THE BARN SINFONIETTA        at The Barn Theatre, Oxted

Review for Saturday 27th November 2004            “From Russia With Love”
 
The November concert by the Barn Sinfonietta was held in the United Reform Church, Oxted, in the presence of His Excellency Dr. Vahe Gabrielyan, the Armenian Ambassador to this country, and his wife. The programme was entitled From Russia With Love and reflected the strong ties the Conductor, Johan Katz, has with Armenia.   His wife, Anushka is from that country and went back to research sources for the scores needed for this concert.   Armenia is of course no longer part of the USSR having freed itself from Russia in 1991 and has its own language and, more importantly, a different style of music.   But it should be born in mind that when the country was in control of the USSR culture was dominated by the Party line.  Thus although Alexander Krein was Director of the Music Wing of the Ministry of Arts and Culture his Elergy ,written in 1927, was never performed and this Oxted concert was its premier.
Armenian music, much of it based on folk tunes and dances, is stirring stuff with drums much in evidence.   Katz brought in a timpanist, Dan Gresson, whose gleaming copperware looked and sounded terrific.
Unfortunately there had to be other changes in the strings due to "head hunting" by the London Philharmonic, Royal Philharmonic and the Covent Garden Orchestra of some of Katz finest musicians. Fortunately he managed to replace them with other top quality violinists and took the opportunity to add two extra violins, an extra viola and 'cello. To perform Symphony for Strings and Timpani by Edvard Mirzoyian presented some difficulty as it would be a first performance in Britain and no orchestral scores were available.    Anushka found where the octogenarian composer was living in Armenia, visited him and with his assistance managed to borrow the music.   It is evident that their folk melodies are powerful stuff, strong timpani thundering over the 23 string players, the great sound of two bass going flat out and several passages of dissonance i.e. non-harmonic frequencies.
The final piece really was Russian, having been composed by Petr Tchaikovsky in 1880.  Serenade for Strings was composed in the same year as his 1812 Overture but is on a much gentler theme and contains the 2nd Movement Waltz often played on its own.      The work was sweeter and more relaxing than the Armenian pieces - indeed the timpanist had packed up and gone home!   The 3rd movement, Elegie, provides a contrast to the sound picture of the dance, with Tchaikovsky now in happier mood having recovered from the break-up of his marriage and with his finances secure.

The next concert is on the 29th January and will be a tribute to  Sir Michael Tippett, who lived in Oxted and who, in 1930, had his first composition performed in the Barn Theatre.
                                                        Derrick Graham      (In the Surrey Mirror 12/2004)
