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The New England-based Antares ensemble have two things going for them: their instrumentation (a standard piano trio with additional clarinet – Messiaen’s Quartet for the End of Time ensemble), and a fearlessly irrepressible energy.  Both traits serve them well here.


Certainly one would be hard pressed to find a better piece than John Mackey’s Breakdown Tango (2000) for bursting out of the starting gate.  Likewise, George Tsontakis’s Eclipse (1995) clearly reveals that the composer’s recent Grawemeyer Award was less a discovery of a new voice than confirmation of an existing one.


Once into the second half of this collection though, particularly the pieces written specifically for the ensemble, we encounter a range of works that sound either too long or too short for their ideas.  Kevin Puts’s SIMAKU (1996) ends rather too soon, while Stefan Freund’s dodecaphunphrolic (1997), at less than four minutes, seems entirely too long.


Carter Pann’s Antares (2004), a signature piece of sorts for the group, casts its program as a frame for its members both collectively and individually, with the four interior movements named for each of the performers.  Admittedly the piece offers satisfying symmetry by the time it’s finished, but the ears and mind may check out a couple of times beforehand.


The best thing about this collection is the group itself.  Antares have the gift of making whatever they’re playing seem the most important piece in the world.  And as long as they keep playing, I’m tempted to believe them.

Ken Smith 
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