ROARING DRAMAS  Fantasies on Operas    Alessandro Lucchetti (arr), Ambra Albek (vn), (va), Fiona Albek (pn) GALLO 1465 (59:46)
PUCCINI Tosca, La Bohème. LEONCAVALLO I Pagliacci. MASCAGNI Cavalleria Rusticana
This recital by the Albek Duo, twin sisters Ambra Albek on violin and viola and Fiona Albek on piano, is a romantic album that sweeps up the listener in some of the most delicious melodies of the 20th century. These four fantasies on well-known operas by Puccini and his fellow verismo composers Leoncavallo and Mascagni are skillfully arranged by Alessandro Lucchetti and played with breathtaking passion by the Albek sisters.
The inspiration for the arrangements of operatic themes without words harks back to the piano transcriptions of Franz Liszt, and Lucchetti, well-known for his “neo-romantic” compositions,  has remained essentially true to the originals, never manipulating the melodies or distorting the harmonies, but rather letting them sing with recognizable eloquence.  What he does do, however, that gives the pieces their own unique flavor is to alternate deftly between the instrumental voices, never permitting the violin merely “sing” and the piano echo the orchestra. Instead, in chamber music fashion he lets each instrument enter into a complex give-and-take, one beginning a phrase, the other assuming it, a solo voice becoming a duet as lines become entangled with each other.  The thread of the original melody always emerges, but when it does it is aurally enhanced by the dialogue and synthesis.
The Albeks are the perfect soloists for such playing. They breathe as one; they anticipate and follow each other with that inborn gift of great chamber musicians. Ambra’s tone on the violin and viola is pure and true, rich and warm; her phrasing is limpid, and her cantabile easily mirrors the operas’ original lines. Similarly, Fiona elicits from the piano a wealth of nuance and color, as well as sculpting great arcs of sound that are awash in the emotions so deep in these compositions. 
The themes from Tosca build to the heartbreaking climax of “E lucevan le stelle,” ending on the trilling violin as the last notes of the aria die away. The fantasy on La Bohème allows for both joyful, sprightly playing and somber, wrenching anguish with themes like the inimitable “Musetta’s Waltz” emerging with sensuous melody. The arrangements of Mascagni and Leoncavallo give the listener an opportunity – without the highly wrought libretto and dense dramatic action – to pay closer attention to the melodic gifts of both these composers, and in Leoncavallo’s case to appreciate the modernity of his harmonies and the complex tapestry of textures in I Pagliacci.
The sound on the disc is present and embracing. The album is accompanied by a booklet with several short, but informative essays on the works and artists. Not only does Roaring Dramas afford the listener a chance to revel in the artistry of the Albeks, but it reminds one that Puccini, arguably one of the finest melodists of all time, and his distinguished verismo contemporaries understood  how to invest music with drama and how to engage the heart. Carla Maria Verdino-Süllwold
