THE BARN SINFONIETTA        at The Barn Theatre, Oxted

Review for Friday 5th December 2003

For their opening concert for the winter season, the Oxted Barn Sinfonietta reverted to their earlier all string concept, 10 violins, 4 violas, 3 'cellos and for the first time 2 bass.
The Conductor, Johan Katz, selected works by English composers, Purcell, Elgar, Parry, Bridge, Walton and Warlock for this concert and the wide variety of themes made for an interesting and enjoyable evening. As always the standard of musicianship was faultless and at last all the 15 ladies had settled on a single colour for their outfits- black; matched of course by the 4 gentlemen!   
The best description of Purcell's Chacony in G minor is sombre, very slow, possibly written for a theatre production and not perhaps the best choice for opening a concert.
Elgar's Serenade which followed was in lighter vein,  written about 200 years later and with great characteristic sweeps of sound, absolutely perfect material for a string orchestra to show off their skills under their leader Rachael Maher.
When Parry wrote An English Suite in 1914-15 the country was in the turmoil of the Great War and the music reflects the mood of the Edwardian era and a longing for the peace and tranquillity of that time. There are traces of his other great work, Jerusalem and a few chords that could be recognised from The Old Folks At Home.  The final movement "Frolic" used a combination of strings to produce what could best be described as a bagpipe effect in the tempo of a dance.
Frank Bridge was from a later generation and his Suite for String Orchestra was probably greatly influenced by the fact that he was a viola player.   In the Nocturne the Principal 'cello player, Joseph Spooner took the solo passages with great expertise.   The finale seemed to have faint traces of Tchaikovsky and Debussy woven into the melody.   Two pieces of music written by William Walton for the film   Henry V followed.   This was in 1943/4 with Sir Laurence Olivier as Henry.   The first was very slow and stately and it was difficult to appreciate that Walton had used the theme from the drinking song, Watkin's Ale as the basis of the work.
The Capriol Suite by Peter Warlock arranged for strings in 1927, is a collection of six dances in different styles and rhythms ranging from a pavane (a 15th Cent dance) to a Scottish sword dance.  Once more, but to even better effect, the strings blended to form a convincing bagpipe sound and there was extensive use of pizzicato especially from Rachael Maher whose plucked strings threatened to run off the scale.
The next concert is on the 31st January with, at last, a chance for the Harpsichord to be heard in all its glory at the front of the stage, instead of being lost behind the 19 string players!          

                                                        Derrick Graham      (In the Surrey Mirror 12/2003)
