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Thursday’s concert by the University of Aberdeen Symphony Orchestra drew audience members from far and wide. There were ladies sitting beside and behind me who had come all the way from Edinburgh just to hear the concert. All right, that was because both families had sons playing in the orchestra, but they all told me how they had enjoyed the concert and how much they were impressed by the performance. 

I enjoyed the concert hugely too, especially since all the music in the programme really appealed to me.

The first piece is a near life-long favourite for me. At the age of seven, I used to go to the Odeon Cinema for the Saturday morning children’s show. A particular delight was the weekly serial. I remember ‘Flash Gordon Conquers The Universe’ in which a great part of the music was taken from near the end of Liszt’s Symphonic Poem, ‘Les Preludes’. It was my introduction to classical orchestral music. Of course Liszt did not write film music, he was gone long before that was possible but ‘Les Preludes’ has been used for a great many films and TV Shows. Sadly, Liszt did not get paid for any of these. Someone asked me if I knew where the title had come from. It was from a poem by Alphonse de Lamartine but this was an afterthought by the composer. He wrote the piece apparently long before he came across Lamartine’s poem. He himself wrote a kind of programmatic suggestion for the piece which goes as follows, “What is life but a series of preludes to that unknown hymn whose first solemn note is intoned by death.” A bit different from Flash Gordon then.

Whatever it means, it is a sumptuous and ebullient work, ideal for demonstrating the abilities of every section of the orchestra – sweeping string melodies, richly coloured woodwinds, especially in Thursday’s performance, the flutes, horns in full cry, golden trumpets, growling trombones and tuba. There are multiple themes in the work, but my favourite is still the bit that occurs several times but especially near the end where Flash Gordon finally defeats Ming the Merciless. Well, that’s still what it means to the little boy who remains alive somewhere inside my head! The University orchestra conducted brilliantly by Christopher Gray rose to the occasion and I was greatly impressed by their dazzling full colour performance.

What followed was even more amazing, it was Chopin’s Piano Concerto No.2 in f minor Op. 21. Chopin’s reputation in his day and even now is every bit as celebrated as one of the ultimate virtuoso pianists of all time, possibly even more so than as a composer. His Piano Concerto then was going to be a real challenge for any pianist. Our soloist William Gray, winner of the Chris Cadwur James Concerto Competition, came on stage looking really happy, relaxed and confident. He was totally ‘up for it’ and his performance demonstrated that aplenty.

The orchestra under delicate yet iron control from Christopher Gray had an extended opening section then William Gray came smashing in with a glassy explosion at the top of the piano. The first movement gave him so many dazzling runs over the piano which he played with wonderfully free flowing skill.

It was in the second movement however that he really seduced the audience with his luscious melodic delivery. There were moments of really intense playing too where he played out above a background of shimmering strings. Near the end of the movement there was a moment of brittle descent across the keyboard that exploded magnificently. Often a little hint of a smile on William’s face showed that he was satisfied with what he had achieved, and goodness me, so were we in the audience. The rondo finale using mazurka rhythm had variations with exciting downward keyboard sweeps. William Gray injected just a hint of playfulness into his performance of this movement which I found delightful. I was impressed too by the way in which the orchestra responded to the conductor. Near the conclusion, there was an exciting horn interruption played by Ailsa Anderson. It was so splendid, I just had to mention it. 

William Gray got a huge ovation from the audience and foot stamping recognition from the orchestra. He looked really happy, but then he had looked happy all the way through.

The final part of the performance was devoted to real film music by one of Hollywood’s finest composers John Williams. It opened with the Shark Theme from Jaws, the piece that really set Williams on the road to success. Deep strings, bassoons and a ferocious brass section brought this music threateningly to life.

The second superb soloist in the concert, also a winner of the Chris Cadwur James|Concerto Competition, took the stage. She was saxophonist Kirsten Beveridge. Catch Me If You Can was a film starring Leonardo DiCaprio, Tom Hanks and Christopher Walken among others. John Williams produced a progressive jazz score for it and later created the work Escapades, Catch Me If You Can as an independent performance piece for alto saxophone and orchestra and this is what Kirsten Beveridge and the orchestra played for us. I have heard several independent concert pieces by famous film composers. Many of them are deeply disappointing (no names, no pack drill) but Thursday’s piece was absolutely wonderful. Kirsten gave us an absolutely sparkling performance, soaring deliciously above the orchestra. In addition to the orchestra, she was supported by Brodie McCash, looking well trimmed and unusually suave, on vibraphone and Paige Millar with dazzling fingerboard work on double bass. There were other players from our fine percussion department in this performance. I noticed Ian Christie, Peter Ney and Morven Hollick.

The upper strings played with a true Hollywood sheen in this piece. It was absolutely marvellous.

To complete the concert we were treated to fine performances of the Main Theme from Jurassic Park and the moving Flying Theme from ET. It just does not get much better than that, does it?        

