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What a year! COVID-19 has 
rocked us all hasn’t it? Personal 
tragedies, financial and emotional 
insecurities and the sadness of  
being unable to meet with family 
and friends. Not to mention 
cancelled exams, music courses, 
concerts and education.

But we musicians have such resilience: Until 
March, for any of  us over 40 (a lockdown 
milestone for me I’m afraid) a ZOOM was 
simply an ice lolly from the 1980s! And yet 
music teachers up and down the land have 
pivoted to teaching online (we salute them) 
and musicians have been creating, 
sharing, and finding new ways to 
connect. Because music always finds 
a way. Sometimes with a little more 
time, creative ideas have the 
space to 
emerge. 

In ten years’ time I hope that face masks and 
zoom quizzes will be a distant memory and 
someone may look back at this issue of  Jesta as 
nothing more than a digital snapshot of  a crazy 
and turbulent era! But actually, these pages are 
full of  determination, positivity and creativity 
which I know will inspire us all. This resilience 
is really evident in the National Youth Orchestra. 
They swapped a BBC Prom for a digital 

residency, exploring, learning 
and responding to Black Lives 
Matter and the tragic death 
of  George Floyd. I’m sure 
some of  you NYO string 
players are reading this. 

In addition to chatting to 
Clifton Harrison who tutored 
NYO violas during this ground-
breaking residency, we catch up 
with Alice Kent, who has 

created a YouTube 
series, Towner Gallery, 
Lucia D’Avanzo-Lewis 
and Millie Ashton (who 
appeared on the Jesta 

Editorial

I really must 

start going  

digital!
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cover when she herself  was in NYO). Millie 
gives some great tips for students as they think 
about embarking on further education (as well 
as some Netflix and listening tips).

It was a real personal pleasure to interview with 
the Sacconi Quartet. It’s hard to believe they’ve 
been together nearly 20 years. Like me, three of  
them began their musical journey in Kent and 
in particular Kent County Youth Orchestra. 
They were great days for learning orchestral 
repertoire and playing informal chamber music: 
But probably more importantly, for making 
friends and having fun. Let’s hope 2021 is full 
once again of  music courses, orchestras, concerts 
and camaraderie. Let’s keep going and sing from 
the rooftops how vital music education and art is 
to everyone! 

There’s a Spotify playlist to accompany this 
issue too. Full of  recommendations from the 
features in the magazine. You can listen to this 
month’s Jesta Spotify playlist here  

Thanks to Editor Steve Bingham and all the 
ESTA team for trusting in me and welcoming 
me to ESTA in November. Thanks for allowing 
me to make mistakes and throwing me in at the 
deep end! I hope all readers will feel free to give  
feedback about this issue via rsimmons@
estastrings.org.uk 

Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year!

Robert Simmons
Sub Editor

PS – At the point of  publishing this we found 
out the sad news that Sheila Nelson, the 
renowned and much loved pedagogue had 
passed away. We send our condolences to her 
family and friends and will celebrate and 
remember her fully in the next ARCO magazine.

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/18RCQRp3DZOO5SPUQHEqJz?si=syQ_jT_NS3Cj5BaKERSJlg
mailto:rsimmons@estastrings.org.uk?subject=To%20the%20editor
mailto:rsimmons@estastrings.org.uk?subject=To%20the%20editor
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/18RCQRp3DZOO5SPUQHEqJz?si=syQ_jT_NS3Cj5BaKERSJlg
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Sample Courses
Advanced String Quartet Seminar

Performance & Improvisation Ensemble

Orchestral Repertoire

String Pedagogy

Arts Management I & II

Psychology of Musical Behaviors

Musics of the World

Faculty
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Clifton Harrison and 
The Mighty River
Clifton Harrison with Robert Simmons

American viola and viola d’amore player Clifton Harrison is part of 
the Kreutzer Quartet. In addition to his eclectic playing career with 
the likes of Björk, Chineke! And the LSO, Clifton is in great demand 
as a researcher. One key area of interest for Clifton is Black, Asian 
and ethnically diverse classical and contemporary composers and 
sound artists.

Photo:  © Shonay Shote
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CLIFTON HARRISON

2 020 has been a tumultuous year for so 
many reasons and back in May the 
tragic death of  George Floyd in 

Minneapolis, USA led to a worldwide outpouring 
of  anger and protest. The Black Lives Matter 
movement became part of  public awareness in a 
greater way than ever before. We caught up to 
speak to Clifton about keeping creative in 
lockdown and coaching National Youth 
Orchestra violas during their ground-breaking 
summer digital residency. This was curated by 
the NYO musicians themselves. They dived into 
music by Black composers, learning more about 
the stories of  Black musicians and racial justice 
initiatives.

