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Welcome!  

Happy New Year to all our readers! 

We had a spectacular autumn concert, comprising Ravel’s Bolero, 

Gershwin’s An American in Paris and Saint-Saëns’ Organ Symphony with 
organ soloist Miriam Reveley. For Miriam’s meteoric career see page 2. 

 

Hazel Keelan initiated a first for the orchestra by organising an outdoor 
flash mob advertising Ravel’s Bolero for the September concert. 

Donations from the spectators raised in excess of £500 for Ely Foodbank. 

We were lucky with a dry window on a damp and windy day outside Ely 

Cathedral. Turn to page 3 for Hazel’s enthusiastic initiative. 
 

Bolero - Ely Sinfonia Concert 23 September 2023 

The Ely Sinfonia’s very well attended autumn concert in Ely Cathedral consisted 

of three highly popular works from the Romantic and Modern periods by Ravel, 

Gershwin and Saint-Saëns. Once again, the Sinfonia’s musical director Steve 

Bingham had chosen music to exercise the technical abilities of the players, and 

it was heartening to see how they all rose to the challenge.  

Ravel’s Bolero of 1928 displays his renowned talents for orchestration to the full, 

and it was gratifying to hear the various woodwind and brass soloists all respond 

by playing the beguiling, almost Arabic main melody with great aplomb over the 

insistent and relentlessly hypnotic repetitive snare-drum rhythm, which itself 

grew in confidence as the music became louder. The Cathedral’s acoustic in the 

reviewer’s area accounted for some balancing issues: some of the accompanying 

sections under the solo passages were a case in point, as was losing the dramatic 

harmonic shift under the percussion and brass in the final drive during the climax 

of the work. However, these acoustic issues should not detract from a highly 

spirited performance.     

The incisive rhythmical precision demanded by Gershwin’s An American in Paris 

can prove challenging to professional orchestras in sympathetic concert halls, so 

for the Sinfonia to attempt this work in the Cathedral was already admirable. 

Inevitably in such acoustics it proved difficult, especially in the louder sections, to 

get the balance right, and not all themes could be heard all the time. However, 

even here one could argue that something of an Impressionist spirit of the French 

capital in the rain was being conveyed, complete with the famous taxi horns! The 

quieter sections were particularly effective, memorably the duet for cor anglais 
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and celeste. Indeed, the individual soloists shone throughout the work. The Blues music later on lurched 

enthusiastically and the main melody was convincingly brought out by the strings. The trumpet section was suitably 

jaunty. Towards the end of the piece, the tuba player 

distinguished himself in a short but atmospheric solo, 

before the orchestra concluded this testing work with 

a stirring crescendo and well-earned applause.       

Post-interval, the Romantic Period style of Saint-Saëns’ 

Symphony no. 3 in C-minor (Organ) was more 

compatible with the Cathedral acoustic. From the 

wistful opening adagio to the slightly shuddering 

minor theme of ensuing allegro moderato, the 

orchestra quickly got into its stride, responding well to 

Bingham’s direction and strict tempi when building to 

well-executed climaxes. There were good contrasts 

between the woodwind and strings, and the horns 

took their opportunity in the major section. The 

subsequent poco adagio was particularly warm and 

lyrical throughout, with a beautiful slow, measured 

violin theme over the understated organ part. This 

whole movement was extremely successful and 

movingly played.  

Inevitably the attack needed in the faster allegro 

moderato was occasionally blunted, and certain 

chords at the end of the section sounded blurred. By 

contrast, the string passage with interspersed cymbal 

crashes was much more effective. The two piano parts 

had to fight hard to be heard as well, but that is a 

deficiency within the piece itself. No such problem was 

encountered by the organ during its confident entry in the maestoso – the famous C-major chord reverberated 

throughout the Cathedral! Soon the organ soloist, Miriam Reveley, thundered out a fine chorale, interjected with 

forceful percussion crashes and brass fanfares. The fugato section was well led by the strings, who had a good concert 

throughout, as did the woodwind. Bingham marshalled all his forces excellently for the final coda, controlling the 

brass well to deliver a rousing conclusion to a highly entertaining evening, for which the Sinfonia deserves to be 

congratulated. 

We are most grateful to Bill Perceval-Maxwell for this review. 

 

 

Organist Miriam Reveley said: ‘I am very excited to be playing the Saint-Saëns Organ Symphony with 

Ely Sinfonia. Most of the time, organists will play by themselves or with a choir, so it's such a special 

opportunity to get to play with an orchestra. However, the most special thing about this concert is that 

my mum will be playing the flute, and my sister will be playing the violin, so we’ll all be playing 

together!’ 

