THE BARN SINFONIETTA        at The Barn Theatre, Oxted

Review for Saturday 31st January 2004

Ravens beware! Stephen Night is after your quills! That's the hard bit at the end of the feather that used to be made into pen nibs. He needs them for his Harpsichord, because his modern copy of the 1730 Blanchet, has plastic pluckers and they don't give the same tone.  This forerunner of the piano is an incredible piece of workmanship, each of the double deck of keys plucks one string.  When the key is pressed, it pushes up a little post, from the face of which projects the quill, as it comes down it plucks the harp string and plays the note.  
Wonderful as a solo instrument, though not much good in a theatre, where the sound is too weak to reach to the back rows.       It was completely lost when the 18 string players of the Barn Sinfonietta joined in, despite being at the front of the stage.
Their latest concert at the Barn Theatre was a wonderful musical event and it was a joy to see that at last the theatre was beginning to fill up for these performances.
The main work was Vivaldi's The Four Seasons, but instead of performing it as one concerto, each of the seasons was separated from the next by a work from a different composer.   Vivaldi used a poem, author unknown, to illustrate the sounds the orchestra produced and in some cases the words of the poem are printed over the score.   To illustrate this, actress Emily Allen read the appropriate section of the poem before each movement.  Thus Spring had nymphs and shepherds dancing and the Summer with languorous heat building up to thunder and lightning, hail, flies and wasps.   Autumn was a time for a happy harvester's dance, then at dawn hunting horns, guns and barking dogs, all at a steady marching tempo.   With Winter it was chattering teeth and rain, a quite long passage of pizzicato strings behind the soloist playing the main theme. Each of the four seasons had a established concert soloist, who does however, normally play in with the Sinfonietta in the main orchestra. All were exceptionally talented violinists, Susannah Pattinson for Spring, Rachael Maher (the Leader) for Summer, John Smart for Autumn and Rachel Tayler for Winter.
The two works dividing the Seasons were written specially for the Harpsichord, played by Stephen Knight.  The first was Concertino for Harpsichord and String Orchestra by Walter Leigh who wrote music for a variety of productions during the 30s but died at Torbruk just before his 37th birthday in 1942.   It was a gentle piece with a more robust final movement, though sadly much of the harpsichord sound was lost when the strings joined in.

The second work was Symposium by the Conductor, Johan Katz, which had only just been completed for this concert. It was mainly for the harpsichord, with some fantastic fingering by Stephen Knight and some very unusual effects from both the strings and the conductor beating on his music stand with his baton - a practice more common in the 18th Century.

The next concert, on 13th March will be in the church adjoining the Barn
as the music of Beethoven requires full timpani and a grand piano.  The
soloist will be the American Andrew Anderson.

                                                        Derrick Graham      (In the Surrey Mirror 02/2004)