 Working online in lockdown is hard. I 
call it tedious and tough but necessary . I 
did a lot of  work online on my own as I needed 
to create something. I made a series of  videos 
called One Camera One Take - my response to not 

performing. Every single email that came in 
during that time began with a heavy heart, 
unfortunately we have to cancel… and I thought I 
have to do something! This wasn’t designed to be a 
polished article. Not to show off, but to get music 
out there and to satisfy my urge to be creative. 
Similarly, I arranged two different photoshoots 
for lockdown – using freelancers the whole day, 
from a freelance minicab driver, freelance 
photographers, freelance stylist, freelance 
venues… 

Working online in lockdown 
is hard. I call it tedious and 

tough but necessary.  
I did a lot of  work online on 

my own as I needed to  
create something.

 

Click to view on YouTube

�3�R�I���'�E�Q�I�V�E�����3�R�I���8�E�O�I���`���;�I�V�I���=�S�Y���8�L�I�V�I�����;�L�I�R���8�L�I�3�R�I���'�E�Q�I�V�E�����3�R�I���8�E�O�I���`���;�I�V�I���=�S�Y���8�L�I�V�I�����;�L�I�R���8�L�I�š�š
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The COVID era is hard. But it’s really tough 
for young people growing up in the time of  
COVID. When a young person is frozen in time 
it can be much more impactful than someone in 
their 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s... We can’t even 
comprehend that! We’re in control of  our lives, 
but they have so much going on. For them it’s 
unknown. Even those that had accepted places 
at music colleges or universities had no idea if  
they would actually be able to go. For those that 
want to go next year. Where do you find a 
pianist? How do you rehearse? How do you 
meet with teachers? How does any of  this work 
effectively?

I coached NYO violas this summer. To put 
things in perspective they’re normally on stage 
with the whole world watching them at the BBC 
Proms but this year was online and instead of  a 
Prom they got to see my face or my fellow viola 
tutor David Aspin - on a screen, learning how to 
multitrack music. This was obviously not the 
same. But young people adapt well and there 
were smiles on their faces in August.

In NYO people listen. The management 
listens. And the idea for a direct reaction to the 

Black Lives Matter campaign and George 
Floyd’s death came from the players. They 
wanted to do something impactful. To look into 
Black composers and composers of  all ethnicities. 
Watching the players and feeling them 
understand a moment in time that needs to be 
acknowledged, respected and explored was 
where it came from. NYO became a digital 
residency and central to that was a work called 
Mighty River by a friend and colleague of  mine, 
Belize-born British composer Errollyn Wallen. 
It’s minimalist at times, impressionist at times 
and at 15 minutes long it’s the perfect length for 
getting the recording in the can. It would be 
hard to multitrack Mahler 8 wouldn’t it!

I brought with me what I know about this 
wonderful work and what I know about Black 

In NYO people listen.  
The management listens. 
And the idea for a direct 

reaction to the Black Lives 
Matter campaign and 

George Floyd’s death came 
from the players.

Click to view on YouTube

�1�M�K�L�X�]���6�M�Z�I�V���F�]���)�V�V�S�P�P�]�R���;�E�P�P�I�R�����T�P�E�]�I�H���F�]���2�=�3�1�M�K�L�X�]���6�M�Z�I�V���F�]���)�V�V�S�P�P�]�R���;�E�P�P�I�R�����T�P�E�]�I�H���F�]���2�=�3
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composers and wanted to share that all music is 
for everyone. There is a misconception among 
some that White people shouldn’t perform 
music by Black composers for fear of  cultural 
appropriation - but I don’t think that’s true. I am 
a Black American musician and I perform works 
by Grieg, Mahler and Bartok which are full of  
folk references and influences from cultural and 
national identities outside of  my own. This isn’t 
deemed inappropriate nor is it considered 
appropriation. What you have to do is get inside 
and learn exactly where the composer is coming 
from, to understand it and make it yours. The 
NYO musicians achieved that. 

