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Where politicians fail, the arts and culture can
succeed in bringing mutual understanding

between peoples; that’s the message behind the Year of
Music 2019 between Britain and Russia. Last night at
Cadogan Hall that fragile hope became a reality, as the
newly formed Britten-Shostakovich Festival Orchestra
made up of players from conservatoires in the two
countries played their hearts out, under their artistic
director Jan-Latham Koenig.

Given that the players only came together a month ago,
the performances were miraculously good. The sound
was fiercely honed and full of the abrupt passion that
youth orchestras have, which comes from throwing
caution to the wind. Those qualities were exactly right
for Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini,
which had a massive, extrovert glitter – thanks also to
the soloist, young Russian (but London-domiciled)
pianist Pavel Kolesnikov. He tempered the orchestra’s
brilliance with feline grace and moments of musing
introspection.

The other piece in the first half, Vaughan Williams’s
Fantasy on a Theme of Thomas Tallis, wasn’t quite so
successful. The climax was as immense as it should be,
but the luxuriant, wayward lyricism of the solo passages
felt somewhat ungenerous in sound, and almost rushed.
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Was this the puzzlement of Russian players faced with
English nostalgia, or youth’s puzzlement with music that
seems content to circle ecstatically for ever?    

Whatever the reason, there’s no doubt the drama and
vivid pictorialism of the Four Sea Interludes from
Benjamin Britten’s opera Peter Grimes suited them
better. Joining the orchestra were the two actors Edward
and Freddie Fox, who interspersed the interludes with
passages from the rivetingly dark poem by George
Crabbe which was the opera’s inspiration - a clever move
which also reminded us what a masterpiece the poem
actually is.

Finally we heard excerpts from the film-score for a well-
known 1964 Soviet film of Hamlet, composed by
Britten’s friend and musical comrade-in-arms Dmitri
Shostakovich. Again, we heard just enough of the text
from the two actors to make sense of the music. The
comedy of Polonius’s pedantry, Ophelia’s death, the
stark terror of the ghost, and finally Hamlet’s death –
Shostakovich’s score summoned all these scenes in a few
stark, brutally effective strokes. It left us all stunned, but
fortunately Koenig was kind and restored our spirits with
Shostakovich’s famous Waltz no. 2. In all it was a
wonderful debut - let’s hope we hear more from the
orchestra in the coming years.


