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Australian Festival of Chamber Music 2009

Malcolm Tattersall

The largest chamber music festival in Australia takes place every year in our largest tropical city, Townsville. The quality of the players, the programming and the attractive climate is building an ever-larger audience. Malcolm Tattersall reports.
The 2009 festival is the third programme put together by Piers Lane and continues to build on the pattern established by Theodore Kuchar, founding Artistic Director: a core programme of three or four events per day running from a Friday evening to the following weekend, complemented by educational and tourism-oriented components. Recent changes to the pattern, especially the move away from Brahms and Dvorak on piano and strings to a more varied and rather more modern programme, are, to my mind, for the better. It seems that the audiences think so too, since ticket sales this year were well up on last year. Most events in the smaller venues were sold out and the largest venue, Civic Theatre (30 years old, 1000 seats) was almost full many evenings. 

There were more than 30 events featuring four invited ensembles and about 20 individual artists playing music by some 55 composers. International guests came from the UK, USA, Canada, Italy and Norway while, oddly, all the Australian artists other than William Barton (Mount Isa) came from Brisbane and Sydney. The list of composers was as eclectic as it was long, ranging from Bach through Mendelssohn and Debussy to Takemitsu with excursions to the likes of Piazzolla and Gershwin.

The introductory event, in a bland function room at the local casino on Friday afternoon, featured didgeridoo player William Barton supported by the local Army band (1RAR) in its big-band formation. It was all very well done, but the mix of jazz, pop and didgeridoo was a very strange way to open a festival of European and European-style art music and many audience members were very clearly unimpressed.

However, the first main concert, in Civic Theatre a few hours later, was exactly what the festival is all about: an enthusiastic near-capacity crowd for a programme of Ravel, Beethoven, Brahms and Shostakovich presented by the Goldner Quartet and a number of individual artists. Ravel’s Sonatine for Piano was ethereally beautiful in an arrangement for flute, viola and harp (Lorna McGhee, David Harding and Sebastien Lipman); the Goldners played the third Razumovsky quartet better than Beethoven could have believed anyone would ever do it; the late Brahms clarinet trio was fine in the hands of Paul Dean, Louise Hopkins and Kathryn Stott; and the Two Pieces for String Octet (the Goldners plus Atle Sponberg, Jack Lieback, Harding and Zuill Bailey) by Shostakovich, especially the boisterously savage second of the pair, trumped everything that preceded them. I won’t say much more about performance standards in the remainder of this report, simply because they were so consistently high that praising one more than another would be unfair.

The evening concerts are, of course, the biggest events on the programme and they were interrupted only for an open-air twilight concert at lovely Alma Bay on nearby Magnetic Island on the Monday.

Sunday afternoon brought William Barton and visiting percussionist Timothy Constable together with local quartet Serenata (flute, violin, viola and cello led by the flautist, Megan Donnelly) in a one-hour concert of music by local composer David Salisbury. Trained at Berklee College of Music and the Boston Conservatorium, Salisbury is now a lecturer in composition at Townsville’s James Cook University and regularly appears on reeds in local jazz groups. His wife Vicki sings with them on occasion but is primarily the director of Umbrella Studio, a community print-making studio and gallery. When Vicki realised that the AFCM would coincide with Umbrella’s exhibition of prints by indigenous artists, that didgeridoo player William Barton would be here again for the festival, and that a performance of David’s new piece on the theme of an aboriginal legend might be possible, she approached the AFCM and they were happy to incorporate the project in their programme. It is a lovely example of the synergies possible in a city that is still small enough to function as a community. 

There were two works - Magnetic Reflections, a ten-minute piece descriptive of Horseshoe Bay on Magnetic Island, and Suite Brolga, which accompanies a re-telling of the legend of the Brolga. The legend explains that the brolga was originally a beautiful young girl who loved to dance, was stolen away by an evil spirit, and was transformed into a bird by the evil spirit to prevent her grieving clan from rescuing her. 

Salisbury’s music floats happily in the “contemporary classical” zone between minimalism, ambient music and free jazz - modal harmonies and repeated riffs behind serene melodies - and the capacity audience of about 60 patrons gave it a very warm reception. The didgeridoo part of the longer piece is, interestingly, fully notated, which is a useful advance on the still-usual “do something interesting after you hear X and we’ll start again when you give us a nod” way of incorporating didgeridoo into art music. Tonally, it provided the darker elements appropriate to the conflict and tragedy of the legend.
I returned to Civic Theatre at twilight for an enjoyable short concert by the local high school students of the Youth Winterschool. The 24 string players met for the first time at 9.30 the day before and had spent, therefore, a day and a half working under John Curro before walking onto the stage to present Corelli’s Christmas Concerto, two movements of a Telemann Viola concerto and a couple of modern bon-bons. The students were a credit to Curro, the AFCM and their local teachers: the Corelli may have been a little unfocused but the remainder was accurate and stylish. (Context is important here: some of our local schools have very strong instrumental programmes. For instance, one of them maintains three concert bands, a full orchestra and other ensembles, and sent four cellists to the Con at the start of this year.)

With the Great Barrier Reef so close, the AFCM has a laudable practice of incorporating marine science presentations in its programme. This year’s offering was a talk presented by renowned undersea explorer Sylvia Earle on Monday morning. Dr Earle put the most positive possible spin on what was essentially a dire warning. Ocean eco-systems are in catastrophic decline because of over-exploitation and CO2-driven climate change, she said, and if the oceans collapse we will soon follow. However, we live in the window of opportunity: fifty years ago we didn’t know there was a problem, in fifty years’ time it will be too late, but by acting now we can avoid calamity. Dr Earle also showed some stunning video footage of the oceans, so we went away inspired as well as sobered. 

