


For some pieces of music, it feels 
more like we “meet” them rather 
than “discover” them; Johan Hel-

mich Roman’s Assaggi fall into this 
category for me. His improvised lines 
are full of spontaneity, a form of fan-
tasy oscillating from bright and light 

to more subdued, and have a sense 
of intimacy strengthened by the solo 
voice. Like the vestiges of a dream, 
the music bears the traces of this 
violinist composer’s own improvised 
movements.

2 •  Grandfather to the linguist, Ferdinand.
1 • … attempts to do so require some 
‘blue-sky thinking ’!

As though to reinforce this impres-
sion, there is practically nothing to 
describe or explain the music of 
the Assaggi; even their very name 
is difficult to translate1. The term 
naturally evokes the Italian verb 
assaggiare, “to taste”, as well as the 
absolute freedom of form of the 
music itself. Quite simply, it would 
seem that Roman, through his wri-
ting, through his improvisation, wi-
shed to assuage his immediate cra-
vings – music was rarer in his time, 
and should a mood for music strike 
while home alone, the only solution 
was to play it oneself. The Assag-
gi lean into this deep desire: from 
the heavy steps of the meandering 
walker to the light touches of the 
changing landscape, they create an 
infinite space in which the musician 
is at complete liberty to forge their 
own path in Roman’s wake. More so 

than other pieces, the Assaggi offer 
this comparative freedom –  a trait 
specific to music of the period  – 
which brings with it responsibility 
and intimacy.
The 18th century was a time for tra-
vel, when those who could, would. 
Roman set off on two such adven-
tures, as alluded to in the title of 
this album. The term hattar (“hats” 
in Swedish) refers to a Swedish po-
litical movement which sought an 
alliance with Louis XV’s France – a 
nod to closer relations between the 
two countries. This was combined 
with “fancy”, which underscores the 
freedom in these compositions and 
the influence that Roman’s voyages 
in England and across Europe had 
on his style.
In 1758, the year of Roman’s death, 
Horace Bénédict de Saussure2 was 
starting his own travels. Of his 
many occupations – at one point or 



“Thinking, seeing, breathing with the heart, imbues 
me with a hue of blue. [...] Those who let blue in see 
it shining within them, and their dreams are true.

Names change, but essence remains. No matter 
the angle, blue opens up a space of pure intensity. 
From the top of the sky to the bottom of the heart. 

It deserves an ardent accolade.” 

Zéno Bianu, Petit Éloge du bleu 
[‘A little accolade to blue’]

nomical observations at night3…
Johan  Helmich  Roman’s Assaggi 
are full of serious yet joyful fancy, 
for music that is living, intimate, 
and powerful, echoing the glorious 
vastness of that bright blue sky.
Anaëlle Blanc-Verdin

Anaëlle Blanc-Verdin 

3 • The sky was much bluer and the stars 
much brighter for gazers in the 18th century 
than they are today, due to air and light 
pollution.

another, he was a physicist, moun-
taineer, politician, meteorologist, 
botanist, teacher, and geologist  – 
one was to wonder at what made 
the sky so blue. This led to his in-
venting the cyanometre, a device 
to objectively assess the colour of 
the sky. With it, he concluded that 
the shade of blue shifted depen-
ding on how many particles were 
suspended in the air, and that a 
more intense azure hue during the 
day meant more remarkable astro-



Questions for Eva Helenius 

— At what point of his life did Johan Hel-
mich Roman (1694–1758) compose his 
Assaggi?
It’s not easy to date the Assaggi. Many 
of them were probably written in the 
1730s and early 1740s, some likely 
during Roman’s stay in Italy in 1736. 
During this time, he met Girolamo Ni-
colò Laurenti (1678–1751), a violinist 
known to compose ricercari for solo 
violin without basso continuo. Roman 
also spent some time with Tartini in 
Padua. He may have been aware of si-
milar pieces composed by Telemann, to 
which his own compositions bear some 
resemblance. He was about to publish 
them before changing his mind.

— Why were they not published in the 
end?  
In 1739, Roman was elected as a 
member of the newly founded Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences in reco-
gnition of his talents as a composer 

and conductor. This was a great honour 
for him. He would have certainly been 
planning to dedicate his published As-
saggi to the president of the Academy, 
and intended to follow up immediately 
by publishing pieces composed “in 
more usual keys”. This initiative was 
probably a way for him to express his 
gratitude to the Academy, by dedicating 
a novel piece of music to it. However, a 
twist of fate caused him to change his 
mind.  

