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VISÉE La Musique de la Chambre du Roy • Manuel Staropoli (rcr, Baroque fl); 
Lorenzo Cavasanti (rcr); Massimo Marchese (thb); Rosita Ippolito, Cristiano 
Contadin (vdg); Manuel Tomadin (hpd) (period instruments) • BRILLIANT 95595 (4 
CDs: 228:18)

When you think of Robert de Visée (c. 1655–1733), you generally think of the lute, 
the theorbo, or maybe the guitar, because past recordings of his music usually 
were centered on one of those three instruments. Here, the theorbo has not gone 
away, but its starring role has, in many cases, been reduced to that of 
accompaniment. That was not de Visée’s doing. The present performers argue 
that the composer did not indicate a specific instrument that he wished to be used 
in the dessus parts, and since recorder was popular during the composer’s time, 
they have used recorders and Baroque flutes. (I know that at least some of his 
music was published in staff notation, not in tablature.) The booklet note indicates 
that Staropoli uses 10 different recorders or flutes in this set, and Cavasanti uses 
two different recorders. In fact, the only performer to use the same instrument 
throughout is theorbist Massimo Marchese. Furthermore, Staropoli and Cavasanti 
are not the only performers to reap the rewards of their creativity. At this particular 
moment, I am listening to the G-Minor Suite from the Livre de Guittarre dédie Au 
Roy, and it is being played on … wait for it … a harpsichord. Suffice it to say that if 
you buy this collection because you’re a guitarist, you’re going to be disappointed. 
Many other listeners should find it delightful, however. Try the little Gigue in F—all 
45 seconds of it—in the middle of the third CD and you might feel like skipping 
through the fields like King Louis XIV, the “Roy” to whom this collection’s title 
alludes.
The components of this four-CD set were reviewed by James A. Altena between 
2014 and 2016. For this release, Brilliant appears to have packaged Volume 1, 
Volume 2, and the two-CD Volume 3 together. However, Volume 3 repeated 
material found in the first two volumes, albeit in different guises. Altena 
complained that that volume’s booklet notes make “a complete musicological 
muddle of matters, which would take a good deal of detective work with the 
scores in hand to resolve.” I hope your local music school has a good library. None 
of that muddle has been resolved here. The first and second discs (the former 
Volumes 1 and 2) include 10 suites from the composer’s Pièces de Théorbe et de 
Luth played on various combinations of the instruments listed in the headnote. The 
third and fourth discs (the former Volume 3) include suites from the 
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aforementioned Livre and Pièces, again played on various combinations of the 
instruments listed above. I am grateful for nearly four hours of lovely music in the 
French Baroque style, but I am not sure I understand Robert de Visée or his music 
any better as a result of it.
I’ve encountered Cavasanti before, on a Telemann CD on which he played music 
that Telemann did not intend for a recorder (Fanfare 41:3). In spite of that, I liked 
the results, particularly the tonal control that Cavasanti exerted over his 
instruments. The playing on these CDs exhibits similar virtues, and those virtues 
are shared by Cavasanti’s fellow musicians. Actually, it is Staropoli who has the 
lion’s share of flute and recorder duties—Cavasanti doesn’t even appear until the 
third and fourth CDs. Over the internet, I learned that Manuel Staropoli is the 
brother of keyboardist Alex Staropoli, a founding member of the heavy metal band 
Rhapsody of Fire. (Manuel appears on their CDs too.) Italian-born and educated at 
the conservatories in Trieste and Turin, Manuel is a wonderful, confident musician 
who draws nary an objectionable sound out of any of his 10 instruments!
So the verdict is this: Musicologically, this set is a dicey proposition, but if you 
take off your stiff, scholarly mortarboard and replace it with a comfy tuque, you 
will be in a more receptive position, and you might enjoy the music and the 
performances as much as I did. Raymond Tuttle

This article originally appeared in Issue 42:1 (Sept/Oct 2018) of Fanfare 
Magazine.

DE VISÉE Guitar Works. • Rafael Andia, baroque guitar. • HARMONIA MUNDI 
(France) HM 1186-88 (three discs), produced by Alberto Paulin.

DE VISÉE Suites: No. 4; No. 9; No. 11; No. 12. Pieces: in A minor; in D minor; 
in D; in G minor; in G. • Rafael Andia, baroque guitar. • HARMONIA MUNDI 
(France) HMC 901186 ( compact disc), produced by Alberto Paulin [distributed by 
Harmonia Mundi USA].
The CD is a 60:30 set of excerpts from the three-LP set, offering more than 40% 
of its material. Although the set does not mention digital recording, the CD bears 
the familiar tri-ple-D brand on its rear.
Robert de Visée taught Louis XIV guitar and often serenaded the king to sleep. 
More importantly, he was one of the great masters of composition for plucked 
instruments in the French Baroque, instrumental in the overthrow of the stately 
(and native) lute by the foreign upstarts theorbo and guitar, from Italy and Spain 
respectively. Four years ago I received an Astrée disc of Hopkinson Smith's 
performances of the theorbo works, the melancholy tone of which I found 
irresistible. The Harmonia Mundi recording, in both CD and LPs, is equal to the 
excellent engineering of the Astrée, but I have to confess a prejudice against the 
Baroque guitar in terms of timbre. The instrument, of course, is considerably 



smaller than the modern guitar, and I find its tone just thin enough to wear on me 
after 10 minutes or so. The interpreter, however, is more than commendable, and 
his commitment to the music is evident throughout. As compared to the theorbo 
works, these are lighter in spirit, blither and less ponderous for the most part, with 
moments of ruminative relief in the Sarabandes, Passacailles, and elsewhere.
Most of these works were published in two books in 1682 and 1686, but the 
composition of many far predate those publications. Others were drawn from 
manuscripts by Andia, who rejected works he regarded as obviously falsely 
attributed, dubious in authenticity, or error-ridden. The completed suites indicate 
the extent to which the ordering of movements had yet to be standardized in the 
mid-Baroque: the Preludes are generally followed by the usual Alle-mande-
Courante(s)-Sarabande, but the Gigues (and/or Passacailles) tend to be placed 
immediately afterwards, with the galanteries last, rather than framed by the 
Sarabande and Gigue.
Specialists will want the three discs. For most, the CD will fill the bill under de 
Visée, when coupled with the Smith theorbo program.
Edward Strickland

This article originally appeared in Issue 10:3 (Jan/Feb 1987) of Fanfare 
Magazine.

AllMusic Review by James Manheim - 4*/5*
The concept expressed in the booklet for this disc of guitar music by French 
Baroque composer Robert de Visée focuses on a perceived lack of attention paid 
to the Baroque guitar and its music compared with the lute and its repertoire. The 
disc was originally released in 1986, and that concept is less valid today. Various 
recordings of music by de Visée and other guitarists from France, Italy, and Spain 
exist, and the sound of the Baroque guitar is no longer so unfamiliar. Yet this early 
effort is still more than listenable. Part of the credit goes to the two contemporary 
instruments by Parisian builder Charles Besnainou. They have a pleasant, rather 
harpsichord-like sound that a potential buyer can sample and enjoy. Deeper 
exploration of the program of suites and freestanding dances reveals the links 
between this sound and the musical material. Surely de Visée's music could be 
played on the lute, but it's in an essentially different style, with elaborations of a 
sort of rolled semi-strum replacing the intense melodic ornamentation of lute 
music. Guitarist Rafael Andia was nicely recorded, and he has a fine feel for de 
Visée's style, which still qualifies as a neglected aspect of the court of the Sun 
King. Recommended for those with even a casual interest in the classical guitar.
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