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Editorial

*We Do Things
Differently Here...

Welcome to Jesta, summer ‘24!

| hope by the time this edition reaches
you, that exams are coming to the
end or at least in sight and music
courses, warm weather and holidays
are within reach.

When | began editing Jesta Magazine, back in
October 2020 - my mission was to feature
interesting and diverse string players walking
the road less travelled. Change makers, if you
like. This issue celebrates that to the max! We
profile brilliant string players, playing in bands,
collaborating across genres, on exciting stages
across the world. As you'll read, some of these
musicians have other passions to share too,
from AC/DC to fine wood working.

There’s a sub theme to this issue - the city of
Manchester: Natalie Purton gives us a glimpse
into her freelance world and Manchester String
Quartet, Matt Watson highlights a week in the
BBC Phil and cellist Simon Denton spills the
beans about his passion project, Manchester
Fine Furniture. Finally, viola player (and the best
man at my wedding) Rik Evans - Manchester
born and bred, discusses his recording studio,
orchestral etiquette and jamming at Band on the
Wall! Thanks to all of the musicians in this issue
for doing things differently and sharing their
stories so candidly.

Summer heralds change. Some of our readers
will be heading off to university, music colleges,
on gap years or into the workplace. Others will

be moving to different schools and some of you
will be looking forward to beginning music
lessons with new teachers, perhaps. This is a
time of change for our President, Guy Johnston
too as he leaves his class at Eastman behind and
heads back to the UK for new beginnings.
Amongst other things, he’ll be continuing to
throw himself in to the life of ESTA UK, not least
as he embarks on a Master’s qualification with
ESTA Education!

Finally, there’s a change for me too. I'm leaving
ESTA UK at the end of this term to work as Social
Media Community Manager for D’Addario
Orchestral, alongside my playing career. I'd like
to thank the ESTA UK team for a brilliant four+
years. Most of all I'd like to thank Jesta readers.

If there’s one thing I've failed on, it's getting
enough articles from Jesta readers in this
magazine. There’s a great opportunity for your
input, whether that be articles, cartoons, jokes
or short stories. All contributions are welcome!
Please send ideas and contributions via your
teachers/parents to

admin(destastrings.org.uk

Good luck to my successor as Jesta Editor and |
wish you all a brilliant summer!

Robert Simmons

*Tony Wilson (Factory Records)
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Fhe award winning Quatuor Tehalik stands out for g multitude of reasons, and
among Lthem is the fact that its members are siblings, Gabriel, Louise, Sarah and
Mare Tehalik have been making music together since their earliest childhoaod,

Fhey are also all very attached to the great outdoors. As children, they would
often retreat to the forest near their home to practice their instruments, especially
in the hot summer months. Visits (o their grandparvents meant long walks in the
nearby Pyrénces Mountains, They have even performed in the Alps, including a
concert at analtitude of 2,000 metres.

The Tchaliks care about nature. They care about music. And they care about
preserving the precious resources ol our planet.

By not wasting perfectly good wood, Despiau Planet bridges help preserve the
limited resources of Earth's forests.

Despiau Planet offers musicians a dual opportunity to positively impact the
planet. First, because we choose wood using only acoustic and not aesthetic
criteria, fewer trees need to be cut down. Secondly, a portion of every Despiau
Planet sale goes to Alliance International, an organization of bow and violin
makers committed to preserving hardwood forests, a

www.despiau-chevalets.com /despiau-planet alliance

|
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Dear all at ESTA UK

I'm thrilled to be a part of this vibrant
community and look forward to engaging
more in the future once I've moved back to
the UK.

It's an interesting time for me as | am just wrapping up six
years of mentoring at the Eastman School of Music in
Rochester, New York. It has been a privilege to hold this
Professorship position next to my old teacher, Steven
Doane. I'm excited for the eight students in my class who
have just graduated this year and are moving onto their
next dream teachers and institutions around the country
and in Europe. I've had to leave others behind here and will
miss them greatly.

The bond between teachers and students is a unique and
special one. | have learned a great deal from teaching and
working with such a wide variety of characters. It is the
individuality of each person that makes things so interesting
and refreshing, sharing ideas and growing together through
the experiences. There is always a question of what the
future might hold? | can assure you that this never goes
away. But it is part of the thrill of being a musician in this
ever changing world and market, and life is full of surprises.
| often use the mantra, work hard and get lucky.

I’ll be returning to the UK this summer and looking forward
to continuing my mentoring as a visiting Professor at the
Royal Academy of Music. I'll also be joining a new piano trio,
the Bechstein Piano Trio, in time for the opening of the new
Bechstein Hall in London later this year. I'll also be working
on a number of recording projects with orchestras in the
coming seasons alongside playing concerts and looking
after the Hatfield House Music Festival, which | founded 13
years ago. Itis somewhat precarious leaving a nice teaching
job behind, but I’'m ready for new challenges and adventures
ahead.

Wishing all of you a happy and healthy path in music and
that your dreams come true. Keep the fire alive and
remember, work hard and get lucky!

Guy Johnston
President, ESTA UK
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This Musical
Much | Know

by Rik Evans, viola player with Robert Simmons

I’'ve been in the BBC Scottish
Symphony Orchestra for 18 years.
Before that, | was at the BBC
Philharmonic for a year covering
someone’s maternity leave.

I've held trials with other orchestras and |
believe that orchestras have unique
personalities. This can be in a community
sense, but also the different sounds of the
ensembles themselves. It's easy when you've
been in an orchestra for a long time, to forget
that you'’re technically in the world of show
business. | have a bee in my bonnet about
stagecraft!

How an orchestra behaves on stage is so
important. | think orchestras always need to
remember that there’s a paying audience
coming to see them who are giving up their
time, so presentation is important; how you
walk on stage, how you act whilst you're there,

© BBC SCOTTISH SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

how you acknowledge your audience. Ultimately
it’s down to the players themselves to get this
right, as an orchestra is more likely to take
notice if it’s a collective responsibility.