In 1740, he joined another newly 
created society, the Guild of the Swedi-
sh Language. While the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Sciences initially welcomed 
the news with open arms, its attitude 
quickly cooled, as it considered the 
Guild to be in competition with its own 
work to preserve the Swedish language. 
It thus strove to ensure that the king 
rejected the application for privileges 
submitted by the Guild. Roman would 
presumably have been disappointed by 
the Academy’s actions, and ultimately 
decided against publishing his Assaggi.



— If I’m not mistaken, the Academy of Sci-
ences that Roman became part of in 1739 
still exists to this day. What was Roman’s 
role in the Academy’s activities? What 
works did he translate?
The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 
(Kungliga Vetenskapsakademien) does 
indeed still exist. In addition to its work 
in natural history, it also sought to pro-
mote the Swedish language until the 
foundation of the Swedish Academy 
(Svenska Akademien) in 1786. Roman 
demonstrated that Swedish was very 
compatible with sacred music, contrary 
to the prevailing opinion at the time 
which deemed it too “rough” a language 
for singing.
In the early 1720s, the king and queen 
entrusted Roman with the task of pro-
moting music, with a view to raising 
it to the level of “art” in Sweden. The 
recent Great Northern War had left 
Sweden battered and bruised, including 
in terms of culture. Roman worked as 
Kapellmeister, conducting for the Royal 
Swedish Orchestra, where he eschewed 
French fashions to focus instead on 
the Italian style. He organised private 

concerts outside the Court (1728), 
followed by public concerts a few 
years later (1733). He even considered 
founding a public music school. During 
his major tour of Europe (1735–1737), 
he gathered a significant collection of 
pieces adapted for orchestra, which 
he brought back with him to Sweden. 
There were no essays or treatises on 
music written in Swedish at the time, so 
he translated texts such as G. Keller’s 
A Compleat Method For Attaining to Play 
a Thorough Bass, Upon Either Organ, 
Harpsichord, Or Theorbo-Lute, J. Chr. 
Pepusch’s A Treatise on Harmony, and 
F. Gasparini’s The Practical Harmonist at 
the Harpsichord around 1750.

— Roman used Swedish in his composi-
tions. Should this be interpreted as a desire 
to make his music more understandable, 
more accessible?
By very Lutheran logic, translating sa-
cred music into a local language helps 
strengthen devotion among followers 
of the religion. The Swedish Royal Chan-
cery encouraged the use of Swedish at 
all its social events (rather than Latin 

or German), at a time when vernacular 
languages were making great strides 
throughout Europe. This was also the 
period that saw the birth of Swedish 
literature.  

— “Assaggio” is quite a mysterious name. 
How would you translate it?
Roman always referred to his pieces as 
försök (“one of my försök”), which can be 
translated as Versuch in German, essai in 
French, “attempt” or “trial” in English... 
and assaggio in Italian. Rather a humble 
choice for a work of art! The translation 
was clearly intended to denote a new 
genre of music, a novel style that had 
yet to be named.  

Eva Helenius e is a retired musicologist 
and archivist from Sweden who worked 
as a researcher in the Statens musikverk 
(Swedish National Collections of Music, 
Theatre and Dance) in Stockholm. Her re-
search focussed primarily on the history 
of Swedish music, including keyboard in-
struments, musical life in the 18th century 
(particularly the life of composer Johan Hel-
mich Roman), and music in Swedish reli-
gious art from the Mediaeval period. She is 
in charge of Klaverens Hus in Lövstabruk, 
which is a Centre for Swedish Piano Culture 
home to a major collection of Swedish key-
board instruments and documents relating 
to their manufacture.



Assaggi: a conversation between a violinist and a philosopher

Bernard Sève. You introduced me to Jo-
han Helmich Roman’s Assaggi; I’d never 
heard of them before. We think we know 
baroque music, but there are so many 
treasures still to discover. But you said 
that playing and listening to the Assaggi 
feels more like meeting them than discov-
ering them, with all the emotions that such 

a meeting brings with it. It’s baroque music, 
and yet also something else entirely.  

Anaëlle Blanc-Verdin. Indeed, and this 
meeting feels as charming as it does 
spontaneous. In Assaggi, we think of as-
saggiare, the Italian verb meaning “to 
taste” (and is tasting not also a form of 

meeting?), but we could also translate 
assaggio as “attempt” or “trial”. Roman 
used Swedish in his vocal music, and 
for me, the term assaggi represents this 
“elsewhere”, the idea of novelty found in 
his work; it refers to the Italian influence 
imbued in him by his travels, denotes his 
own personal searches, and expresses 
the absolute formal freedom in his lines 
of music.

