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WElcome Between December 2024 and May 2025 Ely Sinfonia played a wide range of music. The Easter

mass called for a small chamber orchestra; normal numbers filled the stage at a packed Christmas concert; the out-
reach event of the January workshop and the May concert were both large-scale - although with differing objectives.
Regarding the latter, my article below is a deliberately personal, non-technical response. | was glad to have had the
chance ahead of the concert to read Julian Barnes’ biographical novel The Noise of Time about Shostakovich; it cer-
tainly helped my listening to as opposed to playing the music. Interspersed are features about two much appreci-
ated players in the orchestra.

Charlotte

Shostakovich & Tchaikovsky: War and Retribution Ely Cathedral 3 May 2025
Tchaikovsky Piano Concerto no 1 & Shostakovich Symphony no 7 ‘Leningrad’

A Coming of Age for Ely Sinfonia

This was an unforgettable night. The sheer scope and challenge of this concert, for both players and audience, set
it apart as a programme of music that could so easily have disappointed for over-promising. Yet the vision, enter-
prise, trust and skills of artistic director and conductor Steve Bingham lay at the heart of its triumphant success.
The readeris recommended to read Dr Rosemary Westwell’s full and informative account of the night’s performance
which is to be found online at www.elysinfonia.co.uk. Also on the Ely Sinfonia website are the helpful and detailed
notes that featured in the printed programme. One caveat: at the eleventh hour and too late for programme altera-
tions, the anticipated soloist, Martin Roscoe, was unfortunately unable to play; but fortunately Peter Donohoe was
able to step in. As a Tchaikovsky International Piano Competition winner in 1982, we might expect - and certainly
got - a brilliant and virtuosic performance.

Impressive skills matched by powerful emotion

The physical power and technique of pianist Peter Donohoe in Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto no 1 was dazzling. The
sheer strength required for the ambitiously fast double octave fortissimo passages covering the full extent of the
grand piano would have tested any but a top-quality instrument and the fittest performer. If it were in danger of
sounding bombastic, Donohoe’s controlled contrast of a beautifully delicate, resonant pianissimo in the lyrical pas-
sages also reached to the very back of the nave. The large orchestra sensitively matched Donohoe’s dynamics. From
the rear nave there appeared to be occasional differences in interpretation of tempo. However, this had more to do
with the 2 second delay on the screens at the back, such that the disconnect between sight and sound was some-
times confusing. But the balance of sound within the orchestra was good and the delighted audience thanked Peter
Donohoe with an enthusiastic standing ovation.
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Music compels for different reasons

It is interesting to consider these works being placed together in one concert. That both composers are Russian is
too simplistic. However, on societal/political as well as musical grounds there are strong reasons for the pairing,
particularly when the invasion of Russia in Ukraine is a current concern.

My appreciation of both works was primarily due to an emotional response to the music itself, thanks to players
capable of conveying the fluctuation between fear and joy, or despair and surges of hope. Both works contained
brilliant orchestration: contrasting timbre and unexpected instrumental combinations delighted with their original-
ity, freshness and creativity. Both works offset grand magnlflcence with a vulnerable tenderness. All credit to Steve
Bingham and the huge orchestra for creating a sense
of wonder and compelling intense concentration
from the audience.

Yet a concert lasting a full two and a half hours can-
not live by emotion alone. | confess to a shameful
ignorance about Shostakovich although Julian
Barnes (see above) certainly helped my experience
of listening to the symphony, along with the good
fortune of being able to sit further forward after the
interval.

There were times where Shostakovich’s sense of
momentum seemed to have deserted him, but if you
held on in there, stasis would eventually be inter-
rupted by dramatic reminders of the ostinato rhythm
of menace or you were rewarded by a spine-tingling
crescendo. When the end finally came, you simply had to BE there, experiencing that huge cathedral building filled
with the sound of hope and a tangible singleness of purpose from players and audience combined.

Moral quandaries

The programme notes made clear the pain for Tchaikovsky of his necessary homosexual suppression, but it seems
that it would still be a societal and political issue in Russia today, one and a half centuries later. Tensions and yearn-
ing are apparent in the music, but the biographical awareness adds to one’s appreciation.