We just went back to Inverness for the first time
since the pandemic. Audiences are coming
back. Inverness is one of my favourite places to
play in Scotland - a beautiful place with a
passionate audience and it was lovely to see it
packed. The most notable audience I've
experienced recently has been at tThe
Glasshouse International Centre for Music in
Gateshead. We were playing Shostakovich 5
and Don Quixote and it felt nothing like a
traditional classical concert. They were
absolutely up for it!

It’s always been important for me to keep trying
new things, to stay fresh. | once said that | would
stop doing auditions at 50, whether that’s in
years, or the number of auditions! I've taken 37
auditions. I've been in the mix for other jobs, but




RIK EVANS

having a young family and being based here in
Glasgow, | doubt that | will apply for any more
orchestral jobs. | was aware when | started out
that | was quite poor at auditions. | found
auditioning to be a daunting process which often
resulted in nervous performances. So that was
something that | wanted to overcome and | think,
by just going and doing it multiple times - it does
get better. Some orchestras are also nicer to play
for than others of course and I've been on both
sides. So many auditions are behind screens
these days and | understand why that is fairer, but
| also miss candidates being able to come in and
smile, say hello, and put some sort of ‘vibe’
across. In any audition process, it’s difficult to find
that perfect balance, isn’t it?

It’s important for me to have different creative
outlets. I've kind of always felt that | don’t
completely fit into the orchestral world. I've
always had a very strong interest in classic rock
music and that kind of thing. About 10 years ago, |
started learning the guitar and played in a couple
of bands. | had a lot of fun doing that and It's
something I'd love to spend more time on. |
remember after a difficult viola trial period, |
really threw myself into playing in an AC/DC
tribute band.

That gave me a creative and healing outlet as I'd
become a little burned out with everything. Then
the pandemic hit and | began to develop my
recording studio too. [Treehgrn Studios]. My
studio is a purpose built space in our garden. At
the moment, my music stand has some Bach viola
music on it, my microphone’s behind and | have
the Universal Apollo interface in front of me. | like
using UA's LUNA Digital Audio Workstation, which
is designed to reflect analogue recordings. It’s an
emulation of the analogue world and I've always
been obsessed with things like tape. For me, with
tape, it sounds warmer. With LUNA there’s
different tapes as well; a master tape, a recording
tape, different speeds to play around with.

Project wise, I've spent 15 months working for a
musician | grew up being a big fan of; Tyla J.

Pallas from the band called The Dogs D’Amour.
Back In 1999, | took my mandolin down to Band
on the Wall [a club in Manchester] when | knew
he was playing. I'd just got a mandolin and
learned as much as | could from ear. (In those
days you couldn’t look up chords on the internet,
you know!) | got there early and asked, “Would
you have a jam with me?” and we had a jam for
about 40 minutes, which was really nice. Tyla
lives in Edinburgh and | saw him again in 2017. Of
course, he didn’t remember me but | approached
him before | went home and | said, “18 years ago,
I had a jam with you and | really appreciated that.
It was such a nice thing for you to do - to give up
your time.” We had a chat and | told him that |
was now in BBCSSO and said “if you ever want
strings on anything, I'd love to be involved.”

He eventually got in touch and when | was set up
with microphones and stuff he actually sent me
a track and said, “can you do anything with
this?” This has all culminated in an album we’ve
made together called Classical Dogs, which is
Tyla, guitar and classical strings. It will be
released soon and literally every note and
arrangement on the album that’s played by a
string instrument is me!

Ultimately, | would love to have the opportunity
to record with other people, full time. | love
playing in the orchestra and it’s a great privilege
to have the job, but | do feel that it's really
important to nurture creative desires. Being
involved in recording also feels like full-circle.
As a student | really wanted to take the
Tonmeister course at the University of Surrey,
but the really annoying thing is - | didn’t study
A-level physics. | took GCSE physics but didn’t
pursue it because | wasn’t very good at it.

If I could go back to the 16, 17 year old me I'd say,
“just learn physics. Just do it!” Because you can
always work at something and learn to be good
at it if you persevere.

f)l @rikevansmusic
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Liz Goble is a busy freelance violinist
and teacher based in Birmingham.
She plays with 440 String Quartet,
BRB, Novello Orchestra, the RSC and
many more. Liz will be known to

many readers as the Project Director f \
for the ESTA International Conference
in Cardiff, 2023

k ) | first played this as a student in the

National Youth String Orchestra. It was
programmed alongside Dvorak’s Serenade (also
great!] but | immediately loved the melodies and
string-writing in the Suk. One of the great things
about learning a string instrument is the chance
to play in ensembles, and residential courses are
c great chance to do this! )

~

This is a great track which my parents
introduced it to me when | was

growing up. They told me that our family
happened to play a very small part in its
production; by providing a Goble Harpsichord
for the recording. It's probably considered
unusual for an English rock band to use a
Baroque Harpsichord!

J

~

This seems like a niche choice, but it's worth a
listen to this creative film music. It was either a
friend or my husband who introduced it to me. We
were listening to Schnittke’s Violin Suite in the Old
Style at the time, and it led us to this. The whole
suite is made up of five creative movements and
it's easy to think of imagery to match the music!




Shostakovich Piano
Concerto No 2.Andante

This movement is beautiful and
well-loved. Shostakovich really makes use
of the orchestral string sound, with beautiful
melodies, counter-melodies and rich string
harmonies. However, when the piano enters
it's even more magical. It's so sweet that
Shostakovich wrote this for his son’s 19th

birthday!
g
(
o St Matthew’s Passion
Bach had to be on my list and it was
hard to choose just one of his works!
This violin solo and the whole movement
is beautiful.

