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THURSDAY 6TH JUNE 2019 

ST. JAMES’S PICCADILLY, LONDON 

 
Conductors 

Chris Hopkins & George Vass 

 
Walton 

Spitfire Prelude and Fugue 
 

 

Rachmaninoff 

Piano Concerto No. 2 

Piano – Chris Hopkins 
 

 

Interval – 15 minutes 
 

 

Bliss 

A Colour Symphony 
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Programme Notes 

A very warm welcome to the final concert of our season and, though I can’t quite 

believe it, the end of my 10th season here with this wonderful orchestra. Some 

would say that all our programmes are unashamedly self-indulgent on my part, 

but in this case I absolutely and happily accept the criticism. This milestone 

seemed a suitable time to unleash at last my personal favourite piece of British 

music, Bliss’s ‘A Colour Symphony’ (for reasons which I hope will be clear by 

9.30pm) and my favourite piece to play, Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano 

Concerto. I’m so happy that our good friend and brilliant musician George Vass 

is able to join us for tonight’s concert to conduct Walton and Rachmaninoff in 

the first half. 

 

Walton: Spitfire Prelude and Fugue 
 
Watch enough BBC2 in the afternoons and you’re bound at some point to come 

across the great 1942 film ‘The First of the Few’, a biopic that traces the true story 

of one of the most remarkable periods in aviation history through RJ Mitchell, 

designer of the Spitfire (played by Leslie Howard) and test pilot Geoffrey Crisp 

(actually a fictional character, an amalgam of real test pilots Jeffrey Quill and 

Joseph ‘Mutt’ Summers, played in the film by David Niven). William Walton was 

by this time well established as one of the country’s leading composers for the 

concert hall as well as a revered writer of film scores and ‘The First of the Few’ 

would be his 8th feature-length title. Indeed the success of the film was in no small 

part thanks to Walton’s brilliant music, and so he was compelled soon after to 

write a concert piece using music from the score; this became the Spitfire Prelude 

and Fugue and it was premiered in the same hall in Liverpool that 40 years earlier 

had heard Elgar’s first two Pomp and Circumstance marches for the first time. The 

film’s opening credits form the basis of the Prelude; bombastic and patriotic, 

before a more nimble fugue, which describes the intricate construction of the 

prototype Spitfire, each mechanical piece added to another to create an 

impressive machine; a single-minded pursuit of a complex task. A lyrical solo in 

the middle depicts RJ Mitchell’s exhaustion, before the themes come together 

for a triumphant finish as the new plane takes off.  

 

Rachmaninoff: Piano Concerto No. 2 
 
Back in the days of cassette tapes and Sinclair ZX Spectums, one of the tapes we 

had at home was a Clifford Curzon recording of Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano 

Concerto, which got played on loop once I’d worked out how to work the tape 

player. Some pestering and I convinced my mum to buy me my first proper score 

(which I still use) and which came with me to a piano lesson around 1990. My 

brilliant teacher Maureen was pleased with my choice, but suggested that the 

first few bars might be a bit of a stretch for a small child and perhaps I should wait 

a few years, so here we are. 
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The score is interesting even before the first note in its dedication to a ‘Monsieur 

N. Dahl’. Rachmaninoff’s First Symphony had been introduced in St Petersburg in 

1897 and mutilated by the composer-conductor Alexander Glazunov who was 

probably drunk, but in any case wasn’t fit to conduct the piece by all accounts. 

The failure of this important moment sent Rachmaninoff into a depression and he 

was soon unable to stand the sight of a piece of blank manuscript paper; the 

longer this went on the harder he found it to bring himself to compose anything. 

A few years later though he began visiting an excellent violinist, cellist and trainee 

hypnotic therapist, Dr Nikolai Dahl, with the initial aim of improving his sleep and 

appetite. So successful were the sessions, part suggestion, part cultured 

conversation, that by the following year he had finally completed another major 

composition; this great piano concerto which had, at last, a rightly fervent 

response at its premiere. 