Shostakovich, however, is harder to understand. He disdained writing programmatic and popular nationalistic
music as required by Stalin and his life was also in danger when the press (eg Pravda) gave him critical reviews. Yet
he did not flee, like many other artists, to the West and instead he accepted honours from the Russian state. Perhaps
he feared for the safety of his wife and family as well as himself. Similar moral dilemmas under dictatorships remain
obstinately contemporary.

Stamina and energy

However, the final memory from this concert has to be the exhausted but exhilarated and triumphant looks on all
faces for what must be the orchestra’s most demanding concert to date. There is no denying that Ely Sinfonia has
surged ahead with a confidence that is now in the back pocket, thanks to the inspiration of its conductor and artistic
director.

HARK! THE HERALD, Ely Cathedral, 21 December 2024

By the time this goes to press, not only will last year’s Christmas be long gone, and even Easter will have taken place
over a month ago. All the more reason for the carol service to be mentioned amongst all the other activities of the
orchestra in the first half of 2025.

Of course it was cold, but the large orchestra and massed choirs of the cathedral - with the addition of the Ely Imps,
the Ely Octagon Singers and a packed congregation singing their hearts out for 3 traditional carols in each half -
ensured that there was considerably more warmth on the night than at the two rehearsals. Edmund Aldhouse, the
cathedral’s Director of Music, skilfully compered the evening with helpful, brief introductions about the carols at the
start and after the interval. He and other leaders of the various singing groups conducted a total of 17 carols and a
there was a medley arrangement by Thomas Hewitt Jones from Ely Sinfonia.
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Notable was the variety of styles from the medieval to the contemporary, with accompaniment arrangements fur-
theradding new twists to traditional tunes giving richness, lightness, rhythmic complexity, pace or magical stillness.
There were descants (familiar and novel) and unusual harmonies to keep an awareness of the mystery of Christmas
to the fore.

The event finished in just under two hours, quicker than in recent years. Good to leave people wanting more
while adding to the feel-good anticipation and excitement of Christmas itself in just four days’ time.

a desk and many laughs. So when | needed someone
to take charge of orchestra teas, it was to my desk part-

Thank you, Hilary Sellars

Hilary and her husband left Zimbabwe in 2003 and
came to live in Little Thetford with their son, who ar-
rived here to study at university. Graham took up ajob

ner that | turned. Hilary had always been the first per-
son to volunteer to help and knew the system inside
out. She took on the job and truly made it hers. She
thought of everything and her car was always so full

as an obstetrics and gynaecology consultant at Ips-
wich Hospital, while Hilary went yip

back into teaching, working in sev-
eral local pre- schools, latterly as
deputy manager. Her gentle, kind
nature was as popular with her pu-
pils as with everyone she has deal-
ings with.

Keen to rekindle her love of mu-
sic, Hilary found Ely Sinfonia and
played in her first concert with
them in September 2003. “This is
where | met Marlen Moss-Eccardt
(the original leader of the viola section) who kindly
took me under her wing and went through the orches-
tral music with me,” she says. “This progressed to les-
sons, working together and sitting on the same deskin
the orchestra. Marlen became a lovely and special
friend, a really good teacher and mentor.”

After Marlen retired, Hilary and | frequently shared

she could scarcely see out for all the
boxes. Once we came out of Covid lock-
down, trays of wrapped biscuits re-
3 , placed the old tins, and there were al-
“m.. il = - ways copious cleaning cloths and disin-

.. : fectant sprays. She also baked for us
from time to time: who could forget her
magnificent date slices?

After many years as a staunch player
with and supporter of Ely Sinfonia, Hil-
ary feels that the time has come to hang

s | up her viola and retire to the side lines.
“I' have loved playing with Ely Sinfonia and providing
refreshments for the orchestra. It is fun and very re-
warding. | shall miss my role here,” she says. I’'m sure
we haven’t see the last of her, though, as no doubt she
will be there at our concerts to cheer us on. Meantime,
we wish her all the best for a happy musical retirement.

Patricia Mathieson

Open Workshop, 12 January 2025

Report from workshop coordinators Carol McEvoy and Simon Watkin

Simon and | travelled by car to Ely from across the Fens, early Sunday morning. We were treated to a beautiful land-
scape of frozen branches and white fields, with the sun rising like a fiery balloon on the horizon. We wondered how
many of the 96 musicians booked for the Workshop would manage the journey.