BS. With assaggio, Roman selected a 
word that was “available”, one that was 
not already associated with a known style 
of music such as toccata, sonata, fantasia 
or the like. This name, assaggi, sends us 
a striking message: “prepare yourself, as 
what you are about to read, play, hear, 
is nothing like what you already know”. 
Even words with broader meanings, such 
as toccata or fantasia, would be unsui-
table, as they instil a “horizon of expecta-
tion”, to use a term from literary theory. 
Assaggio is an unknown word, free from 
horizons of expectation, synonymous 
with an inventive “otherness”. It invites 
us to have a little taste, should we be 
tempted! 

ABV. Absolutely! The Assaggi are extre-
mely original works. They contain very 
few performance indicators: no title, no 
tempo, few articulations, very little infor-
mation on style or nuance. At the same 
time, they are not dances (in contrast to 
Bach’s suites), and therefore cannot be 
associated with known styles that would 
suggest at least an inkling of interpreta-
tion.

BS. From the way you’re talking, it sounds 
like this music was written outside of any 
context.

ABV. These pieces weren’t commis-
sioned, unlike many of Roman’s other 
compositions. They don’t have to 
conform to anything – not social norms, 
not stylistic conventions, not even time 
constraints (Roman was under no obli-
gation to complete them for a specific 
deadline). Incidentally, there are very few 
direct or indirect references to them. The 
musician is thus faced with a bare score, 
in a way, containing nothing but notes. 
They have to do their best with just that.



BS. I did feel that these Assaggi were 
different from Roman’s other work 
(concertos, symphonies, suites, cere-
monial pieces), but also that they were 
different from what we tend to refer to, 
likely in too all-encompassing a manner, 
as “baroque music”. I found in particular 
that the Assaggi were sometimes rather 
loose or uncertain in their tonality. They 
are of course not atonal, but the exact to-
nality of the music is frankly not always 
clear. Am I mistaken?

ABV. You’re spot on. In some cases, 
these Assaggi don’t really “stay put” in 
their key, presumably a consequence 
of their improvised nature. I picture Jo-
han Helmich Roman alone, yearning for 
new and lively music, picking up his violin 
and playing freely (after all, he is bound 
by nothing). He would then write down 
his improvisation, sometimes cursorily, 
sometimes in more detail. The music is 
tonal, of course, but now and again a 
movement may finish in a different key 
from the one it started in, or the key may 
be maintained but shift from minor to 
major...

BS. Improvisation is always daring. At the 
base level, was the written score a sort of 
memento for Roman?

ABV. In a way, yes. Roman noted his im-
provising so he could remember it, po-
tentially to play it again. He wrote down 
what he liked, while reworking it as he 
went along.  

BS. So we can hear the musician in the 
throes of invention. It’s rather mind-bog-
gling to be so close to the act of creation, 
to feel the first ideas come to life before 
they are put into boxes.  

ABV. Yes – and playing it is just the same 
as listening to it, there’s a real sense of 
intimacy. I do wonder whether this situa-
tion of hearing the musician in his mo-
ment of invention explains the quite spe-
cific relationship to time when it comes 
to the Assaggi. Time has passed since 
Roman penned them, and yet this time 
doesn’t seem to have distanced us from 
his music. You’ve examined the rela-
tionship between time in music and time 
in life – I’d love to hear what you think.

BS. What a question! All pieces of music 
belong to their time and cannot help but 
portray the moment of history in which 
they were composed. Incidentally, they 
also create their own “internal” time, an ex-
clusively musical moment rooted in all the 
means music has at its disposal: melodies, 
themes, harmonies, rhythm, instruments, 
etc. At the same time, they embody the 
moment as lived by the musician and their 
listeners. While the Assaggi are a product 
of their time, they barely follow the mu-
sical codes of that era. From a historical 
standpoint, they are in a sort of grey area. 
When listening to them, you could almost 
think that they had been written in the 
19th  century, or even today. Realistically, 
this makes sense: that moment of inven-
tion to which we are privy when hearing 
the Assaggi is the part of musical composi-
tion which is the least affected by historical 
codes. The closer a piece is to its point of in-
vention, to this act of creation in its rawest 
form, the more likely it is to transcend its 
period of history. On that note, I found that 
these Assaggi used a lot of syncope, pe-
rhaps more than would be usual in music 
from the first half of the 18th century.