  

Playing this piece is a total joy; what a genius Rachmaninoff was to write a piece 

that is at once coherent, enthralling, passionate and effortless in its unfolding but 

at the same time more satisfying than perhaps any other to play. Ok, so there are 

a few notes and it takes a while to learn, but once it’s in the fingers, the sensation 

is of total satisfaction; every nuance is beautifully balanced between the physical 

and musical; it fits perfectly. For all its huge statements and romantic sweep, the 

dialogue with the orchestra is also subtle; piano often acting as much as 

accompanist than as soloist. This is not to say that there aren’t plenty of moments 

for pianistic pyrotechnics, but Rachmaninoff’s purpose is most definitely as 

composer first and virtuoso pianist second.  

 

Interval 
 

Bliss: A Colour Symphony 
 
I must have listened to the few recordings there are of Bliss’s A Colour Symphony 

a thousand times. The end of a particularly hard day calls for Blue and Green, for 

low days that need some energising it’s Red, for everything else, Purple. It’s a 

piece I’ve been obsessed with for well over a decade, and despite its interesting 

history, for the most part that interest in all honesty has been solely musical, but 

it’s worth a little biographical background to the piece.  

 

Sir Arthur Bliss is an interesting character to say the least; from enfant terrible in the 

1920s to director of music at the BBC in the 40s (where he established 

programmes including what is now known as ‘Composer of the Week’ amongst 

others), to Master of the Queen’s Music in the 50s. He wrote for orchestra, 

chamber ensemble, film, brass bands, choir, songs, ballet, opera and much 

more. 

  

Bliss’s musical education was rooted in conservative British tuition; he studied with 

Charles Wood and later with Stanford at the Royal College of Music, but he found 
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the greatest inspiration came from Vaughan Williams, Holst and fellow students 

including Howells. The war, however, put an end to his time at the College barely 

a year into studies and changed everything. Bliss was called into service and 

found himself on the front lines. He served with distinction but was wounded 

twice, once at the Battle of the Somme. He was gassed at Cambrai, but 

undoubtedly the most haunting fate was the death of his brother Kennard in 

battle. Bliss would write over a decade later about his continuing nightmares; “I 

was still there in the trenches with a few men; we knew the armistice had been 

signed, but we had been forgotten; so had a section of the Germans opposite. 

It was as though we were both doomed to fight on till extinction. I used to wake 

with horror.” 

 

Post-war, Bliss’s compositions took on a more modernist flavour; hints of Ravel in 

the rich palette of orchestral sound colour and even Stravinsky in the exciting and 

bombastic rhythmic drive. All of these influences come together in this 

extraordinary symphony, written for the 1922 Three Choirs festival (at the 

suggestion of Elgar). When the commission came, Bliss decided to write a 

symphony, but took some time to decide how to start. One day, by chance, he 

came across a book on heraldry in which he read of the symbolic meanings 

attached to certain colours; this gave him the idea of writing a work not exactly 

‘about’ colour, but fundamentally about an emotional reaction to the 

connotations of each colour. Each movement has a character roughly 

corresponding to these meanings, or at least what they meant to the composer; 

it’s not a description of the colours themselves, but as I hope you will see, 

something altogether more personal. It is in four movements: Purple, Red, Blue 

and Green.  

 

Purple: The colour of Amethysts, Pageantry, Royalty and Death. Beginning with a 

funeral procession of sorts, the music establishes two melodies, one of which I 

think represents Bliss himself (or perhaps his brother) which weave in and out of 

another. There is a feeling of lament in this movement; the trumpet fanfare, which 

is rather ‘Last Post’-esque, symbolises the coming and finality of death. This 

movement, although only six minutes or so in length, is intense, emotional, and 

beautiful in every way. At the end of the movement, ‘Death’ becomes more and 

more apparent in the lower strings.  