In the digital residency I taught a quartet 
piece by 20th Century Arkansas composer 
Florence Beatrice Price who is becoming more 
widely known. G.Schirmer recently acquired the 
publishing rights to her catalogue of  works and 
will be publishing them in the near future. And 
there were webinars for the entire body of  NYO,  
including staff. All sorts of  topics on diversity, 
people’s lives, Black Lives Matter… Chi-Chi 
Nwanoku OBE spoke about founding Chineke! 
Orchestra... These webinars were led by the 
musicians themselves. It was wonderful. I was 
being asked questions by one of  the musicians in 
the orchestra but not a principal player or the 
leader. Everyone could get involved. 

There were break out rooms on Zoom and 
we violas worked on a graphic score from 1974 
called Be Natural by Alvin Singleton. Most of  the 
students had not played from graphic scores 
before but it was perfect for Zoom because there 
were no latency issues - it doesn’t have to be 
together! It was part improvisation, part how to 
read graphical scores and how to bounce off  
each other. They really enjoyed that. 

David and I encouraged them to think outside 
the box, get outside of  themselves and think 

about how 1974 was different than today in 
terms of  music and Black composers and 
contemporary music, and explain what the piece 
meant.  

There was a lot of  talking about music and a 
lot of  encouragement for everyone to think for 
themselves. What it meant for them was a really 
important factor and everyone’s thoughts were 
valid.

In October some of  the NYO musicians 
came together at the Royal Festival Hall to play 
Mighty River and were joined by Jermain 
Jackson who sang the spiritual Amazing Grace. 
It was great for the musicians to play together in 
person again but of  course it brought new issues 
to the fore such as being socially distanced from 
each other, string players not seated next to each 
other on desks but getting used to being 
separated which is something we’ll all have to 
adjust to for the next little while... 

Before the end of  the year, I have some 
Kreutzer quartet concerts and some chamber 
music teaching in Oxford which has now moved 
online. But I’m hoping for a better 2021 of  
course.

 
There’s a joke, a meme going around: 
“my mama always threatened to boot me 
into next year” Is that still on?!.....”

 

I brought with me what I 
know about this wonderful 

work and what I know about 
Black composers and wanted 

to share that all music  
is for everyone.

CLIFTON HARRISON
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Rising  
Stars:  
Millie  

Ashton
Millie Ashton with 
Robert Simmons
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Hi Millie! I know that you’re no stranger 
to JESTA having been a cover star back in 
2016 when you were leading NYO. Now 
you’re in the middle of  a postgraduate 
course studying with David Takeno at 
GSMD. How is studying at the moment in 
lockdown times? 

It does feel very weird and is obviously safest to 
be at home in lockdown.
College is mostly online at the moment. But at 
Guildhall they are using a really high-tech low 
latency system which means a full orchestra can 
rehearse, but physically separated across the 
school in different rooms. Sections are split into 
different rooms with huge screens and then the 
conductor is also in their own room. The whole 
point is that everyone can play at same time but 
there’s no delay. The conductor is in real time 
and no delay with their gestures. They’ve hosted 
a few concerts like this now. Chamber music is 
unaffected as players can bubble in one room to 
do chamber music and electives and lessons are 
all online. I did do a platform performance in 
person at Guildhall the other day which is an 
opportunity to perform in front of  an audience 
and get feedback. It was so nice to play to people 
and actually see friends in the audience!

Are your lessons on Zoom? How successful 
is it? I know from my own teaching that it 
can actually make lessons a bit calmer 
and more considered as it’s so much 
harder to convey messages than face to 
face. 

My lessons are on facetime. There has been an 
adjustment period but it’s still so valuable to 
have weekly lessons and something to work 
towards. After time, it now feels like being in the 
same room. Despite being on facetime the 
energy is still infectious and engaging. My 
lessons have always had a wonderful focus on 
music and expression. Takeno has an amazing 
way of  teaching you how to interpret what’s on 
a page in to your own voice and I’ve always 
admired how individually and expressively his 
other students play. I feel very lucky to be a part 
of  that. 

You studied with David Takeno in 
undergrad too didn’t you? What was the 
thinking with continuing your studies 
into postgraduate?

David started advising me to think long term 
and use the time now to make me even better in 
twenty years’ time. People have said to me that 
“study is money” so if  you put the investment in 
now then you can have a longer career and get 
better work afterwards. When I do leave and 
make that decision to stop studying, I can feel 
ready to go and work. My future can sometimes 
feel daunting now, in the middle of  a pandemic. 
Sometimes you can have days thinking “what 
am I studying for – what will there be on the 
other side” but generally I’m upbeat and I want 
to be as good as I can be. If  there is work 
available when I come out, I want to be in a 
position to do it. That’s my philosophy. 