ABV. You’re right! There is this freedom 
in tonality, rhythm, themes... the key 
feature of the Assaggi is imagination, 
whimsy, creative licence. The improvi-
sation is rooted in a quest for virtuosity 
(Roman did meet Tartini in Italy, after 
all), and virtuosity lends itself well to 
freedom!

BS. You mentioned that some of his 
pieces are unfinished. You yourself de-
cided to complete one assaggio using 
another standalone movement from 
Roman. It could be said from an “on-
tological” perspective that, in terms of 
the type of reality or the existence of a 
piece, improvisation, even when written 
down, retains something not entirely 
controlled, a sort of game of chance 
which is always present. An improvised 
piece can never be fully finished in the 
same manner as “strong form” such as a 
fugue, the finale of which is both logical 
and necessary.

ABV. That wasn’t exactly what I had in 
mind when I said that the Assaggi were 

unfinished, but it’s very interesting! I 
had actually meant that the musician 
– so the violinist, specifically – must real-
ly make Roman’s music their own. It is 
their responsibility to bring the piece to 
life. And yet, this assaggio style doesn’t 
follow the usual musical codes of the 
time, and so the musician cannot help 
but claim ownership of the Assaggi that 
they choose to play – their performance 
is by definition an interpretation. Let’s 
not forget that, as well as there being no 
performance directions in the score it-
self, there are also no traditions for how 
they would have been played. This goes 
back to what you were saying earlier 
about them falling outside of a context.

BS. In your recording, you gave these 
Assaggi their own context for the first 
time by how you organised them. I’d like 
to really stress this point, as I think it’s 
very important. You have created what 
I would call a “second-hand work”, the 
source material of which is the Assag-
gi, the “first-hand work”. By arranging 
them in a specific way, by playing them 



in a specific order, you produce this “se-
cond-hand work”, your recording, which 
has a retroactive impact on the first-
hand work – similarly to how, in a galle-
ry, we might view a sculpture differently 
depending on the sculpture or painting 
placed next to it. You create context 
effects between the different pieces 
(contrasts, echoes, similarities and diffe-
rences). You present each assaggio in 
the context of its peers, following a sen-
sitive and musical order that you your-
self selected.

ABV. Yes, and it is the performer’s res-
ponsibility to do precisely this. We have 

a responsibility toward each of the 
pieces individually, especially in this case 
where, as we said, the score is limited or 
lacking in terms of performance indica-
tors. But we also have a responsibility 
toward the entirety of the pieces re-
corded in tandem, as well as one toward 
the listener who will discover them in 
this way. The recording creates an en-
tity in which the various pieces each re-
late to one another. With this in mind, 
I opened the album with an assaggio 
that starts with the same note repeated 
three times. It’s like the trois coups, the 
three beats at the theatre that sound 
to announce the start of a play –  this 

tells the listener that the show is about 
to begin. And so it’s not just the assag-
gio in question that starts like this, but 
rather the entire album. Of course, this 
was just a suggestion, my own personal 
interpretation of the Assaggi that I offer 
to listeners, but I do hope that it comes 
across as an invitation.

BS. If I’m understanding correctly, you 
didn’t want to merely “play” the Assaggi, 
which are pieces that you like (we can’t 
make music without enthusiasm and 
love); rather, you wanted to make them 
exist, truly and deeply, and bring them 
to a new audience. There’s perhaps a 
sort of activism there, something very 
alive in your approach.

ABV. Exactly – as you say, we need to 
bring the work to life, share it, perform 
it. Music becomes more alive and true 
by being shared. And there’s another 
very important point – we can have 
drastically different interpretations 
when performing, especially with pieces 
such as these. So others may vary great-

ly compared to my own! There is an 
infinite number of right answers, other 
interpretations that bring the music to 
life, and we need these other choices 
to exist. Of course, I strove to offer a 
“historically informed” performance 
where I could. But the music itself is so 
free. It was composed at the start of 
the 18th century, but it breaks free from 
the codes of that era. This may be why 
it seems so close to us, so modern des-
pite its age, and why it evokes such spe-
cific emotions. It creates such a unique 
sense of intimacy. Each of us – and this 
is what I invite the listener to do – must 
make this marvellous music our own.