 

Red: The colour of Rubies, Wine, Revelry, Furnaces, Courage and Magic. This 

electrifying scherzo movement is set in two parts, the first with ‘Revelry’ being the 

main characteristic; a jagged and violent opening sets a pace that is difficult to 

keep up with at first. If any of Bliss’s music was inspired by Stravinsky, this 

movement has to be at the top of the list. The middle section starts quite suddenly 

and with it comes a sudden change of mood. The flowing melodies are resonant 

of the ‘Courage’ characteristic, the brass aggressive at times, and the dichotomy 

between the brass and the melodic string and wind sections makes this 

movement incredibly exciting, innovative and radical. 
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Blue: The colour of Sapphires, Deep Water, Skies, Loyalty and Melancholy. After 

the fiery second movement, the third movement finds a calm place again. The 

flourishing arabesques from the flute represent the ‘Deep Water’, the cor anglais 

solo representing ‘Melancholy’. Don’t be lulled into a false sense of security 

though; there is venom in the idea of loyalty and real personal pain in melancholy 

which comes into sharp focus in the mist. It is a reflective movement, but 

reflection in the face of such recent pain is not altogether a calming experience.  

 

Green: The colour of Emeralds, Hope, Youth, Joy, Spring and Victory. The most 

structurally complex movement of this symphony, this Finale is a slow burner. I 

admit that I did once (before I’d fully grasped the subtext of the piece) consider 

Green being the second movement and finishing the symphony with Red, but it 

is clear now why this cannot be the case. It starts ‘academically’, a fugue subject 

begins in the violas, taken by the violins and eventually by the whole orchestra; 

it’s a discordant start, not so distant from Schoenberg at times. While the skittish 

and excited middle section might well be a nod to ‘Hope’ and ‘Youth’, for me 

the academic working out of a discordant and destructive double-fugue has an 

undeniably sinister undertone. This is a movement, and especially as the finale of 

a symphony, which should be about ‘Victory’ and ‘Hope’, but for me it has all 

the sarcasm and bitterness of a Shostakovich ‘victory’; it is as if he says ‘given 

what we had to sacrifice for victory, here are my feelings about it’. The fugue 

theme dominates the movement and is a destructive presence in many ways. 

Towards the end, the personal ‘Arthur’ or perhaps ‘Kennard’ theme from the first 

movement reappears in the violins, but it is suffocated by a terrifying wall of sound 

that has built up monstrously from the humble violas solo at the beginning.  

 

It is a cataclysmic ending; the victory promised by the trusted politicians and 

‘patriots’ has taken off its mask and underneath is revealed a petrifying war 

machine; the horrors of which have stripped away joy and family and left only 

pain and turmoil. A final twisted major-chord nods to a hollow and haunting smile 

at the end; youth ripped apart, victory for a price too high, hope a distant 

memory. Well, that’s what I think anyway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Programme notes by Chris Hopkins 
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Chris Hopkins – Conductor & Solo Piano 
 

Chris is enjoying a busy season in a wide range 

of projects, with opera and symphony 

concerts alongside concertos, solo and 

chamber recitals. Following from the success 

of his ENO debut last season conducting Cal 

McCrystal’s Iolanthe, this season he returned 

to conduct Simon McBurney’s production 

of Magic Flute and is conductor for the 

legendary Jonathan Miller production of The Mikado in the 2019/20 season at 

the London Coliseum. He has also worked recently on record with the English 

Chamber Orchestra, as Music Director for Hampstead Garden Opera, with 

Garsington Opera, Grange Festival Opera, BBC Young Musician (assistant to 

Mark Wigglesworth), concerts at St Martin-in-the-Fields, Queen Elizabeth Hall, 

Wigmore Hall as well as live and recorded on BBC 1, Radio 3 and Radio 4. 

Previously he has worked with companies including WNO, NI Opera, Holland 

Park Opera, Wide Open Opera, Opera Danube, Glyndebourne, Presteigne 

and Aldeburgh Festivals, London Mozart Players, Crash Ensemble, Corinthians 

Chamber Orchestra, Royal Ballet Sinfonia. He continues into an eleventh 

season as Musical Director of Orchestra of the City. Chris was honoured in 2013 

to be made an Associate of the Royal Academy of Music. 