\_ J

4 ) N
o Prokofiev
Romeo and Juliet

It's good that this magazine is for
string players, as this particular movement
also showcases the strings. You hear the
use of tremolo to create an icy string sound
and then the contrast of a full string sound.
| reckon the brass parts must be satisfying
to play too! Two of my favourite ballets are
Romeo & Juliet and Cinderella, and | always
look forward to playing them!

\_ )
Potter Music Collection -

O
Peter Rabbit

Beatrix Potter is very famous and this
sound track was produced in 1994 - the
musicis so cute! It's really English sounding
music and | find it very nostalgic, having
first listened to it when | was around three
or four years old.

| had the honour to meet and work with
Colin last year at the Royal Shakespeare
Company.

J

Bach Erbarme Dich from

Colin Towns Beatrix

\. J

Prokofiev 5th Symphony

This was one of the first big

orchestral works | played in the
CBSO Youth Orchestra. It was really exciting
as an early introduction to orchestral
\playing. I'm a fan of Prokofiev's music!

( _ )
o Rachmaninov
Symphonic Dances II.
Andante con moto
This music is really Romantic but also feels
quite impressionist due to the sweeping
string sound and twirling clarinet line. The

oboe solo is also beautiful and if | didn't play
the violin, I'd have liked to play the oboe.

. J

@ )
Gary Jules Mad World
@ This song came out in 2004. |
remember buying the single and
listening to it on repeat. | don’'t know what this
says about my childhood music taste...butit's a
great track! The original by Tears for Fears is
also excellent. Fun fact - this track is currently
onthe Grade 3 Piano Syllabus and I'm teaching
it to one of my students!
e
a for Dancing
To contrast the mood above, | think
this song is hard not to enjoy. There also
happens to be a great string line in the
opening which continues above the vocals.

It's a fun track and perfect to accompany a
good time!

. J

\.

The Nolans I'm In the Mood

Madness Our House

All of Madness’ music is fun and

catchy, with a lot of their tracks
making use of punchy brass and strings.
In 2019 | was really pleased to get the chance
to play live with them at Kenwood House,

London.

. J
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GEORGINA LEACH

06:30 'm woken up by the ‘Great Disturber of
the Peace’ AKA my one-year-old son, Fred.

07:00 Fred breakfasts enthusiastically while |
savour my first cup of tea, then we turn on some
tunes and dance around the kitchen. This week,
we've been listening to Fela Kuti, reggaeton and
songs from classic Bollywood movies. Amorning
boogie not only wakes me up but is a chance to
gather inspiration for my next violin book:
Dynamite Strings 2.

07:30 15-minute fast run with Fred in his
pram. | started running daily during lockdown to
protect my mental health; however, it's been
such a game-changer, I've tried to stick to it ever
since. It helps me stay energised, focused, and
positive. | find the trick with exercise is doing
something that’s easily manageable and neatly
slots into your daily routine... just like practice!

08:00 1 drop my son off with his child minder,
eat a good breakfast (protein is essential), then

check my emails and update my ‘to do’ list. I'm
naturally very disorganised so | write my tasks
on a huge whiteboard as | just lose paper lists!
This morning, I'll be working on the cello version
of Dynamite Strings, and then researching
different approaches to teaching bowing for a
resource I'mwriting for Music Teacher magazine.
On other days | might do some practice, teaching,
or recording.

09:00 I tidy my workspace and put my phone in
the next room to minimise distractions. A few
years ago, | taught myself some of the basics of
cello so | could arrange and record four-part
strings for the songwriters and bands | work
with. After wrestling with the pegs for a full five
minutes, my cello is finally in tune! Progress is
slow coming up with cello parts for my book. The
pieces not only need to make sense musically
but stay within the technical constraints of a
beginner cellist. | take regular short breaks to
help pace myselfanddrink extravagantamounts
of tea.

15



GEORGINA LEACH

11:00 walk round the block to clear my head
and reset.

11:30 Time to research. Bowing is a huge and
sometimes controversial topic in string teaching.
I'm feeling quite intimidated as some people
spend years studying the history of violin
technique. My resource is more practical than
theoretical, but | still want to give a little
historical context. | go down a rabbit-hole
looking at a complicated, ecosystem-like
diagram showing lots of famous violinists/
pedagogues and who taught who going right
back to Viotti in the 1700’s... phew! My head is
spinning and I'm feeling a bit overwhelmed.
Time to take a break!

The teachers who will be reading my article
mainly work with secondary school beginner
pupils. | decide to concentrate on Suzuki and
Paul Rolland for now as these teachers were
particularly devoted to developing beginners. |
look over my notes from the ESTA Summer
School sessions on Paul Rolland and watch
some online videos.

14:00 Light lunch and then pick up my son. |
follow Fred up and down the stairs about thirty
times tidying up after him as he wreaks a trail of
havoc!

15:00 after settling Fred in his playpen, | grab
my fiddle from the shelf. These days, | have it out
and ready to go so | can make the most of any
little chances | get to play! I'm gigging with a
bluegrass band this weekend, so | pull up some
of the tunes we’ll be playing on Spotify and jam
along. | play for all of three minutes before Fred
grabs the end of my bow and tries to ‘help’. This
is all very charming until he starts eating the
frog...

17:30 My husband finishes work, and we go for
a walk round the park and catch up.

18:30 Baby bedtime and tonight is my weekly
‘mum’s night off’! Tempted as | am to crash
straight into bed, | quickly eat dinner and goto a
life drawing class. | try to do one activity a week
thatis purely for fun. When you're a professional
musician and your hobby is also your job, the
boundaries between work and ‘play’ can get
blurred. Nurturing some interests outside music
(and being a mum) gives me a sense of
perspective, plus | really enjoy meeting new
people.

