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Welcome to this January issue with reviews of concerts and 

performances from September 2022. 
We offer Sheila Friend-Smith, MBE, a founder member of the Friends of Ely 
Sinfonia and loyal supporter, our warmest congratulations. Sheila was honoured 

for her outstanding service to Ely by being proclaimed an Honorary Freeman of 
the city. She was a highly successful Mayor, and has been a councillor, chairman 

and governor of an impressive number of political, educational, cultural, social 
and horticultural bodies (see p32 of the Ely i Magazine for Jan/Feb 2023).   
 
 

An Arctic Journey 
Ely Sinfonia Concert at Ely Cathedral, 24th September 2022 
 
It is wonderful to see confidence gradually returning to players and audience alike 
as we gather again post-pandemic to experience marvellous music in the 
atmospheric space of Ely Cathedral. I never thought I would hear the opening piece 
in Ely Sinfonia’s recent concert – Finnish composer Einojuhani Rautavaara’s Cantus 
Arcticus: Concerto for Birds and Orchestra – performed ‘live’, let alone in Ely, but 
this was part of the rare treat they offered last Saturday. 
 
Atmospheric bird-like sounds of two 
well-controlled flutes opened the 
first movement (The Bog), weaving 
a canon into the empty space. Other 
wind instruments built up gradually 
to great effect, forming the canvas 
around which recorded birdcalls 
wove their magic in that vast space. 
These recordings from the 
marshlands of Arctic northern 
Finland were the primary soloists of 
the piece, and the sensual 
experience was completed by film 
footage of the birds at Welney 
Wetland Centre: how appropriate, on reflection, to bring such a piece of repertoire 
to Ely, together with images from nearby Welney, home through the winter months 
to many Arctic birds from northern Scandinavia.  
 
The second movement (Melancholy) opened with recorded sounds of Shore Larks, 
not the actual high-pitched twitter, but instead the sounds lowered by two octaves. 
The resulting clearly-defined melodies created an eerie solo, the strings alone 
providing a well-blended icy accompaniment. The third movement (Swans 
Migrating) began with the recorded sounds of the Whooper swans preparing to 
migrate. A gentle accompaniment began, a rustling reed-bed of strings, kept well in 
check in the background. A solo clarinet entered like a mysterious birdsong, joined 
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by solo flute, then both clarinets in canon, both flutes and both oboes, weaving their canons together with the 
recorded birds. As the texture built up, the stately main theme of the piece at last emerged in the horns, before 
passing from group to group of players towards the magnificent tutti climax. The wind instruments all featured, 
coming through clearly, but within the grand texture even the harp and celeste could be clearly heard like water 
droplets, contributing to the gradually rising pitch: we could imagine the birds taking flight. Then all became quieter 
as the background bird sounds re-emerged over the harp and celeste, sinking down into the lonely Arctic winter. 

What a tour de force for conductor Steve Bingham 
and all sections of the orchestra, each taking their 
turn as soloist, and a thrilling experience for the 
audience. But this was not the only delight in store 
on our Arctic Journey. Next came Carl Nielsen’s Flute 
Concerto, a gem in the repertoire for flautists. 
Thomas Hancox, co-principle flute of Britten 
Sinfonia, was an impressive soloist, playing 
throughout with assurance and poise. His beautiful 
tone shone through in the many dialogue passages 
between flute and various sections of the orchestra, 
or individual instruments. The second movement, 
often in humoresque style, provided lighter textures 
where the flute could float gloriously above the 
minimal orchestral scoring, and the orchestra was 
well controlled, at times sounding as nimble as 
chamber music. Very twentieth century in style, this 
is a piece that deserves greater recognition. 
 

The final piece, Jean Sibelius’s Symphony no 1 in E minor op. 39, is a fully-fledged symphony in spite of the youth of 
the composer – only in his early thirties at the time of writing, but already a master composer and passionate to 
promote Finnish culture. It does remind me at times of the melodies, mood and orchestration of Tchaikovsky’s 
Pathétique, and is on a similar scale, but that is no criticism, as already it reveals all the hallmarks of Sibelius’s later 
symphonies. It’s a challenge for any orchestra, with huge contrasts between the full orchestral sound and chamber 
music textures, between massive crescendos to full tutti and challenging solo passages with piano accompaniment. 
Again the wind and woodwind sections played a prominent role, the first movement opening with a melancholy 
clarinet solo, beautifully done. As the piece progressed, as well as the beautiful tone of full strings which often were 
the first to present the themes, many other instruments came into the spotlight as solo or duet to lighter 
accompaniment, skilfully managed and balanced. The timpani came into their own in the third movement heralding 
at various points the main theme most effectively in dramatic rhythm, and they continued to give precise dramatic 
pointing through the fourth movement, along with the rest of the percussion. 
 
It was good to be reminded of this symphony with its recognisable sweeping themes. Altogether it was an ambitious 
programme, each piece a challenge for the performers in its own way, and always exciting and engaging for the 
audience to be part of this Arctic Journey.  The original artwork for both the programme and advance publicity also 
celebrated the theme, with images of Crane by Mike Barber and Arctic Tern by Janie Porter, beautifully 
complementing the music.  
 
I look forward to the next adventurous journey with Ely Sinfonia and hope that audience numbers will continue to 
recover, giving them the support they deserve during this coming season. 

 
 
Celia Waterhouse – Friend of Ely Sinfonia 
September 30 2022 

 
  

 
 

Mike Barker mikebarkerart.co.uk 
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Four new committee members 
At the AGM on 4 September 2022 four new members were voted onto the Ely Sinfonia committee.  

