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If the Baroque could be said to have a birthplace, then Rome would be among the strongest of candidates. Home to the architecture of Bernini, the paintings of Caravaggio, and of course the music of Handel and Corelli, it was also the birthplace of the concerto grosso – the pre-eminent baroque musical form. Saturday night's concert, part of the Lufthansa Festival of Baroque Music, by the European Union Baroque Orchestra offered a tour around some of Rome's musical highlights, taking in the sights not only of Handel and Corelli but also their lesser known contemporaries Francesco Geminiani and German visitor Georg Muffat.

A uniquely moveable feast, every year the European Union Baroque Orchestra offers 25 young period musicians the opportunity to work with them for six months. Between their busy schedule of rehearsals and recordings the orchestra also typically tours around Europe, giving audiences the chance to hear the next generation of early music talent. Typically rather smaller, on Saturday night the stage of St John's Smith Square – cosy at the best of times – was overflowing with rows of musicians, numbering about 50 in total. Although almost unheard of in today's pared-back baroque world, history records that Corelli on at least one occasion directed an orchestra of 39 violins and seventeen cellos (not to mention 10 double basses), suggesting the composer's openness to a fuller, more symphonic sound.

A full sound was certainly what the orchestra, under the direction of Enrico Onofri and Margaret Faultless, delivered. Opening with Corelli's joyous Concerto grosso in D Major Op.6 No.4, the massed ripieno strings triumphed over the church's rather brittle acoustic, their warmth and stylish attack simply rendering its limitations irrelevant. With its anything-you-can-do duelling solo violins, the concerto is one of Corelli's most playful and virtuosic, sentiments that Onofri in particular brought in abundance. With his casual swagger and contained energy, Onofri looks more like an Irish fiddler than a classical soloist. Directing from the violin, his command of the music was organic and absolute, communicated in every sway and flick of the neck, and on several occasions in leaps that took both his feet clean off the stage – a sort of period Kristjan Jarvi. 

The orchestral result, with its deep bowing and percussive attack, was thrilling, yet in its success tended towards a one-size-fits-all approach. With a concert programme featuring both concerti da camera and da chiesa, it would have been lovely to perceive a more obvious stylistic distinction between the two. Most striking in the closing work—Corelli's much-beloved 'Christmas Concerto'—the aggressively secular approach risked tipping over into vulgarity, notably in the Pastorale where the rustic drone and unexpected false relations suggested somewhat drunken shepherds. 

One true delight however was the orchestra's habit of breathing together at the start of phrases. Hard enough to achieve with a choir, with an orchestra it creates an overwhelming sense of unanimity and collective intention that is unfortunately as rare as it is impressive. Stylistically it's hard to fault Onofri and his ensemble; as at home in the longer more lyrical lines of Handel and Muffat as the bustling rhythms of Corelli and Geminiani, they brought their technical expertise to life with their energy and awareness of one another, really relishing the musical dialogue that is at the heart of the concerto grosso form.

Of the evening's music it was Georg Muffat's Sonata No. 5 in G major that was the unexpected highlight. Almost an exact contemporary of Corelli's, Muffat's melodic elegance and balanced phrase structures are a real glance forward to the early classical period of J.C. Bach. A series of dance movements, his Sonata moved from a stately Allemanda via an athletic Fuga, culminating in a full-bodied Passacaglia that showed off the full expressive capacity of the orchestra and its directors, and created a striking contrast to the more wholeheartedly baroque music of Geminiani which followed.

Blessed with apparently inexhaustible energy and skill—both of his own and in his young musicians—Onofri has created a gem of an ensemble. Though occasionally a little over the top, the music that they make together is fresh and joyously self-assured. Judging by this performance the future of period performance in Europe is truly in safe hands. 
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