22:00 Bedtime. 'm teaching tomorrow so | set
my alarm for 6.30am... reflecting that | probably
won’t need it!

Georgina is offering ESTA
UK readers a 25% discount
on this book at her webshop:

Simply enter the code

ESTAROCKS25

before 21 June
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Athena Octavia

a folk-rock pioneer for a new era

By Robert Simmons




ATHENA OCTAVIA

Despite hailing from a musical
family, the RCM Junior Department
and NYO, violinist Athena Octavia
initially studied Physics and
Philosophy at The University of
Oxford before the pull back to music
became too strong to ignore.

‘I really missed playing violin. | had no time to do
any musical things - so luckily I managed to
switch to music after my first term.” Although
ostensibly an academic course, Athena found
Oxford life to be pivotal in encouraging her to
become the shape shifting musician she is today,
offering an array of diverse musical opportunities
atits fringes. In addition to singing in an acapella
pop group, Athena formed indie folk band Iris
and Steel, alongside fellow students, including
George Lloyd-Owen, a cellist she’d been playing
with since the age of 11 at orchestra camps.

Enjoying violin lessons with Michael Foyle led to
Athena following him to study at the Royal
Academy of Music for a Master’s degree, but her
love for improvisation and other musical genres
meant that a traditional classical orchestral
career was never her priority.

Influences such as First Aid Kit and The Staves
are clear in the Iris & Steel sound, but a classical
string playing pedigree and complex harmonies
can also be heard in tracks such as Darling | and
What People Do. | suggest that her band is the
ultimate musical melting pot: ‘Yeah, definitely! |
think we all have a lot of different influences and
we really bounce off each other.

George and | are both into the classical but also
the more improvisatory side.” An early boost for
the group came from singer-songwriter George
Ezra, who showcased the group on The Alcove
stage at Latitude Festival last year. No wonder
that Athena is a believer in the power of social
media for self-promoted artists - Ezra hand
picked them personally! ‘We had a message
request from George Ezra on our Instagram. At
first off we were like... is this a scam?"’

Making the most of her opportunities since her
pandemic-hit Master’s, Athena recently spent
six months performing four or five sets a week in
Dubai with a string quartet, as well as working
with the founder of NYO Dubai, Amira Fouad. As
a South-West Londoner born and bred, Athena
explains that the lure of foreign travel was
strong, especially as she was swapping the
January gloom of the UK for the eternal sunshine
of the UAE!

I ask whether leaving still took courage? ‘It can
be hard as a freelancer because you feel like if
you go away people are going to forget about you,
but | felt | wanted to go not just for musical
reasons but for my development as a person.’ In
addition to the fabulous weather and relaxed way
of life, Athena enthuses about the opportunities
for new projects that this burgeoning, wealthy
city encourages.

At the time of this interview, Athena Octavia is
preparing to rehearse and perform with the
band Steeleye Span. Formed in 1969, Steeleye
have toured with Status Quo, recorded with
David Bowie, introduced a 16th Century Latin
carol to the Top 20 (Gaudete), All Around My Hat
to the Top 5 and dressed up as Wombles for Top
of the Pops! Amazingly for a band that has been
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ATHENA OCTAVIA

active for so long with numerous personnel
changes, Athena is only the fourth fiddle player
to have graced the folk-rock pioneers’ ranks.
‘I've been with them since just before the last
tour in November. | recorded three tracks on
their last compilation album, The Green Man
Collection [Green Man, Hey Nonny Violence and
New York Girls] and it's been great!’

| wonder how difficult it must be to be thrown in
at the deep end with a band with such a vast body
of songs at their disposal. How to learn all of that
repertoire for a tour? 'I've definitely got better at
notating and learning a song without charts’
explains Athena. 'Actually recently I've been
doing a couple of gigs with other artists - playing
keys and obviously when you're playing keys you
need to know the harmonies really well.

That's been good for me because now | don't
want to play a song without knowing exactly
what’s going on. Some of Steeleye's songs are
complex in terms of different time signatures
and stuff like that.” Maddy Prior, Steeleye Span’s
amazing vocalist, is 76 years old. What's it like
playing several
generations older, | wonder? ‘| think music is a
great leveller. We all get on really well. They're
fun people and it's really interesting for me

in a band of musicians

because they've had such amazing experiences.

To hear the stories that they've got is so cool. The
only thing | struggle with is keeping up with their
film references. | came back from the last tour
with a list of films that | needed to watch to keep
up with them this time around!’

So what advice to Jesta readers looking to
diversify and spread their musical wings? Athena
is clear: ‘Go to gigs, see different types of music,
go to jam nights. Take your instrument and don't
be scared, get up on stage!

Being able to improvise and jam with other
musicians is so great and really opens up
possibilities to you." It seems rare to hear a
positive message about social media, but Athena
explains that a lot of the playing work she is now
doing has come from instagram connections. So
don't be afraid to showcase your playing and
your musicality on your own forums. And
remember - if George Ezra sends you a message,
it may not be a scam after all!
athenaoctavia.com

irisandsteel.com

e Iris & Steel
| 0' [dathenaoctaviaviolin
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MATT WATSON

I’m quite looking forward to the next
few days. When | first saw this
project on my schedule | let out an
audible “oooh.” One of my favourite
soloistsis playing with the orchestra,
the incredible James Ehnes.

We've recorded many concertos with him over
the years - Bartok, Prokofiev and Stravinsky to
name a few and this week’s offering is equally
brilliant. | can never get my head around the
ability of soloists like this to be able to do what
they do. A perfect example of this the fact he
hasn’t just prepared Saint-Saen 3 for the
recording, he’s also added to the disc is Lalo’s
Symphonie Espangole and Sarasate’s Carmen
Fantasy!

No doubt the week before he was playing another
concerto with another orchestra and the week
after will be the same. How do they do it? |
struggle to remember to put the bins out every
week!

