atlanta Opera and performs regularly with the Charleston Symphony Orchestra
(SC) and the West Virginia Symphony. Erin is an accomplished baroque cellist as well
and has performed with the Atlanta Baroque Orchestra, Indy Baroque Orchestra, and
with members of Chatham Baroque.
A dedicated music educator, she maintains an active private studio and is the cello
professor at West Virginia University, where she teaches cello, coaches WVU’s graduate string quartet (Montani Quartet), and coordinates an active string chamber music
program. Erin has conducted masterclasses and workshops at many nationally recognized institutions and regularly presents at state, regional, and national conferences.
Born in Birmingham, Alabama, Erin began her cello studies as a Suzuki student at
the age of 4. She earned Bachelor and Master of Music degrees from the Cleveland
Institute of Music. She went on to receive the Doctorate of Musical Arts degree with
a minor in Early Music from the Eastman School of Music, where she was recognized
with the Graue Award for Excellence in Musicology. She completed Suzuki teacher
training with Tanya Carey and Andrea Yun. She studied the cello with Richard Aaron,
David Ying, Alison Wells, Phoebe Carrai, and Martha Gerschefski.
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