Bernard Sève is an emeritus pro-
fessor of aesthetics and art philo-
sophy with the University of Lille. 
His publications include L’Altération 
musicale (Seuil, 2002); L’Instrument 
de musique, une étude philosophique 
(Seuil, 2013), and Les Matériaux de 
l’art (Seuil, 2023).



Born into a family where imagination 
was heard, played with, compared, and 
shared, Anaëlle took up the violin, as it 
can “give any shape to sound”.
Through Claire Rapin’s open and curious 
teaching, Anaëlle had a range of musical 
and technical possibilities at her fingerti-
ps, while her discoveries of older music 
thanks to Matthieu Lusson, Caroline Pin-
toux, Emmanuel  Schricke, and Wieland 
Kuijken instilled a long-lasting admira-
tion.
After being awarded a university degree 
as a peripatetic musician from the trai-
ning centre for peripatetic musicians 
of the University of Poitiers –  an expe-
rience which significantly broadened 
her stylistic horizons thanks to eminent 
artists such as Dominique  Pifarély and 
Jakes  Aymonino  – Anaëlle’s musical 
and human encounters with Guillaume 
Rebinguet-Sudre and Amandine  Beyer 
sparked a decisive drive for her musi-
cal desires. Her violin took her to the 
Lyon National Higher Conservatory of 
Music and Dance (CNSMD), where she 
completed a Master’s degree in perfor-
mance under Odile  Edouard as well as 

a Master’s degree in education. It was 
here that she met Sarah Dubus and Ma-
thieu Valfré, with whom she created the 
group Ozio Regio, whose first album de-
dicated to Marco Uccellini was met with 
acclaim (earning a Diapason d’Or recom-
mendation in the “new discovery” section 
in January 2023).
As a firm believer that public educa-
tion must allow everybody to enjoy the 
wonder of discovering science, technical 
skills, and art, Anaëlle has been involved 
in a variety of projects and joint initia-
tives, from shared creations to teaching 
in music schools and workshops to wri-
ting for performances (Nova  1610, with 
Amandine  Trenc and Mathieu  Valfré, 

on the astronomical discoveries of the 
17th century, and Entre deux chemins un vi-
olon, a travelling solo show for young au-
diences). Her teaching and artistic work 
has been generously supplemented by 
her musical performances with a range 
of groups, including Les Surprises, Cor-
respondances, Marguerite Louise, La Fe-
nice, Les Talens Lyriques, Le Poème har-
monique, Les musiciens de Saint-Julien, 
and Artifices.
In both her artistic practice and her tea-
ching, Anaëlle Blanc-Verdin strives to 
unite the poetry and demands of imagi-
nation and reflection, allowing everyone 
to thrive within a shared culture.



En l'absence d'indications de la part de Roman, les intitulés 
des mouvements sont proposés entre crochets par l'interprète.

1. BeRI 350 [Toccata] 03:18

2. BeRI 317 – 1 [Luminoso] 02:57

3. BeRI 317 – 2 [Allegro assai] 04:33

4. BeRI 317 – 3 [Dolce]  03:01

5. BeRI 1-34 [Vivace] 02:02

6. BeRI 313 – 1 [Andante] 02:47

7. BeRI 313 – 2 [Allegro] 03:25

8. BeRI 313 – 3 [Con tenerezza] 01:14

9. BeRI 319 [Ondeggiando] 02:40

10. BeRI 324 – 1 [Maestoso] 03:52

11. BeRI 324 – 2 Larghetto 05:25

12. BeRI 324 – 3 [Allegro assai] 01:29

13. BeRI 320 – 1 [Spirituoso] 03:13

14. BeRI 320 – 2 [Cantabile] 03:25

15. BeRI 320 – 3 [Presto] 01:34

16. BeRI 311 – 1 [Largo] 003:16

17. BeRI 311 – 2 [Vivace] 02:36

18. BeRI 311 – 3 [Piacevolmente] 02:21

19. BeRI 311 – 4 [Allegro] 04:35

20. BeRI 312 – 1 [Spirituoso] 04:13

21. BeRI 312 – 2 [Adagio] 02:47

22. BeRI 312 – 3 [Allegro] 02:57

23. BeRI 312 – 4 [Presto] 01:21

24. BeRI 312 – 5 [Allegro spirituoso] 04:11

Violon anonyme xviiie siècle
Archets : Marie-Eve Geeraert, Claire Berget

a fancy hattar
J O H A N  H E L M I C H  R O M A N

Assaggi a violino solo
Anaëlle Blanc-Verdin