Day one:

We've got one day’s rehearsal for the entire CD,
not a great deal of time but honestly, when the
soloist is this well good it’s not a problem. On the
podium is our old Principal Conductor Juanjo
Mena. He’s used to the pace that we work at and
the rehearsals are finished midway through the
afternoon. | do like an early finish.

Day two:

It's a 10am start as usual and the first piece
being recordedisthe Lalo. I’'m quite embarrassed
to admit that I've never actually heard the piece
in its entirety. I'd heard many people play the
first movement in college and many more over
the years on auditions panels but never the
whole piece.

Extra focus was needed for the final movements.
Can you imagine making a soloist of this calibre
do a passage again because you can’t count to
four? I’d be mortified!

We work steadily throughout the day and the
concerto is finished by 4:45. We've got forty-five
minutes left for the day. At this stage I'm
expecting to start some of the Saint-Saen, maybe
the second movement, it’s a little less intense.

It's been a long day and surely the soloist is
feeling it? | was wrong! We move on to start the
Sarasate. I'm genuinely shocked but soloists are
on another level. We get the first movement of
the Carmen recorded before the day is out. I'm
tired. | can’timagine how James Ehnes is feeling!

Day three:

We continue on with the Carmen Fantasy, I'm
grinning like a Cheshire Cat. | grew up listening
to recordings of this piece and in 20 years as a
professional I've never had a chance to hear it
done, either sitting on stage or off. It feels like
one of those full circle moments.

The final pages literally go by in a blur. The
energy and accuracy is astonishing, at times I'm
struggling to keep up even with my basic pizzicato
accompaniment. It’s finished just after 11 and we
move on to Saint-Saens 3 with that famous
introduction before the morning break.

Honestly, the producers could have used any of
those takes, they were all fantastic. Movements
two and three go smoothly and once again we
finish the day early.

Recording done, we have a rehearsal the
following day for the concert at the weekend -
music by Berlioz, Ravel and De Falla, and once
again James Ehnes is playing the Saint-Saens
and Sarasate. It would be a shame not to hear
these heard live. Once again it’s brilliant.
Should have just put that on the CD and saved
us a day’s work!

@ @thebackdesk
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Out of the
Woods

Manchester Fine
Furniture

By Simon Denton with Robert Simmons

Youre a busy - freelance cellist, so
what made you decide to take up
woodworking? Was it something you
always fancied doing or a passion that
developed suddenly?

| think it was an interest that grew whilst
exploring lots of possibilities really as | wanted
to become more handy around the house! It
was 2014 and we had just bought a doer-upper.
My Dad, who died around 10 years before, was
quite handy - or at least would have a go. He
was always tiling or plumbing when we visited
as kids. When he was at the Royal College of
Music (he was a joint first study pianist and
countertenor) he was also training to be a
plumber! He actually joined the police force
after graduating.

| signed up for a plastering course, learnt
about bricklaying, did all the floors, bannisters
and decorating. | also designed the layout for

the architect on an app. It was a big renovation
- very satisfying and this saved us a lot of
money.

At the same time | got in touch with Help
Musicians to discuss my mental health. I'd
been very uncomfortable at work and wasn’t
sure why. My elbow was also in pain and |
thought perhaps this was the reason for my
stress. I'd never had physical issues before
and Help Musicians was a real help. It turned
out | had an inherited condition which affected
the Ulna Nerve so they needed to operate.

Help Musicians

gave me some career

counselling sessions to explore options in
case my physical health didn't improve. My
homework was to pull out of a CD recording
with the BBC and ask the manager if | could
join the recording team in the sound booth on
work experience.



SIMON DENTON

| was really anxious about this as | felt it would
come across badly or there would be poor
communication about what | was doing. A
freelancer who didn’'t want the work anymore? |
was concerned itwould affect future employment
too. Anyway | plucked up the nerve and did it
anyway.

BBC Philharmonic were very supportive. They
asked Senior Technical Producer Steve Rinker to
show me the microphones and explain some of
the standard setups. Then | sat with everyone
and watched the BBC through the glass. On one
hand It was a difficult moment - | realised | was
desperate to get back to playing as soon as | was
able but at the same time
| thought if my elbow
doesn’t recover then |
should look into this as a
possibility in the future. |
was encouraged to look
into a top quality sound
recording degree. |
emailed the course
director for the 4 year
Tonmeister programme
at Guildford University
and with my A level Maths
and Physics combined
with first class BMus
degree | got a place from
the following September.
After the operation my
elbowrecovered however,
and so | decided to focus
more on getting back to cello playing and
withdrew. The time away from home and the cost
of a long university course was also a mitigating
factor.

So what did you do next?!

| signed up for some woodworking lessons. |
studied for nine months on a full time course. It
was a Diploma in Fine furniture design and
making and was based in Upton upon Severn
near Malvern. | rented a room in an elderly
ladies’ house who seemed to like the company
and somebody else to feed her 67 year old

Tortoise. | was petrified it would die on my
watch! This plus the invaluable input from Peter
Howcroft helped me develop enough skill quickly
to bring some designs to life. It was a fab year, |
didn't really feel | had to take an official sabbatical
as | was working in BBC Philharmonic and RLPO
at Christmas, Easter and during the summer
holidays along with weekend dates at festivals
around the UK with Manchester Camerata’s
Classical Hacienda.

Why woodworking?

| met the fine furniture maker, Peter Howcroft
whilst awaiting the operation on my elbow. He
was recovering from a brain tumour. He was
unable to use machinery
or use his right side.

| asked if he could teach
me woodwork and so
began a long friendship.
Peter suggested | would
make a good furniture
maker due to my exacting
standards and attention
to detail. All these traits
aren’t necessarily learnt
through our classical
music  training. His
speech began to improve
greatly whilst in my
company and his wife was
keen for me to visit more
regularly.