MILLIE ASHTON

In the first of  our Rising Star features we chatted to Millie Ashton, 
first year Postgraduate violin student at GSMD who is studying with 
David Takeno. Millie is first violinist with the Halcyon Quartet and 
leads the Capital Orchestra
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You have already worked a lot 
professionally, for example with the RPO 
and in the West End. Has that caused any 
conflict with your study?  

I did my first tour in 1st year. David Takeno said, 
“I don’t mind what you do as long as you don’t 
compromise the practice you do.”
I’ve always been careful of  that and learning 
with him is such a privilege so to not put that 
time in would be foolish! There was perhaps a 
moment when I was doing work and maybe the 
balance shifted slightly – but it was work I really 
wanted to do and now in a pandemic I’m 
pleased that I got to do that playing. But 
generally, balance is good. It’s important to be 
careful and make sure you take on the work 
according to what you can handle as a person. 
 
How did you choose a college teacher, did 
you have a few in mind and what tips do 
you have for string players choosing their 
path?

I got in touch with friends already at music 
college that I knew from school, youth orchestra 
and courses and asked their opinions. It’s good 
to find out who the popular teachers are. Most 
colleges have a large class with a particular 
teacher so it’s good to work out who they are. I 
got told not to take a consultation lesson before 
doing the audition. Maybe so there’s a clean 
slate and no one knows your playing until you’ve 
got your offer secured. 

At audition time I had a list of  names in my 
head and then asked opinions at the audition. 
This works well so that from watching your 
audition they can get an idea of  your playing 
style etc. I said I was interested in Takeno and 
The Head of  Strings at GSMD said “Yes! Great 
– glad you said that – here’s Takeno’s details. 
Sort a lesson out, great idea!”
After the consultation lesson it was clear that he 
was the right teacher for me. It can be daunting 

but usually there is one lesson that makes you 
realise that is the right person to study with. 
There’s always someone for everybody. The cogs 
get going quickly. 

What are your top 3 tips for students as 
they start at music college or a 
performance-based university course?  

1. Be open minded. Grab any opportunity 
that’s thrown your way. It’s very important that 
you put the time in practise wise but also take 
opportunities. You could be doing orchestra, 
opera orchestra, studio orchestra: it’s so good to 
get that experience and get involved right from 
the start. Get on the Orchestral Manager’s 
radar and Head of  Strings. 

2. Work hard, play hard. Achieve a good 
balance. Get to know the people you’re studying 
with and don’t just shut yourself  in a room for 4 
years. You’ll be working with these people when 
you leave college so don’t go out feeling isolated. 
 
3. Make the most of  every minute. It flies by 
and then you’re either doing a Postgrad or 
making your way in the profession. 

Who are your violin playing inspirations? 
Who do you listen to?

I was told to listen to renowned violinists from 
the past. Listen to people who are from a bygone 
era because then technically you are not copying. 
I think if  I’ve never heard something before, I 
can’t be influenced.

I love listening to Ginette Neveu. A woman in 
the era of  great men like Heifitz, Szigeti, 
Menuhin and Oistrakh. She died really young in 
a plane crash. Really young, so her discography 
is small. She died when she was about to be in 
the middle of  her career. So her recordings are 
really poignant. Her Brahms is amazing and her 
Chausson Poeme. She’s my go-to. It’s good to 
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listen to all of  that era of  players as they were all 
very different musically. As for modern day 
players, I love Rachel Podger’s recordings of  
Bach. Just because I think they are one of  the 
most musical things you can listen to. I like 
unique playing and individuality. 

When I’m learning a piece, be it quartet, solo or 
orchestra, I won’t play until I’ve sat down with 
the score and absorbed everything. Generally in 
my head. It takes ages but it’s a really good thing 
to do.

Before we do a round of  quick-fire 
questions and bearing in mind we’re 
doing this interview over Zoom and in 
lockdown, a really important final 
question: What are your Netflix 
recommendations?

The Crown – it has just come out and I’m up 
to date so that is next! 

My Octopus Teacher – amazingly filmed. Great 
to watch right now when we’re locked down 
because I’d love to be by the sea right now. My 
family were split. Some of  us were like, “wow 
this is profound and amazing” and others were 
like “come on mate, get over yourself  it’s an 
octopus!”