 

George Vass – Guest Conductor 
 

Described by BBC Radio 3 as ‘the saviour of 

contemporary classical music’, respected English 

conductor George Vass studied at the Royal 

Birmingham Conservatoire and the Royal 

Academy of Music, London.  He was appointed 

Artistic Director of the internationally renowned 

Presteigne Festival in 1992, having served the 

Hampstead and Highgate Festival in a similar 

capacity from 2004 until 2009. 

 

Vass made his professional conducting debut at 

St John’s Smith Square in 1979 and, as Artistic Director of the Regent Sinfonia 

of London and later Orchestra Nova, has appeared at many of the UK’s major 

concert halls and festivals.  As a guest conductor he has worked with 

ensembles including the Bournemouth Symphony, Royal Liverpool 

Philharmonic, Royal Scottish National and Ulster orchestras, Amsterdams 
Promenade Orkest, Konzertensemble Salzburg, London Mozart Players, Malmo ̈ 

Opera Orchestra, the choirs of Royal Holloway and Merton College Oxford 



© Orchestra of the City 2019       Registered Charity No. 1106325 

and Schola Cantorum Oxford. He has broadcast for BBC Radio 3 and Channel 

4 television. 

 

Vass has made over thirty commercial recordings for Dutton, Champs Hill, 

Guild, Lyrita, Naxos, Resonus Classics, SOMM and Toccata Classics. His 

discography encompasses the music of William Alwyn, Richard Rodney 

Bennett, James Francis Brown, Elgar, Delius, Dodgson, Handel, Holbrooke, 

Holst, Hurd, Thomas Hyde, John Joubert, Leighton, Maconchy, Mathias, David 

Matthews, McCabe, Cecilia McDowall, Stephen McNeff, Paul Patterson, 

Purcell, Tovey, Vaughan Williams and Warlock. 

 

Founder Artistic Director of Nova Music Opera, he premiered Thomas Hyde’s 

That Man Stephen Ward (Hampstead and Highgate Festival, 2008; revival for 

Nova Music Opera, 2015) and, for Nova Music Opera, Sally Beamish’s Hagar 

in the Wilderness (2013), Stephen McNeff’s Prometheus Drown’d (2014), 

Cecilia McDowall’s Airborne (2014), Charlotte Bray’s Entanglement (2015) and 

Joseph Phibbs’ Juliana (2018). He has also conducted Britten’s Curlew River 

(Hampstead and Highgate Springfest, 2009; Nova Music, 2013) and Holst’s 

Savitri (Nova Music, English Music Festival, 2010). 

Over the last quarter century he has commissioned and premiered new work 

from such eminent composers as Sally Beamish, Martin Butler, Gabriel Jackson, 
Paweł Łukaszewski, David Matthews, John McCabe, Cecilia McDowall, Paul 

Patterson, Joseph Phibbs, Robert Saxton, Peter Sculthorpe, Huw Watkins and 

Hugh Wood. 

 

A great advocate of community music-making, Vass is currently music director 

of Bushey Symphony Orchestra, St Albans Choral Society, and enjoys 

associations with the Blaze Ensemble and the Royal Tunbridge Wells Symphony 

Orchestra, having also conducted performances at the Dartington 

International Summer School in 2016 and 2017. 

 

Recent highlights include a critically acclaimed recording of Thomas Hyde’s 

That Man Stephen Ward for Resonus Classics, a successful concert at St John’s 

Smith Square as part of Americana ’18, Sweeney Todd at Dartington and the 

much-lauded premiere of Joseph Phibbs’ chamber opera Juliana at the 2018 

Cheltenham Festival. 

 

George Vass is an Associate of the Royal Academy of Music, served the British 

Arts Festivals Association as chair from 2014-18 and in October 2017 was 

presented with a BASCA Gold Badge Award marking his support for the UK 

songwriting and composing community. In 2017, he was appointed treasurer 

of The Royal Society of Musicians – founded in 1738, Britain’s oldest music 

charity providing immediate financial assistance to musicians unable to work 

due to accident, illness or old age. 
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Rebecca Saunders – Leader  
 

Rebecca began learning the violin at the age of 

four and won a specialist music scholarship to Wells 

Cathedral School three years later.  She 

subsequently studied at the Junior Department at 

the Guildhall School of Music and Drama where 

she was leader of the Junior Guildhall String 

Ensemble, winner of the Principal's Prize, and a 

finalist in the Lutine Prize competition.  She also 

performed with the National Youth Orchestra of 

Great Britain and the National Youth Chamber 

Orchestra. 

