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Ulster Orchestra’s new principal conductor
on the discovery of rare works by Holst
and the joys of being an ‘American in Belfast’

ecendy, I headed back w Belfast for an excraordinary week.
We had planned a very full clendar, and it was 2 racher
averwhelming schedule - bur grear fun 2 well. To celebrawe
the Belfasz Festval, the musicians and I had chosen a Pan-American
programme — challenging, rhythmic and vibrant works by composers
such ax Bernstein, Copland, Moncyo, Gershwin and Piazzolla.
It was a plessure for me to introduce the orchestra w some
Noarth and South American pieces thar were new w them, and
T was delighted w0 see how much they enjoyed thess coloarful works.

But perhaps the most imporant part of the week was our firs joint

ing project on the Naxos label. We had been asked w record
five lirde-known works by Gusav Hols, a grear opporaunity chac was
pardcularly inmriguing to me. I have always believed dhar chere isa
wreasure of neglected pisces (often by well-known compasers) that our
pablic deserves w hear. Everyone knows Hols’s 7he Plawes. Bur his
Catwolds Symphoay? This is a piece rarely played in concert halls
Tt was an opporunity for me w come © know the Ulser Orchesta

“The Holst recording is a document
of the beginning of my relationship
with this « u)l(/('l.'/‘l// orchestra’

in 2 doser way during imense recording sessions, and a chance
w discover music thar was in their veracalar, noc mine. We were
ackling music withour 2 significant performance tradidon, and,
in the case of some of the works, without complese recordings.

The advantage was, of course, that this & music which, while noc
known, is in the intrinsic vocbulary of the archeszra. Anodher
advaneage was the fact thar the musicians have had an illustrious
heringe of recording under conducors such as Vernoa Handley,
Bryden Thomson and Yan Pascal Tortwelier. The players think quickly,
respond impeccably, listen w each other, and perform wich élan and
2 narural style and ddegance. A third advanmge is the specracalar
acoustical emvironment of the Ulseer Hall. A hiswrical landmark and
cultural jewel in the heart of Belfast, the beaudfully refurbished hall
has a sound that is warm, blended and richly resonant. Producer

Tim Handley and engineer Andrew Rowland positioned the orchesra
oa the floor rather than the sage for the recording, creating some
sural challenges for the musicians bat capraring a cruly magnificent
soand. lhmammtd*znn&ymm‘uﬂbyd’wmmq

| langaage was a privilege for me. T revelled

in the sweeping portrait of the Cotswokds coaneryside in the symphoay,

2 wnal landscape that seemed o dedight car recording weam, who
were happy w share with me their own personal experiences of dhis
beauriful English region. T was intrigued by Holst's interest in ocher
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cultures: his Japanes Suite, intended 2= a vehidle for the dancer
Michio I, sabedy explores authentic Japanese melodies; his fndrs

is 2 beilliandy scored painting of the Hinda god of rain and sorm. His
Winter 1dyll, never performed in his lifedme, is 2 ssanning Wagnerian
wone-poem, while the Wait Whitmsn Suite is 2 sarprising wibawe o
ane of my own favoarite American poets. Holst’s masic is emotional,
deeply felt, nuanced and goegeoasly archestrated, somesimes
betraying wlling fingerprints of The Plenets in 2 more intmase frame.

Ideally, this CD would create interest in these lesser-played works
of Holst, and perhaps inspire an open-mindedness w ocher negleced
warks. I myself have begun looking for opportunites w programme
these works in the US, where they are virmally unknown

The recording is a document of the beginning of my relasonship
with this wonderful orchestra, and thoagh all of us were exhaused
afier the final sesdon, we had shared an excellens dme wgedher.

Busy as I was, I must admic chac I was able w find 2 licde dme w
explore my new UK ‘home”. Highlights induded 2 poignane visit

w the Tianic Centre, delicows carly moming beeakfases ac

St George's Marker, 2 quick oip o Belfast Casde, and 2 lawe-nighe
celebragion ax the glorious Crown Bar. Being an ‘American in Belfast®
is proving to be an advenure filled with joy - and grest music. O

P Read Gramophona's raviaw of the Ulstar Orchastra’s Holst CD on page 47
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