MILLIE ASHTON

Click to view on YouTube
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Sacconi Quartet: 
Sitting Pretty at 20

The Sacconi Quartet is a UK-based string quartet founded in 
2001 by four graduates of the Royal College of Music.  
The Quartet: Ben Hancox, Hannah Dawson, Robin Ashwell and 
Cara Berridge, have achieved widespread recognition, given 
recitals in leading concert halls and at music festivals across 
the world.

Robert Simmons talks to Sacconi Quartet
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The Sacconis have won several 
major prizes in string quartet and 
chamber music competitions.  
The Quartet is named for the 
outstanding twentieth-century 
Italian violin maker and restorer 
Simone Sacconi. Having known 
three of  the quartet since the 
heady days of  Kent County Youth 
Orchestra as kids, I find it hard to 
believe that they celebrate their 
20th anniversary next year! Ahead 
of  the curve as always, Jesta caught 
up with Ben, Robin and Cara to 
discuss inspiration, innovation and 
Netflix.  

How has 2020 been for you and how did 
lockdown affect your plans? 

Ben – In February we’d just come back from 
Russia where we’d been touring for almost a 
fortnight. We were in deepest Siberia playing 
piano quintets with Peter Donohoe and looking 
forward to playing our Beethoven in the Dark 
project and a lot of  touring that year.

Cara - We were in Hexham. We were 
playing a tour of  the North for the whole week. 
We were sitting onstage rehearsing when the 
announcement came. We did the concert on the 
Monday night then went home. We had quite an 
elderly audience, but they wanted the concert to 
continue. They said, “It’s our last night of  
freedom” “The last supper!”

It was very emotional and the first time it felt 
real. 

Ben – It was a massive shock. Of  course, we 
couldn’t do anything, like all musicians, and over 
those first couple of  weeks more and more 
things got cancelled. We just realised we were all 
in it together and the positive part of  it was we 
all had amazing family time with our kids as a 
result. 

We played an online concert performing a 
world premiere by Roxanna Panufnik which was 
going to be part of  our festival (Sacconi Chamber 
Music Festival in Folkestone).

When that got cancelled, we decided to do an 
online premiere. We held socially distanced 
rehearsals in Roxanna’s mum’s house, and we 
were collaborating with Roderick Williams. We 
had three people in the audience. There was 
applause! It really helped us all and felt like we 
were back to normal, working again.

Robin  – It’s amazing how much you feel that 
connection and how much you take for granted. 
As performers we shouldn’t be reliant on the 
audience, but that feedback is amazing. 

Cara – There were a lot of  musicians going 
online to begin with and it felt saturated, so we 
didn’t put much out initially and took our time. 
We did a virtual Sacconi Chamber Music 
Festival this year, broadcast at the exact times 
the actual concerts would have been. Lots of  our 
regular festival goers wrote to us saying things 
like “it was lovely, we got dressed up, had dinner 
and went to your concerts!” I found that really 
moving. Hannah listened to loads of  past 
concerts and sorted out which of  our 
performances to put out. 

Robin  – we hosted a Zoom chat – that was 
when I realised how much it meant to people as 
so many people turned up. They were so 
grateful to turn up and take part under such 
strange circumstances. 

SACCONI QUARTET
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Ben – we also did a pre-recorded Zoom intro 
to the concerts. People enjoyed watching that 
and being positive about things, it’s a new way 
of  looking at things moving forward – online 
can be a way of  moving music to a new 
audience.

Robin  – Another consequence which is good 
and also challenging is the quality of  broadcast. 
It’s not enough to broadcast online with one 
camera anymore. You need several angles and 
really good sound, edited nicely.  We played at 
the Wigmore Hall and they had a presenter as 
well, so it felt like a TV broadcast. It was so 
exciting to go out on that stage and see people 
there clapping. The first actual concert to a live 
audience! To get that call was exciting and 
rehearsals were a great pleasure.

We picked a programme that really meant a 
lot to us. Panufnik, Jonathan Dove, the first 
Haydn we learned and Shostakovich 8 which is 
such a deeply powerful piece.

It was quite unsettling in the Shostakovich. 
Cara and I have long open strings in the first 
movement which provided a chance to look out 
and see this masked audience in this very intense 
slow music. 

Ben – That piece is a good reaction to 
struggle. It was a very heightened concert. We 
don’t always come off  stage unanimously 
thinking “that was great concert” but we all felt 
a really heightened connection. It had a feeling 
of  “this is the first and last concert we might do 
for a while.”

Cara – I thought “My God we’ve got a real 
concert and a real audience – let’s go and do it!”