Pretty soon | was able to help him realise some
of his own designs with machinery he wasn’t
able to use. | began to help him return to
exhibitions and put forward some of his projects.
He loved to share his passion for timber and
would often show me old projects. His passion
for woodwork was infectious. He was interested
in my designs and this gave me confidence. |
signed up to a full time furniture design and
makers course in Malvern after we had been
friends for about 8 months. Peter travelled down
with me to check on the school facilities and
tutoring.
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Were you considering stopping playing
the cello, or did you simply like the idea
of a complimentary career?

My Grandfather had many talents. Whilst he
made a living selling metal around Stockport,
Warrington and Runcorn in the 1950s and 60s, he
was a gifted painter who originally studied Art at
Goldsmiths in London following the war and also
played the piano, cello and guitar to a high
standard. | didn’t want to give up. | just didn’t
understand why | was unhappy. | couldn’t tell if |
felt worried about my elbow or if it was my
mental health? | had tried medication but this
didn’t feel right and perhaps | also felt frustrated.

| was invited by Help Musicians to attend a
weekend course for ‘elite professionals’. There
were mostly ballet dancers, international sports
people and around three classical musicians. It
was to explore careers that we begin in childhood
and sometimes through age, injury or illness we
have to give up early. We had brilliant sessions
with some premier league sports psychologists
and therapists to help us understand our
identities and how we may need to grieve or feel
loss going forward in order that we can continue
doing something else that brings us as much
satisfaction! It helped me to see that it is quite a
fragile person that has all their eggs in one
career basket. Their identity is so heavily
entangled in what they play and perhaps not who
they are when they play and when they don’t!

I don’t think I've ever seen a future for myself
without the cello but I learnt through this tricky
period that | needed something else for myself. |
enjoyed discovering new things and was always
curious. Musicians are some of the most
brilliantly curious and creative minds so | think it
is only natural to explore other skill sets.

Tell us about Manchester Fine Furniture.
Who are your typical customers?

I must admit | haven’t gone out of my way to
advertise my business since returning to cello
playing, but | have an Instagram account @
manchesterfinefurniture on which | post pictures
and videos to show how some of the more
interesting projects are coming along.

Consequently I've enjoyed making projects for
fellow musicians who have come to follow me
and my journey. | made a 1970s inspired Korean
breakfast table with benches in American Cherry
and Wengé for a BBCNOW viola player... An
‘Angel of the North’ inspired Candle Holder for a
couple who keep bees and make their own Honey
and a very practical set of wall-to-wall CD
shelves for a violinist in the BBC Philharmonic.
He has the largest collection of classical CDs |
have ever seen and it needed a bespoke home!

Manchester Fine Furniture is something | do
around my freelance cello playing. It allows me
to say yes or no to projects based on how keen |
am to take time away from playing to do them!
For example a very lucrative project would be to
fit kitchens. I've nothing against anyone who
does but it isn’t something | would choose to do
over and above playing the cello which | love.
Most of my clients have something practical or
beautiful in mind and | then try to design
something unique that we are both excited to see
being made. My bespoke designs are often clean
and intricate and inspired by timeless designs of
the past such as 1950s television sets, Art Deco,
a bow-tie or architectural features.

Can you tell us about some of your
current projects?

| am also waiting for the go ahead on a
commission from the Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra. It is for 20 wooden
cello mats. Most orchestras use a rubber mat
that deadens the sound and goes underneath the
left foot.

What advice would you offer our readers
who are keen instrumentalists but are
considering expanding into other areas
of interest. Do you find that fine furniture
making has helped your Cello playing in
any way, or vice versa?

Learning a new skill has been a breath of fresh
air. It’s a change of focus and energy. A few days
here and there around learning music for an
upcoming freelance cello patch helps to give me
a more balanced outlook. It’s a healthy approach
in my mind, how | feel some musicians with
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children tend to have a more balanced
perspective on work. | have been freelancing for
over 20 years. | suspect my level of focus can be
quite overwhelming at times and | love to explore
the details and strive for perfection - which has
its challenges. In the last few years | have
received an autism diagnosis.

Looking back at my time around 2014-2015 | have
learnt this was most likely autistic burnout - |
can become easily overwhelmed, but am
learning how to cope better all the time now that
I understand it more. My advice would be to
absolutely explore those feelings of expanding
your skills and knowledge. We have permission
to try new things! Try not to allow yourself to feel
trapped or limited.

| remember | was quite concerned about how my
fellow colleagues would react upon learning |
was taking time to study something new. On
returning to playing there were a lot of stories
circulating about how | didn't want to play

anymore or had had enough. Some fixers thought
that | had even quit altogether! Of course, | made
sure to write an email to explain the facts and
how | planned on returning very soon. It’s
important to keep communication going so as to
avoid any of this extra noise if you decide to
explore some learning opportunities. Learning
is great medicine if you are having confusing
emotions. Feelings are never permanent and are
mostly not even connected to what we are doing!

Where do you see yourself in ten years’
time, work wise?

I’d be very happy to continue striving to freelance
and make furniture to a high level. It’s exciting
to think about future projects and concerts and
hopefully more touring too. | see both careers
being possible alongside each other for many
years to come. Everyone is looking for a better
work/life balance so it would be great to figure
that one out!

manchesterfinefurniture.com
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Savasana (the period of
stillness and relaxation

practised at the end of a
yoga class) can be a rare
moment to disconnect from
a busy world!