We asked them for a few words to introduce themselves: 

           
Charlotte Ewins  
Hi, I'm Charlotte, but most people call me Charlie. I've been playing the oboe since I 
was around 7-8 and played in many orchestras growing up, including the National 
Children's Orchestra, and the National Schools Symphony Orchestra. After missing 
orchestral playing during the pandemic, I was excited to join Ely Sinfonia last April. I 
now work in a local secondary school, and I am hoping to bring Ely Sinfonia together 
with the schools in our area to encourage the next generation of orchestral players. 

 

 

                       Richard Williamson 
I am a founder member of Ely Sinfonia playing violin. I greatly enjoy playing in its 

concerts and cathedral events, and I also play in string quartet of Ely 

Sinfonia members taking a short, varied programme of folk, dance and classical 
music to local schools. On the committee, I help manage our records of members, 
players and friends. 

 

 

 
Yvonne Williamson   
Hello, I'm Yvonne Williamson, founder member of Ely Sinfonia, playing viola. The 

orchestra continues to bring me great joy, and it is nice to be able to help a little 
behind the scenes. I liaise with King's School Ely who kindly allow us rehearsal space 

when possible. Following Covid,the orchestra is developing more links within the 
community. I play in a string quartet of members of the orchestra, and we are taking 

a short programme with a variety of pieces into primary school assemblies. 
 

 

 
Rob Millman         

Hi, I'm Rob. I've been playing the violin since the age of 8 and played in orchestras 
whilst at school and at university. I was happy to be able to continue when I moved 

to Ely and joined Ely Sinfonia in 2010. Now, with children of primary school age, I'm 
keen to encourage more links between the orchestra and local schools so that 

children get the chance to experience music from an early age. 

 
 
 
 

   Ely Cathedral Remembrance Sunday Requiem Eucharist 

Three trumpets, timpani, harp and a group of strings from Ely Sinfonia accompanied the Cathedral Choirs in Maurice 

Duruflé’s Requiem Mass Op 9 for the Remembrance Sunday Requiem Eucharist on 13 November. 

Maurice Duruflé started composing his requiem in 1941 but it was not finished until 1947. He was a perfectionist and 

although he published relatively few works, they are polished and worked out very thoroughly. The Requiem is his 

most famous work. Focusing on calmness, resignation and meditation, with much of the musical material coming 

from Gregorian plain chant, this requiem is especially suitable for a time of remembrance and reflection.  [PTO] 
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Opening the mass with the Introit and Kyrie, the lower strings provided a lovely warm and velvety sound into which the 

choir and organ wove their entries. 

Alison Daniels (mezzo-soprano), Louise Jameson (cello) and Glen Dempsey (organ) deserve special mention for a 

beautifully transparent and evocative version of the Pie Jesu. The three trumpets appeared throughout the Requiem 

but came especially to the fore in the Offertorium and the Libera me, the most dramatic movements of this requiem, 

the Offertorium also containing the baritone solo sung by Jonathan Midgley. 

After the service, 2nd violin Jacky Cox described to us how the music had seemed deceptively simple at first but that it 

required concentrated counting with a quick succession of different time signatures. It had been a wonderful 

experience for her to discover how her part contributed to the beautiful harmonies produced by the full orchestra when 

the music came together in rehearsal and during this memorable service. 

 

Steve Bingham and Friends Ely Methodist Church, 6 December 2022  

A warm welcome and a warm space were doubly welcome on a cold night. The evening started with three contrasting 

carols composed and written by Jeremy Harmer with skilful strings backing arranged by Phil Thoms. Interspersed 
was Every step you take performed by Steve (violin, base pedal) and Brenda Bingham (viola and shaker) with both 

simultaneously singing: a tour de force of virtuosic playing and multi-tasking.  

Steve helpfully introduced his second piece, since it was (intentionally) as strange and harsh as it was beautiful. By 
placing it in context with the composer’s Russian, Jewish and German background as well as the contemporary war in 

Ukraine, we were prepared for the dissonances and abrupt interruptions in the familiar and achingly hopeful 

Christmas carol of the title. Accompanied by Phil Thoms, Steve’s performance of Stille Nacht by Alfred Schnittke (d 

1998) was outstanding.  

Winter from The Four Seasons by Vivaldi was a whole-group performance, fronted by Steve. Having two violas 
throughout the evening made for a rich, rounded string sound. The energy was fizzing in the first movement; the 

pizzicato in the violins added to the colour of the second movement, while the ensemble and precision of the playing 
throughout was a joy. An abridged version of the original text of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol occupied the second half. 

Jeremy returned for a dramatic narration, accompanied by the strings with a battery of percussion, making it fun not 

just to listen to but also to watch.  

What a wonderful start to the Christmas season!  

 
HARK the HERALD Ely Cathedral 22 December 2022 

Ely Sinfonia provided a full orchestra to accompany the three cathedral choirs for this concert of Christmas music. In 

an imaginatively compiled miscellany, congregational favourites were interspersed with lesser-known carols spanning 

the centuries up to modern times, beautifully sung by the choirs, often with unusual arrangements. Further variety was 

provided by orchestral extracts from Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite and Vaughan Williams’s Fantasia on Christmas 

Carols (cello solo Rachel Mycock). As befitting the Christmas story, emotions ranged from tenderly quiet to 

triumphantly loud, from contemplative calm to rumbustious cheerfulness. Edmund Aldhouse and Sarah Macdonald 

conducted and introduced the music from the podium, and were not only helpfully informative but also a very funny 

and spontaneous double act. For performers and congregation alike, this was a truly memorable evening. 

 

 

Editors 
Charlotte Dean & IJmkje van der Werf 