Robin  – I hope no one will ever take it for 
granted again. 

You have collaborated a lot. And you are 
performing a lot of  contemporary 
repertoire. Is it an active decision to work 
with other people after 20 years together? 

Robin  – You’re not the first to say it seems 
like we’re playing a lot of  contemporary music. 

I suppose we are, but we never actively 
decided to pitch ourselves as that. In fact, in the 
early days we stuck to the traditional string 
quartet canon as we thought that would help us 
hone our craft. In recent years we have tried to 
align ourselves with the best British composers. 
We’ve also tried to record repertoire that hasn’t 
previously been done. 

Signum Records have put out the last two 
albums – Jonathan Dove and Graham Fitkin 
and they are just preparing a Roxanna Panufnik 
disc which may end up being a double album. 
We want to continue that relationship.

Ben – We have collaborated because getting 
on with people has always been a strength of  
ours. Early in our career it helped us secure 
dates because we’re an open group and people 
enjoy playing with us and working with us. 
Collaboration has come to us and we’ve 
embraced it. Sometimes when you play in 
groups with others you feel comfortable and 
sometimes you have to work harder. Some 
groups there can be an idea of  ‘them and us’. 
Sometimes that intimacy, body language and 
key words could feel like you’re intruding on 
something. But it’s important people are made 
to feel comfortable playing and are empowered 
to make suggestions. 

We’re good at embracing others. 

 By practising chamber 
music, you are fast tracking 

all of  your musical 
education.You are taking a 

huge multi-vitamin for 
anything you decide to do.
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I still think of  you as a young quartet. But 
you’re coming up for 20 years together  
and no personnel changes which is 
unusual especially in the quartet world! 
What’s the secret?

Cara – With any team you have to 
compromise, listen, adapt. Musically we are 
close. We share the same ethos in musical ideas 
and approach to playing which is helpful. 
Twenty years after meeting at college, things can 
go in any direction and all of  our lives have 
changed so much. You have to acknowledge and 
deal with how everyone’s lives have changed at 
different times. We all have had the same 
ambition but at different points in life some of  us 
have wanted to push more, some of  us have 
wanted to push less and you have to be 
sympathetic to that. Changes: Having kids, 
moving house, Hannah having a baby. Everyone 
has things they need to do. 

We also have things we want to do like 
teaching, sessions. It’s about how we respect that 
and make allowances for each other – which is 

what you do in a team. We love playing together 
and bringing influences back from playing with 
other people and elsewhere is great. 

Who has been the biggest, most influential 
teacher for you? 

Ben – our big teacher was Gábor Takács-
Nagy  who we began learning with before we 
took part in the Bordeaux competition. We felt 
we were doing OK as a quartet – then worked 
with him at our first lesson at Prussia Cove, 
playing Mozart G Major K387 – the first of  the 
quartets dedicated to Haydn. I remember him 
basically pulling his hair out and saying “what 
are you doing? Where do I start!” But also, I 
remember his enthusiasm to work with us. He 
had this incredible way of  combining technical 
instruction with an infectious love of  chamber 
music. His method was never brutal or 
destructive. He is so enthusiastic and excited and 
in love with the form that it’s impossible not to 
want to do what he’s asking of  you. 
Understanding articulation, phrasing, how to 
use the bow (he told us to read Leopold Mozart’s 

SACCONI QUARTET
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book on violin playing) – we prepared for the 
London competition with him in 2006. 

Studying with Gábor made me realise that’s 
the great importance of  teaching and how 
teaching has evolved, combining instruction 
with love and generosity. This contrasts with the 
old fashioned “I am the master – you’re not 
good enough” approach. Teaching is changing 
and Gábor was great in that sense. 

Cara – He’s such a positive energy. Self-
deprecating – such a giver, in life. He’s loving, 
open, positive and a wonderful human being. 

Robin  – He’s all about the music. He was 
driving us back from a lesson on the last 
movement of  Haydn ‘Bird’ and suddenly he 
started singing! It was going round and round in 
his mind. It’s not about him, it’s about the 
music. The music is greater than us. That was a 
maxim of  Chris Rowland too. Gábor weaved in 
a lot of  technique but it came through breathing 
together, singing together, ways to use the bow. 
It was never in a removed way from the music.

Are you still involved with the RCM in a 
coaching role?