It was in this setting that Robert
Simmons (Jesta Editor) heard Into My
Arms by Nick Cave for the first time.
Afforded an opportunity to listen
without distractions, he realised that
incorporating live music from a string
quartetintoavinyasayoga experience
could be the ultimate expression of
music and movement. Alongside
yoga instructor Ann Pidcock the pair
have hosted several public events
and corporate sessions with Estilo
String Quartet, most recently at The
Old Church in Stoke Newington,
London’s only surviving Elizabethan
church. The founders of Yoga Ab Alto
tell us more, in their own words.
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ANN PIDCOCK AND ROBERT SIMMONS

ANN | trained and then worked in contemporary
dance for about 10 years and have taught yoga
classes alongside pretty much the entire time.
Obviously in dance you have lots of opportunity
to move to live music and | really wanted to make
this amazing experience available to more
people.

ROBERT I'm a musician with an interest in
fitness. | went through a period of doing lots of
yoga classes as | was preparing to run the
London Marathon. | wanted to complement that
training. I'm still a complete novice, but | love
taking classes and meeting different instructors.
Every yoga teacher is so different. The yoga
classes offer so many opportunities to integrate
music, but | didn’t feel that anyone was exploring
that.

ANN There is definitely an art to making a
playlist for a yoga class. | usually end up refining
my playlists over time. | gradually edit things out
and add things that seem to work. Without a
doubt, people move differently to music than in
silence. | find music to be a brilliant tool to
inspire fluidity in movement or even just a more
full bodied expression. There are recorded
tracks that | programme again and again... The
Southern Sea by Garth Stevenson, Estilo’s Into
My Arms and while we're on the subject of Nick
Cave (and Warren Ellis), Song For Bob from the
Jesse James Soundtrack.

ROBERT | think everyone is familiar with music
being used to support and energise us in fitness
classes, but to take that playlist and present
something really meaningful and interesting is
more unusual.

ANN Yoga Ab Alto is unique. Both Estilo and |
appreciate the bridge between music and
movement. The class starts softly with quite
spacious tracks and gradually builds and takes
you through a journey, with a few pop hits along
the way, into a long cathartic lie down. It often
brings people to tears by the end.

ROBERT Our yoga collaboration is usually ninety
minutes long. That's unusual, but it allows us to
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plan a beautiful arc with the music. | think of it
less like a classical concert and more like a DJ
set, which brings you up and then back down to
this magical place.

ANN We seem to have a knack for picking sunny
days and when the light streams in as people are
lost in movement and music. It's a bit
otherworldly. | always love watching the
musicians move as they play. They are insanely
well embodied, a lesson to any dancer, mover
and human!

ROBERT There have been so many points during
these sessions that we have wanted to swap
places and take part in the yoga! As musicians
we find the sessions really emotional. There's a
connection between all of us in the room that you
don’t often get from a classical music concert
and it's exciting to contribute to that.

ANN Our name comes from the motto ‘Ab Alto’
(from above) which is carved into the stone

above the main door to our home, The Old
Church in Stoke Newington. To be in our bodies,
awake and experiencing life fully, really matters!
This grand setting gives our collaboration a
status and importance that matches how we feel
about it and reminds us of this gravitas.

ROBERT If | could plan a fantasy yoga class with
any musician - living or dead - who would it be?
For me, it would be pretty special to bring Bach
back. Bach wrote ‘SDG’ - shorthand for Soli Deo
Gloria “Glory to God Alone” at the end of his
manuscripts to make it clear the ultimate
purpose of his works. His music is sublime and
would lift us all, but he was also a father to 20
children, a husband, a family man of modest
means. Yoga is all about a journey rather than
perfection. | think Bach would represent that.

ANN If not Estilo, I'd enlist Max Richter, Nils
Frahm or The Cure to play for us!
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NATALIE PURTON

Natalie Purton

In the City

By Robert Simmons

After completing an undergraduate
degree at the RNCM, violinist Natalie
Purton studied with Maciej Rakowski
for a PG Diploma year.

The gap between full time study and the
profession can be a tricky one to bridge, and
reflecting on her time learning with Rakowski,
Purton agrees that it can be useful to spend time
with a teacher that is still actively performing.
‘He was performing all the time. I’d turn up for a
lesson and he’d be like, | recorded with Take
That yesterday!’ Like many students, Purton
formed a string quartet at college, but astutely,
Purton named the quartet Manchester String
Quartet.

The group has since become one of the most
respected and sought after groups in the UK.
Being closely associated with the city - ‘our
name was the best decision we ever made!’ -
Manchester String Quartet has been featured on
TV’'s Cold Feet, BBC Match of the Day and
Amazon Prime to name a few. The ensemble’s
repertoire draws heavily on music from the area
too. From Joy Division to The Courteneers and
their arrangements are written in house by their
member Tim Crooks, conductor & arranger of
the hugely popular orchestral club show,
Hacienda Classical.

The group has recorded several albums of their
modern arrangements, first with an American
record label and latterly independently after
seeking more creative control. Purton admits
that self managing a group is both hard work and

et

time consuming, and not for everyone; ‘It really
depends on your character. If you'd like to go
home at the end of the day and not have any work
to do - running a commercial string quartet is
not for you! But | love that | can go home and
send some emails and generate some of my own
work. It can be scary as a freelancer, as you can
easily drop off a fixing list and there’s lots of
players competing for work. | love having this
and not being completely reliant on other people.’
Purton is firmly on the fixing list however.

She’s thriving in the busy Manchester freelance
scene, playing with orchestras including BBC
Philharmonic, The Hallé and Opera North.
Underlying the importance of being punctual,
available and enthusiastic as a postgrad, she
recalls her first professional gig. It resulted
from a last-minute fixing emergency for The
Hallé and a recommendation from Maggie Barry
- the much-loved former orchestral manager at
the RNCM.