 

Rebecca studied Economics at Cambridge 

University, where she led Cambridge University 

Chamber Orchestra and performed Wieniawski's Concerto No.1 with 

Cambridge University Symphony Orchestra. Following university, she joined 

Orchestra of the City as a founder member and co-Leader. 

 
In 2006, Rebecca moved to New York to pursue an MBA at Columbia University 

and became Principal Second Violin in the Musica Bella Orchestra of New 

York, with whom she performed the Bruch Violin Concerto.  She has been the 

leader of Orchestra of the City since returning to London in 

2008.  Rebecca works as a retail consultant and is a Trustee of Orchestras Live. 
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Orchestra of the City acknowledges the support of the Bliss Trust 

 

 
BLISS ON MUSIC 

 

For over half a century from the 1920s, Arthur Bliss was at the centre of the 

musical stage: composer, conductor, analyst, broadcaster, administrator, 

reviewer, teacher, lecturer, ambassador for British music and inspiration to 

three generations of composers. 

 

He also wrote penetratingly and entertainingly for a host of magazines and 

other publications. 

 

In 1991 the scholar Gregory Roscow published an extensive and carefully 

selected anthology of these writings with the title Bliss on Music (OUP). 

 

A limited supply of this invaluable source book is still available at a cost of £10 

(including p&p) from: The Bliss Trust, P O Box 137, Shaftesbury, SP7 0WX. 

(payment by cheque only to The Bliss Trust.) 

 

For further details of the Bliss Trust, please visit www.blisstrust.org 

 

And for details of The Arthur Bliss Society visit www.arthurbliss.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.blisstrust.org/
http://www.arthurbliss.org/
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Orchestra of the City 
 

Orchestra of the City was founded in April 2003 by Benjamin Bayl and made its debut 

at St John’s Smith Square in July of that year. In June 2010 Classical Music Magazine 

listed the Orchestra of the City as one of the top five non-professional orchestras in 

London. The Orchestra gives talented and enthusiastic voluntary musicians the 

opportunity to play in an orchestra of the highest standard with challenging 

repertoire, and is noted for its active and friendly social culture. 

 

When Benjamin Bayl was appointed Assistant Conductor of the Budapest Festival 

Orchestra in September 2006, the orchestra worked with a number of guest 

conductors, including Nicholas Collon, Robert Tuohy, Dominic Grier and Sam 

Laughton. Chris Hopkins was then appointed as the new Music Director of Orchestra 

of the City, taking up the role in September 2008. 

  

Performing up to 6 concerts per year at London venues including St. John’s Smith 

Square, St John’s Waterloo and its regular home, St James’s Piccadilly, the orchestra 

thrives on a diverse range of challenging repertoire including Mahler’s Symphony 

No.5, Walton Symphony No.1, Holst’s The Planets, Shostakovich’s Symphonies 5 & 

10, Bartok’s 2nd Violin Concerto, Prokofiev’s Romeo and 

Juliet, Beethoven’s 7th Symphony and Haydn’s The Creation.  

 

Committed to the advocacy of contemporary classical music, in April 2014 the 

orchestra performed the world premiere of Nedudim ("wanderings") Fantasia-

Concertante for mandolin and string orchestra by emerging Israeli composer Gilad 

Hochman, with mandolin-player Alon Sariel.  

 

Over its formative decade, the orchestra has developed a policy of working with 

exciting young soloists at the outset of their careers, including Benjamin Grosvenor, 

Oliver Coates, Gweneth-Ann Jeffers and Charlie Siem, as well as established artists 

such as Piers Lane, Simon Preston, Guy Johnston and Craig Ogden. 

