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Welcome  
to the November 2025 newsletter! In this edition we celebrate music-
makers of all ages.  Among the varied activities since May, we recently 
enjoyed a day with the winners of the 2025 CCMF concerto competition, 

aged just 14 and 11 (see p3). Planning is already afoot for to the annual 

Open Workshop on Jan 4, 2026, before which I offer warm greetings for 
Christmas 2025 to all our readers. 

Charlotte 

Arnold, Vaughan Williams and Elgar 

Ely Cathedral 27 September 2025 

Bill Perceval-Maxwell points to the 

emotional commitment and spirited 

performance of the orchestra 

Ely Sinfonia’s autumn concert consisted entirely of 

British music.  Each of the three works, despite their 

considerable technical challenges, drew a committed 

and sincere response from the orchestra, and the  

 

 

 

sizeable audience was never left in doubt about the 

players’ emotional commitment.  It was encouraging 

to note the presence of a significant body of strings, 

which lent great warmth to the passages where they 

dominated, and a better balance in the tutti sections 

as well.  In this context, special thanks are due to Alice 

Ruffle for stepping in as Leader of the orchestra owing 

to the indisposition of Kate Clow. 

 

Malcolm Arnold’s Peterloo Overture is a graphic 

musical realisation of how the initially peaceful 

protest in Manchester in 1819 over the right to vote 

turned into a riot which was brutally suppressed by 

armed cavalry at the instigation of the local 

magistrate. The strings confidently delivered the main 

opening theme of hope.  During the riot, the insistent 

beat of military side drums tended to dominate the 

other sections of the orchestra.  Although called for by 

the score, this – along with the cathedral acoustic – 

led to a loss of definition. However, the impression of 

chaotic violence and terror was successfully 

conveyed. Eventually, the strings (heralded by a 

plangent oboe) were able to reassert themselves in a 

strong restatement of the earlier theme of optimism, 

which broadened out to the full orchestra in a rousing 

conclusion. 
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A totally different mood was conjured up by the 

Sinfonia’s rendition of Vaughan Williams’ Fantasia on 

a Theme by Thomas Tallis. The all-string forces, 

either when playing the main theme in the cellos and 

basses or when providing shimmering subsidiary 

effects in the violins, were convincing throughout as, 

under Steve Bingham’s assured direction, this 

quintessential piece of English music weaved its 

mysterious web of sound. 

Vaughan Williams’ use of the 

Phrygian mode allows for 

numerous harmonic twists and 

turns ensuring the listener is in 

constant doubt about what atmosphere is actually 

being portrayed, whether contemporary or of far 

greater antiquity.  The various key dramatic points of 

the work were well brought out by confident playing – 

swirling viola passages come to mind – and by strong 

dynamic contrasts.  This well-disciplined 

performance held the audience’s attention 

throughout. 

The mighty Symphony no 1 in A-flat major 

incorporates everything Elgar had learned about 

orchestral writing from both emotional and technical 

standpoints. This explains why the work is so taxing, 

both for an orchestra to perform and for a conductor 

to balance its sudden explosions of sound while 

aiming for a coherent whole. In the cathedral 

acoustic, the challenge is even greater, particularly 

when barking brass or thundering percussion make 

their appearance. 

The glorious Andante of the first movement was 

delivered with great dignity but also an understated 

wistfulness, as if something rare and magnificent 

were passing. In the subsequent Allegro short, jagged 

phrases make their appearance and retreat equally 

rapidly.  Despite Bingham’s rigorous slower tempi, not 

all passages were clear; however, the main 

nobilmente theme made timely re-entries, providing 

structure to this testing movement, which also 

benefited from solid string playing throughout and 

rasping brass interjections. 

The second movement, an energetic Allegro molto, is 

characteristic of Elgar’s mature orchestral writing, 

with tumbling semiquavers contrasting with a 

purposeful marching figure.  The individual 

components of the rich, dense texture were brought 

out despite the occasional percussive intrusion.  The 

seamless transition to the ensuing broad Adagio was 

well handled, with the closing attaca chord being held 

to allow the sublime string theme to take over, in a 

similar fashion to the entry of Nimrod in the Enigma 

Variations.  Bingham gave room for the music to 

develop and for Elgar’s variety of instrumental colour 

to be displayed, as exemplified by the woodwind.  The 

Sinfonia brought an emotional intensity to what is 

decidedly the heart of the symphony. 