Ben – Yes. I love coaching quartets. We do 
quite a bit at the college and elsewhere and I 
love it more and more. Coaching makes you 
really ask yourself  the questions of  “what do I 
believe?” “how do I make others understand 
this?” – It’s wonderful to have had the rich 
history of  teaching that this quartet has. So, a lot 
of  it  is about passing that on and thinking about 
communication, breathing and being in the 
right space to play. 

Which tips would you pass on to a young 
up and coming chamber groups? 

Cara – Practice as often as you can together.
Ben – By practicing chamber music, you are fast 

To get new people to our 
concerts, to explore with us 
is vital. We need more than 

one generation at our 
concerts...
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tracking all of  your musical education. Listening 
skills, interpersonal skills, time keeping, grasping 
finances, managing money, you’ve got to be able 
to organise, to prioritise time… There are all 
sort of  things you have to do in order to play 
with a group of  people and by doing it – you’re 
taking a huge multi-vitamin for anything you 
decide to do. 

Tell us about innovation. It seems integral 
to what you are about as a group. In 
particular your Beethoven Heartfelt 
project.

Robin  - Heartfelt came out of  a big wild event 
we did in Bristol called Hack the Quartet – a 
hackathon under one roof  for two or three days. 
It was Carte blanche to do what you like. A big 
collaboration and we had some far and wide 
ranging, glorious, fun ideas!

Silas Adekunle created a pulsating model 
heart, which became the idea behind a set of  50 
wooden hearts made by a robotics company in 
Bristol called Rusty Squid.

The hearts linked to a heart monitor worn by 
each member of  the quartet. It was born to 
fruition with Ana Tiquia who became the 

Producer.  

We played Beethoven 132 with its third 
movement Heiliger Dankgesang which is about life, 
death, love and loss. So, we performed that with 
the monitors. Fifty people holding a heart of  one 
of  the musicians. 

We turned the monitors on 15 mins before 
the performance so people could witness the 
drama of  backstage. 

Ben - It was split 50/50 – half  the quartet 
had little change throughout and the heart rates 
of  the other half  were quite extreme! It shows 
how differently our hearts respond. Interestingly, 
you could see that your heart rate doesn’t spike 
just during the difficult passages but in the 
anticipation of  difficulty. There is room for 
research into this which we would love to 
happen.

We view innovation in the spirit of  wanting to 
explore different ways of  communicating music. 
To reach established and new audiences alike. 
We’ve also played Beethoven in the dark, from 
memory and with low level ambient lighting that 
illuminates the music as it goes along – 
highlighting the conversation of  the music which 

SACCONI QUARTET
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is magical.
It’s even more clear now that it has never 

been more important to use tech to bring our 
old art form to as many people as possible. Not 
to water it down but to use tech to frame it 
differently and entice people in. Using it to 
reframe what we’re doing rather than change it. 

Cara – to get new people to our concerts, to 
explore with us is vital. We need more than one 
generation at our concerts. Some people love 
these projects, and some people hate them, but 
you can’t please everyone all of  the time!

Finally, give us some NETFLIX and music 
recommendations for holidays and 
lockdown days!

Robin  - Donald Byrd. A traditional jazz 
trumpeter who then went funky in the 70s! And 
Roy Ayers a jazz vibraphone player who I first 
heard playing Glastonbury two years ago. 

Cara – The Crown (new series)
My kids love Tina Turner at the moment and 

I’m totally into the violinist Alina Ibragimova. 

Such wonderful, classy playing! 
Ben – Schitt’s Creek. It’s so good. So good! 

Maybe a slow burn but it’s an amazingly human 
and accepting programme which is joyful and 
funny. 

Music wise we all love Danish String Quartet 
and their album Woodworks is amazing. An 
album of  Nordic folk tunes.

What will 2021 bring?

Ben – 2021… There’s lots of  trips that have 
been postponed but we will just have to see what 
will happen to celebrate our anniversary when 
things get back to normal!

Sacconi Quartet
YouTube 

 

SACCONI QUARTET
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In October, Towner Eastbourne (a winner of  Art Fund Museum of  
the Year 2020) hosted a series of  family workshops devised by the 
artist Rita Evans. Rita explains in her blog that Bubbles of  children and 
their adults made and played their own objects to create sounds using loose 
exploratory prompts. I started with a really physical warm-up called Human 
Guitars – which involved the groups connecting to each other using elastics, and 
then playing them as they moved together to alter the pitch. This set the tone for 
involving the whole body (and bubble) in the process.