The Callaway Quartet, participants in the Advanced Youth Winterschool for young and aspiring professionals, played a late Haydn quartet (Op 76, No 1, in G) for us during the Marine Talk. Their very professional performance was, in the end, all I saw of that strand of the programme although masterclasses and five free lunchtime concerts during the festival were open to all who wished to attend.

The Concert Conversation on Tuesday (one of five, all in the same venue as the “welcome” function) featured Ian Munro, piano, with Lorna McGhee and Julian Smiles (cello) in a Martinu trio, then alone playing half a dozen short waltzes by Andrew Ford, then with three of the Goldners in an early Mendelssohn piano quartet, a very satisfying programme in its own right. 

My conversations with fellow patrons strengthened the conclusions I had come to from audience-watching. Most of the season ticket holders are from outside Queensland and are retirees but there is a solid minority of locals at each event, fitting as many concerts as possible around their normal routines. There is also a substantial contingent of visitors who have come up for just a part of the festival. 

The major concert on Tuesday was at Riverway Arts Centre (three years old, 300 seats), a choice which appears to have been forced upon the organisers by a prior booking of Civic Theatre (not the Festival’s fault, this: the whole festival was put back a fortnight this year when the V8 Supercar races usurped the AFCM’s original dates). The central attraction was the premiere of a major work by Andrew Ford, the Festival’s composer-in-residence. The Past sets a poem of Oodgeroo Noonuccal against James Cook’s entries in the Endeavour’s log exactly two hundred years earlier. A countertenor (Russell Harcourt) sings both texts, the unearthly quality of that voice-type making them both equally remote, and he is accompanied by string orchestra (the Camerata of St John’s), flute and digeridoo. It is a powerful, atmospheric work, swirling and thundery, and was very well received. The other works were a Handel Concerto Grosso (the Camerata again, with soloists drawn from the ranks), a virtuosic but otherwise rather unattractive concerted work for two cellos and orchestra by Sollima, and Mendelssohn’s youthful Concerto for Piano, Violin and Strings (Piers Lane and Jack Liebeck, soloists): a full and varied evening indeed.

Wednesday’s main concert was in Sacred Heart Cathedral. High on the side of Castle Hill with stunning views over Cleveland Bay, Sacred Heart has recently been restored and it has a lovely reverberant acoustic - all good reasons to use it for the all-Bach evening. So popular that it was doubled up (almost the same programme at 5.30 and 8.00) and still booked out, the concert featured a suite for solo cello (Zuill Bailey or Julian Smiles), the Suite in B minor for flute and strings (McGhee and other guests) and a Partita for solo violin played by either Sponberg or Timothy Constable. It’s fair to say the most surprising pleasure was the latter’s transcription for marimba of a violin partita, so brilliantly performed that only die-hard purists could possibly object.

Thursday evening saw us back in Civic Theatre for a programme broadcast live by ABC-FM which has supported the festival in this manner for many years. An enchanting performance of Saint-Saens late Fantaisie for violin (Liebeck) and harp (Lipman), and a flamboyant Milhaud Scaramouche (Federico Mondelci, saxophone, and Kathryn Stott, piano) bracketed Paul Stanhope’s sombre Songs for the Shadowland (Southern Cross Soloists, for whom it was composed). It was interesting to be able to compare this setting of Oodgeroo’s verse with Ford’s: lament/conflict, impressionism/modernism, reeds/didgeridoo. 

There was only one work after interval, although when it’s the second of Faure’s piano quartets and played by Ian Munro and three of the Goldners (the same line-up as on Tuesday morning, with Dene Olding in Sydney for the SSO), “only” doesn’t seem applicable; “one magnificent work” is better.

Saturday morning is the time-slot for the “Young Families” concert, which this year was Tyrannosaurus Sue by Bruce Adolphe. About eighty mums, dads and grannies brought along a slightly larger number of small children who all seemed to love the show. The musicians seemed to have fun, too, with their costume hats and cloaks. Paul Dean was a great troodon and the trombonist, Ben Marks, was delightfully snarly. I have been a fan of Townsville’s Extensions Youth Dance Company ever since I first saw them, so it was a special pleasure to have their dancers acting out the story around the musicians on stage.

The only twilight concert I managed to attend was the last of the four, which celebrated Max Olding’s 80th birthday with performances by Max himself, his wife Pamela Page and his son Dene. Beethoven’s “Spring”’ sonata and one of Messiaen’s Visions de l’Amen demonstrated conclusively that 80 need not be considered “old”, while Pamela Page’s multimedia Pictures at an Exhibition demonstrated just as conclusively (if anyone was still in doubt) that “feminine” does not equal “weak”.

The audience then just had time for dinner on the theatre forecourt before returning for the festival finale which, in the tradition of the AFCM, was rather lighter than the other evening concerts. Cecilia McDowall’s brief, fanfare-like Bells in the Air (Paul Goodchild, trumpet, and Peter Luff, horn) introduced Saint-Saens’ cheerful Septet for trumpet, strings and piano (Piers Lane), and the Southern Cross Soloists completed the first half with a selection of the much-loved Songs of the Auvergne. The second half was devoted to Piazzolla’s tangos, music that appears to have been co-opted into the “classical” sphere because it's too good to lose but no longer “popular”’. Clever programming let many of the audience’s favourite players have a final fling: Mondelci, McGhee, Sponberg, a passionate tango player), Kees Boersma (double bass), Lipman, Constable and Stott seemed to have as good a time as their enraptured audience.

And that was the end, except for the farewells and a party on the forecourt in the mild midnight air. 
Malcolm Tattersall is a musician (woodwind teacher, performer and composer) and writer whose musical interests centre on the recorder. He has lived in Townsville since 1990.
