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Repast does it again! The New York City-based ensemble made Bach‟s A Musical Offering the centerpiece of their very first concert in 2004, and now they return to the scene of the crime with an infectious account of the Goldberg Variations, BWV 988. True to their name, they serve up a delicious repast that makes a case for performing the Variations en concert, as the French would say, instead of on keyboard the way we usually hear them. 

The present members, consisting of Amelia Roosevelt, violin and viola; Emi Ferguson, flute; Katie Rietman, cello and piccolo cello; Stephanie Corwin, bassoon; and Gabe Shuford, harpsichord, play authentic baroque instruments or expertly crafted replicas of the same. I won’t bore you by listing their pedigrees (which are listed in the booklet annotation anyway), but only say that the timbres of all these instruments are fresh and very attractive, enhancing the invigorating interaction of the players in the various solos, duets, and ensembles where they occur. 
In particular, the members of Repast employed a most unusual, and democratic, way of assigning which instruments to what parts. “Our work on the project began in the same way it does in all our new repertoire,” recounts Roosevelt in her booklet notes, “by singing through the score. This process helped us hear which variations sounded „flute-like‟ or which ones seemed more like arias for the violin.” 
Then they worked out the fine details that allow the instruments to mesh with or compliment each other to near-perfection the way they do in the present performance. One could always quibble, of course, with their choices, and I have no doubt that the members of Repast will tweak this or that assignment from time to time in the course of interacting with a work of music that is more like an organic growth of nature than a photograph that has been fixed in a stop-bath. 
The amazing thing about the Goldberg Variations is, you keep discovering things. Just listen to the blithe way flute, basson, and cello swing Variation 4. Repast found that a viola would add a more expansive lower range than the violin in Variation. 6, for example, and that a pizzicato bass line for the cello in Variation 26 would ideally balance out the violin accompaniment. 
Few would argue with the suitability of the bassoon’s melancholy timbre to open and close Variation 25, which has been famously termed the “Black Pearl” of the set. Repast made the happy discovery that the pathos of this particular variation would sound more vulnerable if they pushed the piccolo cello and the bassoon to the top of their ranges. Other movements, including the opening Aria, the closing Aria da capo, and Variations 5, 11, 14, 20, 23, 28, and 29, were left to the harpsichord, for which the 2-manual model made by William Dowd after a Francois-Etienne Blanchet original, proved ideal (and in fact essential, as you couldn’t play the lively running passages for two voices on a single keyboard as well, if at all). 
Fact is, all the members of Repast have the chance to bask in the sunlight sooner or later, even though the process of assigning parts had more to do with sound than simple equity of opportunity. The results speak for themselves, one glorious or deeply moving variation at a time. 
By the way, this is the first time I’ve ever reviewed a concert version of the Goldbergs. In the past, I’ve been skeptical of such arrangements as the music seemed more idiomatic for the keyboard. 
With this album, Repast made a believer of me!
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