The final Lento-Allegro involved the positive re-

establishment of the nobilmente 

theme after hesitant beginnings. 

Subsidiary ideas that later propel 

the music forward were well set 

out, although the need to employ 

slower tempi occasionally felt slightly laboured.  

However, the movement gained in energy and by the 

time the great theme was restated in full, this stirring 

symphony’s triumphant conclusion was always 

assured. 

Much credit to Bingham and Ely Sinfonia for their 

spirited performance throughout the evening. 

Our thanks to Bill Perceval-Maxwell  

 

Out and about in Ely 
Ely Sinfonia Quartet (Mandy Wyatt, Jonathan 

Skerrett, Arthur Mak and Alex Jameson) contributed 

to a concert of performers in St Mary’s Church Ely on 

14 June to herald the start of the Ely Arts Festival.  

The quartet played Puccini’s O mio babbino caro and 

two Piazzolla tangos, Oblivion and Libertango  - a 

perfectly judged programme, popular but technically 

demanding. They looked exhausted but happy at the 

end and the audience was similarly delighted. 

In a different genre, Running up that Hill, a week later 

at the Methodist Church, Ely on 21 June, was directed 

and presented by Steve Bingham with his Ad Hoc 

strings and a number of extremely versatile guest 

percussionists, electric instrumentalists and vocalists 

in a programme of numbers from the significant 1980s 

bands. It was a high quality family and friends event, 

with his wife, daughter and son performing alongside 

Steve himself on violin (classical and electric) and 

even a vocal solo. With the doors open onto Chapel 

Street on a hot night, the packed audience just loved 

being transported back to the classic sounds of 

the mid 70’s – mid 80’s. 

A triumphant conclusion 

to this stirring symphony 
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RJAA Quartet, Ely Methodist Church 

16 August 2025 

The pragmatically named RJAA Quartet, comprising Ely 

Sinfonia string players Richard Williamson, Jonathan 

Skerrett, Arthur Mak and Alex Jameson, joined by 

Beverly Budd on clarinet, delighted a small crowd by 

sharing their pleasure in two works they had been 

working on with a relaxed playthrough session of 

Schubert’s String Quartet in a minor, D 804 

‘Rosamunde’ and Brahms’s Clarinet Quintet in b minor 

opus 115. 

They opened with Schubert. The second violin provided 

a beautiful clear accompaniment to the melodic first 

violin part while viola and cello gave appropriate 

colour, warmth and rhythmic interpunction. It was very 

enjoyable to hear all parts clearly and Schubert’s 

nuances, ponderings and treatments of themes and 

motifs coming through. 

After a brief interval it was Brahms’s turn. Although this 

is clearly a complex work with the themes and motifs 

distributed and reworked over all instruments, it was 

managed very well and there were several moments 

when Brahms’s ingenious and unique harmonies and 

colours came out beautifully. In particular the 

Andantino movement had a really nice flow to it.  

All in all, this was a perfect treat for a summery 

Saturday afternoon, with the atmosphere friendly and 

relaxed. 

 

Further afield, in King’s Lynn Town Hall, 

25 and 26 October 

Two unforgettable concerts in this magnificent 

building were organised by Peter Marchbank in 

memory of his wife Joan, a former member of Ely 

Sinfonia cello section. 

Our patron Raphael Wallfisch (cello) and Allan Schiller 

(piano) played the Brahms Cello Sonata no 1 in A 

major op 38 and Beethoven’s Cello Sonata in A major 

op 69 in an equal partnership of technical virtuosity 

and intuitive sensitivity.  Between these two giants of 

the repertoire, Wallfisch performed the Bach solo 

Suite no 3.  The simplicity of Stücke im Volkston by 

Schumann made a perfect encore especially notable 

for the breathtaking pianissimos. 

On Sunday, Schiller and Wallfisch joined the Bridge 

Quartet for Schubert’s Trout Quintet in A major. 

and Schubert’s String Quintet in C major respectively.  

Their ensemble was outstanding.  The ‘salon’ 

intimacy provided by the concert room itself with its 

long windows, gilded mirrors and royal portraits 

contributed to this unique weekend. 

 

Concerto Day with CCMF finalists  

2 November, Hayward Theatre, Ely  

Ely Sinfonia provided an 

opportunity for the two 

winners of the 2025 

Concert o Competition of 

the Cambridge 

Community Music 

Festival (CCMF) to 

experience playing their 

concertos with a live 

orchestra. Sam Lewens 

(14) seemed relaxed and 

confident in Haydn’s 

challenging Cello Concerto in C major; Ellie Zhu (11) 

was a little more shy but poised and skilful when 

playing movements 1 

and 3 of the Bruch Violin 

Concerto no 1. Both 

attend the Royal College 

of Music Junior 

Department Saturday 

sessions after their 

normal school weeks.  

