Sarah Williamson stuns the Caird Hall. 26th June 2004
In September 2003, still warm from her experiences of The 2002 BBC and European Young Musician competitions, Sarah Williamson joined us for Weber 2. She just blew the audience and players away with her interpretation of the Weber and enjoyed the experience - letting it slip that she'd love to play with us again. Well, if Aberdonians hang on to their money, Angus folk take people at their word and she was invited back for our June 2004 concert....... We're coming to it.........

Now, we knew that the Mozart Concerto was on the menu, but what to put with it ? In a masterful stroke of choice, we got permission from John Rutter to play his new orchestral adaptation of his choral "Distant Land" which was written for Nelson Mandella's release. This was the first hire after the OUP's publication so was, at the very least, to be it's Scottish Premiere.  Ron Walker and the programming committee matched this with “Rach 2” for the second half. 

So we were playing no. 2 and no. 11 from Classic FM's Hall of Fame 2004 AND a Scottish premiere. 
Triple whammy !

Rutter's Distant Land began with the most beautiful languid horn solo and sets the "spaciousness" of the piece as other soloists in the orchestra took over in turn. The harmonies are true Rutter and heralded the feel of the Rachmaninoff and although only 6.5 mins long, it was a really beautiful introduction for the Mozart. Half the strings and all wind except flutes, bassoons, and horns scurried (in a poised way of course) off stage to join the audience for the Mozart. As we sat there we had one of these magical moments - you could have heard a pin drop - but most importantly you could hear in the distance, a pianissimo clarinet gently "noodling" as Sarah approached the stage. Now I quote the recently appointed music critic in the employ of the Dundee Courier and Advertiser ..................................

"Her performance of the Mozart Concerto had to be heard to be believed. It would be easy to run out of superlatives because this performance had it all and left the audience captivated (spontaneous applause after the slow movement illustrated this). There was a combination of energy and elegance, a precise clear tone especially in the lower register, beautiful phrasing and an effortless ease in the semiquaver passages. The orchestra ............responded well, caught up in the enthusiasm and flawless ability of the soloist. Such a performance made a well-loved piece even more enjoyable." 

My own spin on this performance is that this concerto is so well known by audiences (constantly being broadcast) that there is an underlying euphoria and preset expectation every time it's trotted out in live performance. It takes sheer genius then, to give an audience that intangible "extra" which pushes everyone’s "shiver button". It happened in the Caird Hall. Sarah's pace for the first movement lay comfortably between Brymer's laid back approach and Meyer's speedy wizardry. Her phrasing was immaculate and she did not fall into the trap of following other masters. This was a performance from her heart and it touched ours "bigtime." The Adagio was performed using true "piano" and the orchestra under Ron Walker has never sounded better as they choked back to allow Sarah's exquisite pianissimo to penetrate every nook of the Caird Hall. Her last F (morendo) was a thrill not to be contained by some audience members. The Rondo is often (in my opinion) played too fast and in a virtuosic style, the repeated initial theme becoming all too familiar. None of that here - a fast yet comfortably classical pace showed off Sarah's technique and her natural affinity for this, the concerto notionally not the most difficult to PLAY, but like all Mozart, so difficult to PERFORM.  This WAS a performance AND THEN SOME, the svelte figure in that gorgeous red dress simply completed the package. 

Just to show that Miss Williamson has her feet on the ground, she was thrilled to bump for me and my desk partner Isobel, in the Rachmaninoff, allowing me to pick off the Adagio solos nicely with no fatigue. Once again, this slow movement unleashed repressed applauders. Now, amateur orchestras don't often get the opportunity to play Rach 2 well, but this was a celebration of the joy of making music. The woodwind section was singled out for mention in the musical crit which ended..............................................................

"This was as good a performance of this work as you could wish to hear". 

We hope and trust that the large audience enjoyed the experience as did our vivacious soloist and her fellow performers.
Bob Thomson - clarinet TSO.