Miriam gained her FRCO diploma just 5 years after starting to learn the instrument and she spent her 

gap year after school at Windsor Castle, where she played for the committal service for Queen 

Elizabeth II in September 2022. 
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Recipe for a Flashmob Symphony Event  
by Hazel Keelan 
 
1 Orchestra (well, enough players to cover main parts) 

1 Cathedral with an outside space (permission included) 
1 Perfect piece of music (preferably something famous and catchy for classical novices) 

A few keen organizers (minimum 3 really) 
1 Deserving local charity 

1 Council official (with a collection permit application form, 2 letters of permission and no time at all) 
Some attention grabbing posters/word of mouth chit chat around the neighbourhood 

 
Gather together the musicians and take the 
temperature of the room (this baby ain’t gonna rise if 

the oven isn’t the right heat). Can’t have a dinner 
party without people round the table. 
Too many cooks don’t spoil the broth in this case, in 
fact, the more the merrier! Get ‘em all in the kitchen. 

There’s always a bit of prepping behind the scenes 
for the perfect symphonic flash, in our case cutting 
through the 28 day approval lead time red tape by 
half from the council to collect for Ely Food Bank. 

But it can be done. 

Like the perfect soufflé, it’s all in the calefaction of 
the environment and the zeitgeist of the times. 
Community and live performance have been sorely 

missing in the last couple of years. Any excuse to 

come together, support real people in realtime is a 

winner.  
Thank you Ely Sinfonia musicians for pulling out the stops, sprinkling some magic dust around the town and raising 

over £500 for Ely Food Bank. A win-win all round, we topped it off with a packed audience inside the cathedral just a 

few days later. 
The biggest after dinner toast though has to go to Zeus for holding back the rain. 

 

 

 Requiem Eucharist, Ely Cathedral 4pm 12 November 2023 

With impressive resilience, a select group of Ely Sinfonia players defied the physical discomfort and potential 

instrumental difficulties of a frigid, draughty building to provide beautiful and uplifting music and enhance what is 

always a solemn and important occasion. 

Together with the cathedral organ and full choir numbers, they did full justice to Fauré’s Requiem, which was intended 

for religious use within a liturgical setting. The addition of a small orchestra provides an important emotional 

contribution to this service of remembrance, sadness and sublime wonder. 

Fauré himself composed for this pared-down group of players. His skilful orchestration meant these musicians added 

an extra layer of sound effects, beit in the mellowness of violas, rounded warmth of the two horns, the meltingly 

sonorous cellos or the death-like tread of bass pizzicato. 

The service opened with the Introit and Kyrie establishing with dramatic immediacy the solemnity, awe and dread 

which the Requiem embodies and the music makes real.  The Pie Jesu introduced by treble and soprano choristers 

was both pure and beseeching.  By contrast, the Libera animas was full of beautifully created surging crescendi 

conveying the dreadful torments of hell, combined with expressive semitones of yearning and pleading. 
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The heart of the piece was the comforting rocking movement of the Sanctus, with the its utterly lovely violin solo 

(Mandy Wyatt) soaring up through the height of the octagon and beyond. Her weaving of melodic descant high above 

the choirs lingers in the memory long after the end of the service. It almost felt a shame when this transcendence was 

broken by the triumphant Hosanna section in which the two horns sounded as if they had transformed into trumpets 

with joyful brassy bravado. 

The Agnus Dei again made full use of the orchestral crescendi, now combined with a long melodic line sustained by 

the choir.  The penultimate movement of Libera me revisits the terrors of death and the fear of judgement. This time, 

though, it is with increased dramatic impact for what awaits ‘me’ as opposed to ‘them’ (ie the souls of others).  The 

key is sombrely minor and the magnificent Bass soloist starts and ends the movement, contrasting with the hapless 

trebles quaking in terror in the middle section.  Again, the horns added to the atmosphere of Dies Irae section of the 

movement. 

The celestial In Paradisum ended the Requiem and the service with beauty and tranquility. The organ and higher 

strings floated above the pizzicato in the lower strings. In contrast with the opening of the Requiem with its fearful, 

solemn tread towards the unknown, it affirmed that the soul was not alone but would be stepping forward 

accompanied by angels, and would be at peace. Through the emotional catharsis of the Requiem and the Eucharist, 

the congregation left feeling uplifted. A beautiful ending to a weekend of Remembrance, both national and personal. 

 

Open Workshop Day 7 January 2024, Kings School Ely 

Conducted by Steve Bingham, the expanded orchestra had one day to experience 

Schubert’s 9th Symphony in C (The Great) in its entirety. Judging by the comments from 

participants it was a very enjoyable event. 

Workshop organiser Carol McEvoy wrote: ‘Although several players had to pull out at the 

last minute due to illness, there was a 

lively buzz of excitement in the room as 

the musicians warmed up their 

instruments and enjoyed meeting each 

other.’ Families and friends enjoyed the 

home baking and tea before the recital 

that followed. 

Carol thanked David McLeish who 

organised the workshop for the past 15 

years, during which time it has gone from 

success to success.  

 

“I loved the opportunity to play 

with an orchestra again and it 

was wonderful to have 

somebody else playing my part!” 

“The workshop was very well 

organised and a pleasure to be 

part of.  I thought Steve was a 

great conductor and everyone 

very friendly.” 

“We thoroughly enjoyed the playing on 

Sunday and of course a large part was 

due to the excellent conducting and 

tuition from Steve.” 

 

“Very much looking forward to the next one.” 

 

Leader Kate Clow 

tunes up the 82piece 

orchestra 


