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Erling Blöndal Bengtsson was born in
Copenhagen on 8 March 1932 to musician
parents; his Danish father was a violinist
and his Icelandic mother a pianist. This
80th-birthday tribute release includes
performances of Edward Elgar’s famous
and much-loved Cello Concerto and the
Sonata that Schubert wrote for the now-
defunct arpeggione and which countless
cellists have enjoyed playing since
making it their instrument’s own many
decades ago.

It’s not every cellist who is afforded the
tribute of a statue. Bengtsson is an
exception though. Because this cellist and
pedagogue (he has been a life-long
teacher) is held in such high esteem
throughout Scandinavia, an imposing
bronze statue of him (by Olöf Palsdottir)
graces the entrance to Reykjavik’s main
concert hall in Iceland’s capital city.

Not that Bengtsson has restricted himself
to the areas of his Northern birth, for he
has performed and taught regularly in
Europe, the Americas and in Russia, and
has collaborated with many leading
orchestras and conductors across the
globe. As well as the established reper-
toire for his instrument, Bengtsson has

essayed numerous contemporary pieces
(several concertos have been written for
him), not least the celebrated Cello
Concerto by Witold Lutoslawski (1913-
94), composed for Rostropovich, which
Bengtsson played several times with the
composer conducting. The wide range of
music that he plays includes the great
unaccompanied pieces by J. S. Bach
(Suites, which he renders with vitality
and poise, alive to their dance elements)
and Kodály (Sonata), the notable duo-
sonatas with piano (not least by
Beethoven and Brahms) and the illustri-
ous concertos, such as those by Dvorák,
Haydn and Schumann. Bengtsson’s
playing is admired for its stylishness, a
distinctive timbre and many subtle
colours and inflexions, as well as his
trademark impeccable intonation.
Copious recordings testify to Erling
Blöndal Bengtsson’s prowess as a
musician and a cellist.

At the age of 16, Bengtsson was accepted
as a pupil at the renowned Curtis
Institute of Music in Philadelphia. There
he studied with the distinguished
Russian cellist Gregor Piatigorsky (1903-
76). Bengtsson made quite an impression
on Piatigorsky (who played with such
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legendary musicians as violinist Jascha
Heifetz and pianist Artur Rubinstein,
known colloquially as the “million dollar
trio”) – enough for the master to invite
his pupil to be his assistant (Bengtsson
also taught at Curtis) and for him to later
cite Bengtsson as a role model for his
subsequent students. It’s a nice touch that
this release includes a Waltz by Prokofiev
arranged for cello by Piatigorsky. Another
of Bengtsson’s musical experiences was to
play in the ranks of the Casals Orchestra
with Pablo Casals himself conducting.

Bengtsson is noted for his infallible
memory and his impressive technical
facility. Also that he is not a pedant to
giving ‘authentic’ performances – not
least the Suites of J. S. Bach – preferring to
focus on the music itself and what it
means to us today, rather than speculat-
ing on how it might have sounded at the
time of its composition and in the earliest
performances. After all, this is music that
never goes out of fashion and is adapt-
able to all sorts of recreation.

Included on this CD is Elgar’s Cello
Concerto. Lovers of English music may
like to know that Bengtsson has also
played the  Symphony for Cello and

Orchestra, by Britten, as well as the
concertos by Delius and Walton, the latter
work written for Piatigorsky and another
piece in which Bengtsson has cooperated
with the composer as conductor. Elgar
(1857-1934) composed his Cello Concerto
during the summer of 1919, in the
aftermath of the horrors of World War I.
It is regarded as his last significant piece,
although it is far from being his final
music. The concerto is mostly restrained
and contemplative, elegiac, but is
underpinned by deep passion and
stoicism as well as signifying the end of
an era and one man’s reaction to
changing times following bloody carnage
as well as reflecting on his own place in
society. The concerto is cast in four
movements that are linked into two pairs.
For the most part, the cellist is given
eloquent and lyrical music to play, often
tinged with sadness, the expression’s
essential privacy rising to passionate
climaxes. The second movement offers
livelier contrasts, and the third is simple
if heartfelt. The outer movements carry
the biggest emotional burdens, the finale
being the most varied in tempo and mood
before the work’s opening idea returns.
The coda is curt and anguished, the
music’s unsettled qualities unresolved.
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Conducting the Elgar is Frenchman Jean-
Pierre Jacquillat (1935-86). In 1967 when
Orchestre de Paris was formed, Jacquillat
was named as assistant to Charles
Munch. Jacquillat was Chief Conductor of
the Iceland Symphony Orchestra. Sadly,
Jacquillat’s life was cut short when he
was killed in a car accident.

The other major work in this recorded
collection finds Erling Blöndal Bengtsson
playing Schubert’s Sonata for Arpeggione
and Piano. The arpeggione, effectively a
bowed guitar, is long obsolete as an
instrument, but its name lives on thanks
to this attractive three-movement
composition that Schubert composed for
Vincenz Schuster in 1824. In most
performances it is the cello (sometimes a
viola) that takes the part of the
arpeggione. The work also exists in other
arrangements, not least as a concerto
made by the cellist Gaspar Cassadó. For
all that Schubert was already ill with
syphilis (he died in 1828 at the age of 31)
the music that he composed for this
unusual instrument is lively, lyrical and
upbeat, uncomplicated and always
pleasurable.

