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FEATURE REVIEW by Jerry Dubins

 PAGANINI Caprices for Unaccompanied Violin, op.
1 (complete) • Edson Scheid (vn) (period instrument) •
NAXOS 9.70264 (80:02)

To begin with, it wouldn’t be fair to
compare Edson Scheid’s Paganini
Caprices to versions by any of the
better-known ones by Michael Rabin,
Itzak Perlman, Shlomo Mintz, James
Ehnes (twice), Julia Fischer, and Ilya
Gringolts because their offerings are
all on modern violins. In fact, to the
best of my knowledge, which
someone may well dispute, Scheid
may be the first violinist since
Paganini himself to perform these
hair-raising, hectoring pieces on a
Baroque-period violin. Scheid’s choice to perform the Caprices
on a mostly Baroque-period instrument is a decision informed
by his own research and based on his own aesthetic/artistic
vision.

One of the funniest album covers I’ve ever seen adorns
Perlman’s Angel LP of the Caprices. Pictured are 24
mini-cartoon caricatures of a violinist who starts out looking
confident, composed, and cocksure. With each successive
frame, he becomes more besieged and beleaguered-looking,
until finally, in the 24th frame, he has fallen to his knees,
disheveled, defeated, and disgraced. The hair hangs detached
from his bow, and both he and his instrument are in utter ruin.

In our above interview, Scheid says that he genuinely likes the
Caprices as pieces of music and works of art. His stated aim
was to bring out the musical qualities of the Caprices, and
while he may have come closer to that goal than others, in my
experience, it’s not a goal that anyone has ever fully attained.

Might it be that Paganini’s Caprices were intended purely as
pedagogical exercises that pushed the envelope of what is (or
was, at the time) theoretically possible to execute on the violin?
Certainly they are important to the extent that they provided
future composers with a toolbox of techniques from which to
draw for their own compositions. But perhaps we should take
the Caprices at face value for what they are, studies in the
hypothetical probabilities and practicalities of the violin.
Perhaps, too, we should evaluate those who perform and record
the Caprices, not on who plays them better but on who makes
them sound less harsh and less unpleasant to the ear.

On that score, I have to say that Edson Scheid succeeds in
making the Caprices sound less harsh and less unpleasant than
anyone else I’ve heard. To what extent that’s owing to his
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Baroque-period violin, I can’t say. The tone is definitely less
strident and less shrill, especially on the highest notes, than it
often sounds on a modern instrument. And as for Scheid’s
technical execution, it’s as good as it gets, which is to say, it’s
not perfect—no one’s is—but unlike the hapless violinist on the
cover of Perlman’s album, Scheid makes his way through the
garden of evils and emerges unscathed.

Even if you already have one or more recordings of the
Caprices in your collection, Edson Scheid offers a highly
viable and insightful alternative to modern instrument
performances that every serious student of the violin should
hear. Jerry Dubins

This article originally appeared in Issue 40:3 (Jan/Feb 2017) of
Fanfare Magazine.
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