We needn't have been concerned. Over 90 made it, and the excitement was palpable.
Steve Bingham, our conductor, took things at a gentle pace to start with, but as the day progressed and he asked
more from us, we all rose to the occasion. The mini-concert at the end of the day, to an enthusiastic audience,
surprised us with how much we had all learned in such a short time.

The room was warm, the company agreeable, the refreshments enjoyable and the music inspiring.
What a wonderful way to start the year!

Some responses from attendees: 'Playing Elgar's 1st Symphony was a great experience. | was in two minds about
coming today just because of the weather/road conditions, and my being quite far away, but am very glad | attended!
I look forward to next year." « 'Thank you for a wonderful day playing yesterday - I had such a lovely day playing my
trumpet with a brilliant brass section." « 'l thoroughly enjoyed myself and think everyone else did too.'
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Joan Marchbank 1939 - 2025

It is with sadness that we share the news that Joan Marchbank, our friend,
Ely Sinfonia member and fellow cellist, passed away on 11 March.
Joan picked up the cello relatively later in life at age 50. As a pianist and for-
mer dancer, her musicality and rhythm came naturally to her.

Joan had studied French and Russian at St Anne’s College Oxford and was
a fluent speaker in both. She taught languages at five prestigious grammar
schools for 35 years (mostly girls but also 2 years at Manchester Grammar
School for Boys, where she was the first ever female member of staff!). She
was full of life and fun to be with and talk to. Golf and Bridge were hobbies
and she played cello both with Ely Sinfonia and the Norfolk Symphony Or-
chestra. Her grandchildren remember her sense of fun, the wonderful in-

ventive games she would devise and stories she would tell, with particularly

scary ones at Hallowe’en.

She was a member of our orchestra for almost 20 years and through that time we got to know her warmth, wit and

joie de vivre which was infectious.

On 25 and 26 October there will be two concerts in Kings Lynn in memory of Joan, in aid of Peddars’ Way Ward
charity, by musicians whom she knew and admired, including Raphael Wallfisch.

Dave MclLeish, Head of Cello Section

Festal Eucharist, Ely Cathedral, Easter
Day 2025

On Sunday 20April a delegation of Ely Sinfonia play-
ers accompanied the Cathedral choirs in the Easter
Festal Eucharist. It was this year celebrated with
Franz Schubert’s Mass in G. This is Schubert’s sec-
ond Mass (out of 6), composed in 1815 when Schu-
bert was 18 years old. Originally it had a small-scale
setting, with just strings and organ joining the choir.
However, over time it was expanded and it was with
strings, organ, clarinets, bassoons, trumpets and
timpani that we heard it today, using 21 players in
all. Yet the transparent nature of the original was
clear in the opening Kyrie, in which choirs and

orchestra wove their lines into a lovely, positive,
light fabric. This was followed by the exuberant Glo-
ria where the wind had a prominent role. After the
sermon, choirs and orchestra joined in a radiant
Sanctus and ethereal Benedictus. The grateful and
respectful acquiescence of the Agnus Dei was fol-
lowed by particularly precise and well-maintained
phrasing from both choir and orchestra in the Motet
‘I know that my Redeemer Liveth’ from George
Frideric Handel’s Messiah.

Ely Sinfonia also joined choirs and congregation
inthe hymns. Choirs and orchestra were directed by
Ely Cathedral Director of Music Edmund Aldhouse
and Ely Cathedral Director of the Girl Choristers Sa-
rah MacDonald (Handel Motet).
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Forthcoming Events

Ely Arts Festival: Saturday 21 June, Ely Methodist Church, 7.30pm
Ad Hoc Strings directed by Steve Bingham: Running Up That Hill

Tickets £15. Free for Friends of Ely Sinfonia

Ely Sinfonia: Saturday 27 September, Ely Cathedral, 7.30pm
Malcolm Arnold Peterloo Overture; Vaughan Williams Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis; Elgar Sym-

phony no.1

Box Office: www.elycathedral.org/events Friends of Ely Sinfonia: for discounted tickets where ap-
plicable: contact Jonathan Skerrett at elysinf@gmail.com

Editors Charlotte Dean and lIJmkje van der Werf
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