Building on the success of Manchester String
Quartet, Natalie Purton formed Up North
Session Orchestra with cellist Liz Hanks. As
Purton was forging connections in Manchester,
Hanks was doing the same across the pennines
in Sheffield. After a session for Richard Hawley
the pair realised that there was an appetite for
more recording sessions in the North, amongst
fellow orchestral musicians but also with
Northern bands who did not necessarily wish to
align themselves with London. ‘There’s also
loads of really brilliant independent studios up
here.
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They’re not massive, but you can fit up to 25
players in. Bands don’t need to go anywhere.
They can just do it in Yellow Arch Studios, or
wherever they’re recording the rest of the
album!” With a client list including Richard
Hawley, Thea Gilmore, Pail Heaton and The
Courteeners and a proven record of success
with Up North Session Orchestra, it was no
surprise that composer Joe Duddell turned to
Purton, to fix an album recording and live tour
for the band, James.

‘That was the biggest thing I've fixed, but | was
excited rather than daunted!” Purton explains
that ‘with studio work, you know that the
temperature is going to be right, there’s going to
be chairs and it will be straightforward.’ Is a live
setting more challenging? ‘I didn’t find that with
James. They knew exactly what we would need
as they had toured with an orchestra before
[Orchestra of the Swan] back in 2011 so there
were no problems. | knew to be organised and
ask the right questions in advance, so nothing
was left to chance. As long as you make sure that
everyone’s paid well and promptly, then they’re
going to want to work for you.’

There are future plans aplenty for Manchester
String Quartet. Some of them remain under
wraps, but Purton is looking forward to fixing
two more gigs for James and a live orchestra

this summer. Other career highlights so far
include  Manchester  String  Quartet’s
performance of Love Will Tear Us Apart for
Manchester City’s season winning BBC MOTD
credits (although her husband, and the arranger
of that track is a massive United fan!), recording
the music for Guardians of the Galaxy video
game and working with Jarvis Cocker in the
studio. Pulp holds a special place in her heart.
Natalie Purton played a solo part for Pulp’s ‘final
shows’ in 2012 so she was surprised and
delighted to be involved again with their
comeback tour last year!

For the future, her dream is for ‘an Abbey Road
of the North’ - as despite being full of great
musicians, she bemoans the lack of large scale
recording facilities in the area. ‘I need a big
studio where | can fix full orchestras, because
that’s what we’re lacking. Without the work,
studios can’t put the money in to develop that
infrastructure, but without the money, the work
won’t come! It’s a chicken and egg situation.” As
you’d expect for a violinist whose creativity and
entrepreneurial spirit is so aligned with the city
of Manchester itself, she sees her future here.

upnorthsessionorch.com
Match of the Day, Manchester String Quartet

=

= Manchester String Quartet
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Reviews & Recommendations

Grade 8 Violin
Anthology

Examination Pieces
from 2024

Edition Peters
EP 20003

This Grade 8 Violin Anthology, featuring a
selection of pieces from the ABRSM syllabus,
plus a selection of repertoire suitable for the
own-choice section of the Performance Exam
is a welcome addition for teachers and perhaps
even more so, for parents!

Gathering music together for a graded exam
can be a significant expense - on top of the exam
fees themselves. So it is sensible of Peters
Edition to publish this selection in one
compendium.

The ABRSM has made positive steps to
include more works by composers from under-
represented backgrounds and broaden the
diversity of composers and musicinits syllabuses
and publications. That greater range of works is
not shown in this publication, though it does
include pieces by the female composers Grazyna
Bacewicz and Cécile Chaminade.

It is worth noting however, that the Violin
Exam Pieces publications (ABRSM) do reflect
this commitment more fully and this anthology is
designed to offer alternatives for the student.

Grade 8 Violin Anthology

Exnrrination Paces fmm 2004

ESTA UK members will be familiar with
Jessica O’Leary, a highly respected violinist,
educator and writer. O’Leary writes performance
notes for this edition in the violin part and as a
string consultant and examiner for ABRSM, she
is well placed to do so! The performance notes
begin with insightful tips of everything from
memorisation, playing with piano, mindset and
on the day tips.

| applaud the inclusion of this section. | love
the simple (but effective) tips such as ‘getting
extra sleep the night before’, ‘eat lots of protein’
and ‘allow yourself to laugh as that helps release
stress!”. The performance notes for the pieces
themselves are similarly useful, with practical
suggestions throughout for the performer, from
articulation and vibrato speed to incorporating a
‘relaxed body language and a gentle swagger’ to
perform It Ain’t Necessarily So with aplomb!

Editorial suggestions in the pieces themselves
are considered and the publisher has ensured
that the sequence of pieces in the volume allows
for optimal page turns.

Reviewed by Robert Simmons
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REVIEWS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Violin Junior
A Creative Violin Method
for Children

Ros Stephen

Schott

This violin tutor series includes two lesson
books, two concert books and two theory
books. It is suitable for children aged 5 and
upwards and covers a wide range of repertoire
from classical to folk and has supporting online
material, including audio tracks and tutorial
videos.

The lesson books are colourful, with lots of
illustrations. Book one introduces open string
and finger playing. There are duets from the start
and opportunities to compose along the way. The
end of book one has a glossary, scales and
arpeggios and a finger chart. Book 2 introduces
low and high second finger, high third finger,
dotted rhythms and playing in 6/8.

The two concert books have a selection of
pieces to complement the lesson books, with
violin or piano accompaniments parts. With 30
pieces in book one and 35 pieces in book two,
there is a lot to choose from.

The theory books are visually engaging, there
are pages more suitable for younger children to
copy notation, draw pictures, play games, and
compose. However, most pages are quite text
heavy, so would require more input from the
teacher or parent to read and explain what to do.

This series of books would definitely give new
teachers of the violin a good starting point, as
they are engaging, encourage creativity and have
a wide selection of repertoire.

Violin Junior [Schott Music] was nominated for
Outstanding Music Educational Publication in the
2024 Music & Drama Education Awards
Reviewed by Helen Lewis
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