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This pre-Christmas concert at the CBSO Centre in Birmingham was a treat. The programme included a new work by Martin Ellerby for the amazing percussion virtuoso, Simone Rebello, the UK première of Kenneth Hesketh’s Infernal Ride, and a well chosen balancing repertory which included songs from the shows (Les Misérables), and a version of Holst’s beautiful carol, In the bleak midwinter, sung most sensitively by members of the band with a haunting oboe obligato composed by BSW conductor, Keith Allen.

Keith chose to start the evening with a fitting tribute to Sir Malcolm Arnold, who sadly died last September. His Prelude, Siciliano and Rondo is an excellent arrangement by John P Paynter of his Little Suite for Brass, and received a well prepared, neat and tidy performance, though our joy at listening to the customary wit, charm and exuberance of the music was tempered by the sadness of his departure.

Next on the menu was Infernal Ride,another tightly constructed, brilliantly scored, one movement work (like Masque and Whirlegigg) by Kenneth Hesketh, receiving its first performance in this country. To quote from the composer’s helpful programme note: “Often an atmosphere of driven fear pushes the music forward, only briefly stopping for breath”. The music is endlessly inventive, harmonically and rhythmically, and Keith Allen drove his forces with steely determination, ensuring that they all arrived at the finishing post together!

Winter Dances by Fergal Carroll also displayed this fine composer’s skill in handling the problems of forward motion in music, and was originally conceived with the participation of dancers. The three movements are entitled ‘November’ - a high octane, swift-moving construct, with tantalising ‘tuneful fragments’ (one of them God rest you merry gentlemen,) trying to interrupt the flow. The second movement, ‘December’, features a solo soprano saxophone (well played by Lauren Hogg) in which the haunting strain of The Coventry Carol is interpolated. ‘January’, the final movement, is quite angular and spikey, and extremely fast (crotchet equals 152). The marking “with energy” was enthusiastically embraced by BSW, who at one point are instructed to “clap loudly” as extra percussionists. The audience followed suit shortly after.

There is a deeply felt spiritual side to a good deal of Martin Ellerby’s music in major works such as Meditations and Dona Nobis Pacem. The latter even quotes a much loved Bach Chorale, usually sung to the words “O sacred head sore wounded”. The subtitle of Meditations makes it clear that what we are meditating on are “the seven last words of our Saviour on the cross”, as in Haydn’s amazing composition of that name.

To find that Martin had written a Percussion Concerto based on a canticle written by St. Francis of Assisi and, indeed, called The Canticle of the Sun, both intrigued and delighted me, because I knew, without hearing a single note, that the composer would be aiming for an original sound world and style that avoided the obvious. We were told that Simone did not want to play glockenspiel, tubular bells or timpani. Her wish was granted, and the BSW’s five excellent percussion players were kept pretty busy covering these, and a van load of other instruments. 

From its quiet reflective opening, with a bowed vibraphone offering a “cantus firmus” of perfect fifths (which informs a great deal of the ensuing material) we, the audience, were gripped by the tight control Martin Ellerby had over the development of his thematic material, the exhilarating energy of the faster sections, and the contemplative subtlety of the more spiritual material. Simone Rebello exuded confidence, as she changed from gentle four mallet marimba tremolandi in the section called ‘Brother Sun’ to exhilarating xylophone patterns of fifths in ‘Sister Moon and the Stars’. Her work on vibraphone, tom toms, bongos, crotales (tuned antique cymbals) and other assorted instruments was most impressively achieved, and by the final section, ‘Father Heaven’, Simone’s marimba peacefully embraced the hymn-tune Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty, devoutly proclaiming the subtext of this wonderful addition to the percussion repertory.

Another recent work by Martin Ellerby, which was new to me, Tales from Andersen, followed the concerto. The five expertly scored and witty musical takes on The Emperor's New Clothes, The Little Match Girl, etc., was written for the Edinburgh Schools Wind Ensemble in 2005 during the Hans Christian Andersen bicentenary. For this charming work, Martin Ellerby didn’t feel moved to acknowledge the Danish author’s middle name!
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