The remainder of this collection dedi-
cated to the playing of Erling Blöndal
Bengtsson consists of a variety of short
works that give an idea of the cellist’s
range of sympathies – a couple of
centuries from Corelli to Piatigorsky’s
arrangement of Prokofieff. Also included
are a swan (the wonderful melody by
Saint-Saëns originally composed for The
Carnival of the Animals) and a bumble-
bee (Rimsky-Korsakov’s delirious
description of the insect that made its first
appearance in the opera The Tale of Tsar
Saltan). With music from the Baroque era
(Corelli) and more from the Romantic
period (Chopin and Weber), this
collection offers a varied portrait of Erling
Blöndal Bengtsson’s musical empathies
and his dedicated and inimitable
approach to the works that he has played
with such excellence over his long career.

© Colin Anderson
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Árni Kristjánsson (b. Grund, Eyjafjördur,
17 dec. 1906 - d. 19 March 2003) Icelandic
pianist and teacher. A K. taught at the
Reykjavik College of Music, where he
was associate director ( 1933-56) and
director ( 1956-9) He then became music
director of the Icelandic State Broadcast
Service ( 1959-74) and subsequently head
of the advanced piano class at the
Reykjavik College of Music. He has been
active both as a soloist performer and a
teacher, exerting a great influence on the
best young pianists in Iceland. In addition
he was an outstanding accompanist and
has performed with such musicians as
Busch, Fischer-Dieskau, Carmirelli and
Erling Blöndal Bengtsson. Kristjánsson
and Erling Blöndal Bengtsson have
performed the main repertory together
during EBBs many visits to Iceland. He
was a member of the Order of the
Icelandic Falcon and Commander of the
Swedish Nordstjärnan.

I want to give a heartfelt Thank You for
the generous support to all who made the
release of this CD possible:
The Iceland Symphony Orchestra, with
which I have played regularly, even
before it was named Iceland Symphony
Orchestra (Dir. Sigurdur Nordal).
RUV. The Icelandic Radio (Bjarni Rúnar
Bjarnason, sound engineer).
The Family of pianist Árni Kristjánson.
Bjarki Sveinbjornsson (Dir. of Iceland
Music History Museum, originator of this
project)
Danacord (Dir. Jesper Buhl)

Erling Blöndal Bengtsson
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Erling Blöndal Bengtsson: Recordings

Antonin Dvorák - Cello Concerto
in B minor op. 104 - DACOCD 413

Aram Khatchaturian - Sonata-Fantasy
for solo cello - DACOCD 425

Bagatelles for Cello and Guitar -DACOCD 335

Beethoven: Complete Works for Cello
and Piano - DACOCD 333-334

Camille Saint-Saëns - Cello concerto
in A minor - DACOCD 422

Claude Debussy - Sonata for Violoncello
and Piano D Minor (1915) - DACOCD 548

Claude Debussy - Scherzo for Violoncello
and Piano C Major - DACOCD 548

Claude Debussy - Intermezzo for
Violoncello and Piano C Minor -
DACOCD 548

Édouard Lalo - Cello concerto in D minor
- DACOCD 422

Edvard Grieg - Sonata for Violoncello and
Piano in A minor op. 36 - DACOCD 644

Eugene Ysaÿe - Sonata for Cello solo,
op. 28 - DACOCD 372

Frederic Chopin - Sonata for Violoncello
and Piano in G minor op. 65 -
DACOCD 644

Hans Werner Henze - Serenade
for solo cello - DACOCD 425

Herman D. Koppel - »Ternio«, op. 53 b -
DACOCD 565-566

Herman D. Koppel - Sonata for cello and
piano, op. 62 - DACOCD 565-566

Herman D. Koppel - Suite for Solo Cello,
op. 86 - DACOCD 565-566

Jan Maegaard - Concerto for Cello and
Orchestra op. 98 - DACOCD 415

Johann Sebastian Bach: 6 Solo Suites -
DACOCD 331-332

Johannes Brahms - Cello sonatas -
DACOCD 516

Joseph Haydn - Cello concerto in D major
- DACOCD 416, DACOCD 703-704
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Joseph Haydn - Cello concerto in C major
- DACOCD 416

Luigi Boccherini - Cello Concerto in B flat
major (original version) - DACOCD 416

Luigi Dallapiccola - Ciaccona, Intermezzo
Adagio for solo cello - DACOCD 425

Max Reger - 3 Suites for Cello solo
op. 131c - DACOCD 372

Paul Hindemith - Sonata op. 25
for solo cello - DACOCD 425

Pyotr Tchaikovsky - Var. on a Rococo Theme
for Cello and Orchestra - DACOCD 422

Robert Schumann - Cello Concerto
in A minor op. 129 - DACOCD 413

Samuel Barber - Sonata for Violoncello
and Piano C Minor op. 6 (1932) -
DACOCD 548

Sergei Prokofiev - Sonata for Violoncello
and Piano C Major op. 119 (1949) -
DACOCD 548

The Nordic Cello - Works for solo cello -
DACOCD 554

Zoltán Kodály - Sonata op. 8
for solo cello - DACOCD 425

Works by Piatti and Niels Viggo Bentzon
- DACOCD 478

Herman D. Koppel: Cello Concerto
op. 56 – BIS CD-80

Vagn Holmboe:  Cello Concerto .
BIS CD-78

Jon Nordal : Cello Concerto. ITM.
ITM6-02 (Iceland Music Information
Center, Reykjavik)
Atli Heimir Sveinsson:  Cello Concerto
(Erjur/Bickering) ITM-RUV

Gösta Nystroem : Sinfonia Concertante
for Cello and Orchestra.
SWEDISH SOCIETY. SCD 1015.

Rachmaninoff: Sonata for Cello and Piano
op. 19 g-minor.KONTRAPUNKT. 32018

Shostakovich: Sonata for Cello and Piano
op. 40 d-minor. KONTRAPUNKT 32018

www.erlingbb.com



DACOCD 724




