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An opera overture is normally designed to set the mood and scene for the subsequent action. Likewise, in choosing an operatic overture to open a concert, an orchestra can contrive to set out its stall - And so it proved with Skye and Lochalsh Orchestra in this year’s spring concert in the Fingal Centre of Portree High School.

This was to be largely an evening of portraits in sound. It started with the overture to Mozart’s “The Magic Flute”, and proceeded by way of Rimsky-Korsakov’s symphonic suite “Scheherazade”, Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Fantasia on “Greensleeves” and Elgar’s “Enigma Variations” to Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries” - a stirring clirnax if ever there was. In between, the Schools’ Strings joined in with a march from Handel and a minuet from Lully; the Portree Primary School Choir sang “You raise me up” and “Consider yourself at home”; and the (so-called) “Nameless Quartet” gave us a sample of early Beethoven.

Much great classical music attempts to reconcile opposites. This may show up as the resolution of major and minor or near and distant keys, fast and slow tempi, loud and soft volume and so on. In “The Magic Flute”, there are the additional dramatic dimensions of good versus evil, comedy versus potential tragedy, and a whole kaleidoscope of vocal colourings. These range from the mighty bass of the High Priest Sarastro to the pantomime-style songs of the bird-catcher, Papageno, not to mention the Queen of Night’s soaring soprano and the dulcet tones of the Three Boys. The resolution of such contrasts of character is foreshadowed immediately in the overture, with the stentorian opening chords soon counterbalanced by a light dance rhythm, first in the strings then the woodwinds. It’s challenging to play but enabled SLO to quickly establish they were in good form.

The second sound portrait - Rimsky-Korsakov’s symphonic suite “Scheherazade” came as conclusion to the first half of the programme. Scheherazade is daughter of King Shahriyar’s grand vizier. The king marries her intending, as was his custom to dispose of her the morning after before moving on to his next wife. But Scheherazade prolongs her life by telling him a series of tales, breaking off at points of maximum suspense. This is, of course, the framework for the “Arabian Nights Tales”.

One tale is that of Sinbad the sailor. The opening movement of the suite features the sea and Sinbad. The composer himself started life in the navy so was well able to provide a deft musical sketch of the sea, in addition to conjuring up the eastern setting and characters. SLO convincingly caught the exotic feel of this piece.

Vaughan Williams’ Fantasia on “Greensleeves” originated in his opera “Sir John in Love”. This featured Shakespeare’s Falstaff and “the Merry Wives of Windsor”. Here t’s effectively interwoven with a Norfolk folk tune. This warmly glowing piece, with its quivering strings and magical solo flute part (beautifully played by Lynne Bulmer), lyrically evokes a sound picture of Olde England.  Sir Edward Elgar, like Vaughan Williams a countryman at heart, loved being with friends and family at his home in the Malvems. Out of this emerged a set of variations dedicated on the cover page to  “My friends, pictured within”. Together they have come to be known as the “Enigma Variations” because the theme underlying them has proved (deliberately) elusive. The variation “Nimrod”, is a punning reference to his publisher, Jaeger, whose surname means “hunter” in German and is “disguised” under the name “Nimrod”, Noah’s grandson in the Bible, a notable hunter. From this sound portrait Jaeger would appear to have been a man of eloquence, seriousness and dignity – qualities the SLO successfully conveyed.

At this point, four members of the string section - Alan Donald, Margaret and Mike Cormack and Bar Purser - made their collective public debut as the “Nameless” Quartet in the first movement of Beethoven’s Opus 18, No.4. This is one of a set of six quartets cornposed around 1799. Beethoven was later to prove himself the supreme master of the quartet form. Even this early quartet is “pure” music with no human ‘portrait” implied, unless the composer’s own distinctive musical personality.

The highest compliment I can pay the ‘Nameless Quartet” is that I quickly ceased to make any notes and just sat back to let them share their own evident delight in playing Beethoven. (They will certainly “make a name for themselves”, given further performances!)

The programme’s finale brought us yet another excerpt from an opera, the “Ride of the Valkyries” from Wagner’s opera “Die Walküre”. In Norse mythology, Valkyrie means literally “choosers of the slain”. In Wagner, the Valkyries are daughters of Wotan and Erda. The famous “Ride” music is heard at the start of Act Three where the scene is set on a mountain top. The Valkyries have been carrying the slain heroes to their resting-place in Valhalla on horseback. It is a cascade of sound, with almost hypnotic use of repetition, including downward ripples on the strings. For this “utterly wild” music Wagner throws everything, including a tuba, into the mix  and employs no less than three percussionists. HV Morton, the travel writer, endeavouring to describe the Cuillin, invites his readers to imagine the “Ride of the 

Valkyries” “frozen in stone and hung up like a colossal screen against the sky”. A local audience will get the connection.

Over the years, the SLO have been gaining in confidence and competence. Prepared to tackle the biggest guns in the musical armoury they emerge with flying colours. They provided an evening of sound portraits - “sound” in more senses than one.

John Swan