Steve Bingham was 

helpful and sensitive, 

and the final 

playthrough was 

enjoyed by players, 

friends and families. 

Photographs of Sam Lewens and Ellie Zhu courtesy of CCMF 

 

Solemn Orchestral Requiem Eucharist  

Ely Cathedral Sunday 9 November 

At 4pm, the light was already waning after a sunny 

day.  The Remembrance Service with all the uniforms 

and medals proudly on display had taken place at 

10.30.  This service was altogether smaller, more 

personal, an occasion to remember partners, friends 

and families who have died as well as those who were 

killed or were injured in conflicts and war. 

This did not mean that the music or the full forces of 

the cathedral choirs accompanied by a small 
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orchestra from Ely Sinfonia and the organ were in any 

way compromised.  Quite the reverse. 

The Faure Requiem movements fitting into the service 

with a naturalness stemming from its composition 

having begun after the death of his father in 1885 

when Faure was 40, and which was designed 

specifically for the liturgy at the Church of the 

Madeleine in Paris where Faure was in charge of the 

music for most of his working life. 

The Order of Service encouraged sitting during the 

Requiem sections, affording a further emotional 

response or meditation on the spoken words.  There 

was drama and anticipation in the slow pizzicato 

tread of the Introit; purity and innocence in the 

soprano voices of the choristers for the start of the Pie 

Jesu; dark colours of cellos and bass to accompany 

the tenors pleading deliverance from the pains of hell 

in the Offertorium which gave way to a rocking, 

melodic accompaniment to the hope of God’s 

promise to Abraham and an uplifting choral tutti for 

the Amen.  After an exchange between the choristers 

and lay clerks, the ‘Hosanna’ burst forth fortissimo 

with the two horns adding to the colour. 

During the partaking of Communion, the Agnus Dei 

was in no way sentimental in interpretation; rather, it 

felt like a reasoned confidence building to a climax 

before a quieter comfort in ”Requiem aeternam dona 

eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis”.  After a 

beautiful prayer enlarging on these words, the Libera 

me brought a further contemplation of the dread of 

judgement and destruction with the pizzicato bass 

instruments reminding of the opening Introit, 

climaxing with the ‘Dies irae’ with its prominent horns 

and fortissimo strings, after which the contrasting 

piano of ‘Requiem aeternam’ asserts its central hope.  

The final moments of the service left us with the 

beautiful purity of the In Paradisum, where the bell-

like accompaniment added to the sweetness, delicacy 

and stillness with a freshness from high voices and 

Mandy Wyatt exchanging her viola for her violin in the 

first and only appearance calling for the violin in the 

score of this version of the Requiem.  The soaring 

heights of this solo was a  unique moment of drama 

and wonder. 

The balance of the small orchestra with the organ and 

choirs, under the direction of Edmund Aldhouse, was 

sensitive and unobtrusive. It was a very special service 

where every part contributed seamlessly to the 

whole. 

 

Friends’ subscriptions unchanged for another year 

During the AGM on 21 September, it was agreed that FES subscriptions will remain at £15. Please note that a free 

concert will no longer be provided as part of the package. However, Friends’ benefits will still include 10% off ES 

concerts, priority booking for ES concerts, invitations to attend the play-through of the annual open workshop and 

other events, and emailed copies of the biannual newsletter.  

 

Forthcoming Events 

Workshop day: Sunday 4 January 2026, 9.30-17.00  
William Walton, Symphony no 1    
Come and join us, more information: www.elysinfonia.co.uk/workshops/ 

Easter mass: Easter Sunday 5 April 2026 10.30am Ely Cathedral 

Ely Sinfonia: Saturday 2 May, Ely Cathedral, 7.30pm  

Beethoven Egmont Overture & Triple Concerto (with the Fidelio Trio); Walton, Symphony no 1 

Box Office:  www.elycathedral.org/events   
Friends of Ely Sinfonia: for discounted tickets where applicable: contact Jonathan Skerrett at 

elysinf@gmail.com 
 

Editors Charlotte Dean and IJmkje van der Werf 

http://www.elysinfonia.co.uk/workshops/
www.elycathedral.org/events