 

In July 2013, Orchestra of the City celebrated its 10th Birthday at St James’s, 

Piccadilly, with a thrilling programme including Bernstein’s Overture from Candide 

and Rachmaninoff’s Symphony No. 3. The celebrations continued into their tenth 

season, which saw an exciting collaboration with Opera Danube - a semi-staged 

production of Lehar’s The Merry Widow at St John’s, Smith Square – and a succession 

of orchestral greats including Brahms’s Symphony No. 2, Smetana’s Ma Vlast and 

Strauss’s Death and Transfiguration.  Orchestra of the City is now 15 years old and still 

going strong. 

 
We would like to thank the following for their continued support of Orchestra of the City: 

Our helpers on the door and everyone at St. James’s Piccadilly  

 

 
@Orch_ofthe_City /orchestraofthecity soundcloud.com/orchestra-of-the-city 

http://www.twitter.com/Orch_ofthe_City
http://www.facebook.com/orchestraofthecity
http://www.soundcloud.com/orchestra-of-the-city
http://www.twitter.com/Orch_ofthe_City
http://www.facebook.com/orchestraofthecity
http://www.soundcloud.com/orchestra-of-the-city
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Orchestra of the City

  

 
First Violins 

Rebecca Saunders 

Matthew Pay 

Gretel Scott 

Tom Claydon 

Mary Gough 

Catherine Gilfedder 

Eglantine Grego 

Eve Rahmani 

Daisy De Lisle 

Racem Triki 

Harriette Foster 

Ilana Cravitz 

Isobel Smith 

 

Second Violins 
Caroline Ferry 

Louise Del Pero 

Nerys Richards 

Adam Williams 

Briony Turner 

Antonia Lyne 

Richard Skone Jones  

Sam Lambert 

Ashleena Deike 

Daniel Murphy 

 

Violas 
Edward Shaw  

Maeve Lynch  

Rosy Henderson  

Jess Bishop  

David Coates 

Robin Weil  

Johanna Thoma 

 

Cellos 
Tom Parker 

Andrew Skone James 

Maddy Cundall 

Ellie Fletcher 

Lottie McVicker 

Peter Woods 

Otto Scott 

 

Double Basses 
Jamie Parkinson 

Phil Austin 

Mark Lipski 

Flutes 

Pauline Savage 

Deborah Fether 

 

Piccolo 
Chris Gould 

 

Oboes 
Collin Beynon 

Emma Brown 

 

Cor Anglais 
Flic Cowell 

 

Clarinets 
Antonia Stoneman 

Helen McKeown 

 

Bass Clarinet 
Rita Porzi 

 

Bassoons 
Alex Platt 

Peter Lyndley 

 

Contra Bassoon 
Richard Vincent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Horns 
Matthew Sackman 

Mick Nagle 

Pamela Wise 

Kevin Daly 

 

Trumpets 
Evan Champion 

Anna Hughes 

Richard Knights  

 

Trombones 
Alexia Constantine 

Andreas Moser 

Andrew Ross 

 

Tuba 
Dave Carter 

 

Timpani & Percussion 
Ben Martin 

Richard Souper 

Johanna Wadsley 

 
Harp 

Zita Silva
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It’s so simple and won’t cost you a penny! 

Just visit: easyfundraising.org.uk/orchestraofthecity 

 

Did you know you can help 

ORCHESTRA OF THE CITY 
for free when you shop using 

easyfundraising? 

http://www.easyfundraising.org.uk/orchestraofthecity
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UPCOMING CONCERTS 

 

October 11th 2019 
A French Festival, featuring 2018 BBC Young 

Musician Grand Final saxophonist Rob Burton 

 

Saint-Saëns - ‘Organ’ Symphony No. 3 

Milhaud - Scaramouche for Saxophone 

Debussy - Rhapsody for Alto Sax 

Ravel - Pavane pour une infante défunte 

Saint-Saëns - Danse Macabre 

 

Conductor - Chris Hopkins 

Saxophone - Rob Burton 

 

December 5th 2019 

 

 
At St James’s Church Piccadilly 