My family and I took part in one of  these workshops and it was the 
perfect antidote to a wet and windy autumn day. I asked Willow 
Mitchell (Art School Coordinator at Towner) to tell us more about 
these workshops and Rita’s vision.

Theat r e of  Soun d

Photo © Benedict Johnson

Willow Mitchell, Art School Coordinator at 
Towner Eastbourne speaks to Jesta
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I would love to know a little about Rita 
Evans’ and Towner Eastbourne’s idea for 
the Theatre of  Sound workshops. 

We worked with Rita to develop a series of  
family workshops and open studio sessions that 
playfully explored sound-making and listening, 
called Theatre of  Sound. We found this project 
to be a perfect way of  bringing people together 
to create and share a creative experience in a 
time when we need to keep physically distanced. 
We were able to invite families to experiment 
with all sorts of  materials, work together in their 
bubbles to test ideas and make playable objects, 
and then celebrate our sounds all together- 
trying to be loud, quiet, to feel sounds and even 
make sounds sound like feelings! 

Rita’s art practice is an amazing exploration 
of  sound. Working in performance and sculpture, 
she uses her own sonic structures to connect 
audiences and performers alike. She was the 
ideal artist to develop this project with and we 
learnt so much working with her! 

It was interesting to use packaging, waste 
and everyday objects to make musical 
instruments. What were the craziest 

things people came up with, both visually 
and sound wise?

We had some incredible constructions grow 
out of  familiar household materials like 
cardboard boxes, coat hangers and buckets. We 
held on to lots of  these so over the week, families 
were inspired by the work of  other families and 
ideas literally grew and grew!

My personal favourite make was a sealed 
large cardboard box, with a carpet tube poking 
out of  the side and strips of  latex (like giant 
elastic bands) stretched from the top of  the tube 
to the base of  the box. When stood on its end it 
looked a bit like a homemade cello, but certainly 
didn’t sound like one! 

We also found some great sounds emerged 
from unlikely materials. Pulling yarn through 
thick paper can create a surprisingly rich and 
deep sound. A family making a large version of  
a tin can telephone by wearing two buckets on 
their heads, connected by a length of  cord was 
another highlight.

What happened to these creations 
afterwards? 

Nothing went to waste! Rita kept a selection 

d



30

of  the most intriguing playable objects to do 
sonic sound experiments with. She used contact 
mics to amplify their surfaces and shared two 
sessions of  live sound experiments for general 
visitors to pop in and witness. Some objects went 
home with their makers for more experiments 
and the rest were carefully dismantled so the 
materials could be reused or recycled. Rita took 
so many ideas from the sessions; I think we’ll be 
seeing some of  the creations crop up again in 
her future work!

Hosting workshops for families in 
galleries and museums is a fantastic idea. 
Are there any similar future plans?   
How important is interactive art 
and accessibility to Towner?

Absolutely! There are always lots of  
plans for more workshops, activities and 
opportunities to get involved. As part of  
the learning and engagement team my 
job involves working with artists to create 
experiences that help everyone to get the 
most out of  what we do, to experience 
art, to work alongside artists and to have 
opportunities to be creative and to make 
together. We also work with many 
different community groups and services 
to help us shape our projects from the 
start so we can make sure what we’re 
doing is interesting, relevant and exciting 
for everyone we work with.

Accessibility is vital on so many levels. 
We want the gallery to be a welcoming, 
safe space for everyone to enjoy.

Congratulations on being Art Fund 
Museum of  the Year 2020. Tell us 
about that.

 Thank you! It’s so exciting, not just for 
the team at Towner but for the whole town 
and for Sussex. It’s such a prestigious 
award and what’s lovely is that, in 
recognition of  the unprecedented challenges 
that all museums have faced this year, Art Fund 

made the decision to equally share the 2020 
prize between the five shortlisted museums 
which means we have four other fantastic 
winners to learn from and collaborate with as 
the year goes on. We’re proud that the judges 
commented on  our commitment to serving the 
needs of  the community. This is so integral to 
everything we do as a gallery and as a team - so 
to win an award for it is just the icing on the 
cake!   
Towner Gallery 
@TownerGallery and @helloTowner 
for online activities.

 COMPETITION TIME!

 Inspired  by Towner Eastbourne’s Theatre 

of  Sound workshops, Jesta invites you to 

make great use of  your Christmas present 

boxes (we all know that the boxes are the best 

thing, right?!) to make a musical instrument 

of  your choice. It could be a guitar, a violin, 

a snare drum, or a completely new idea. 

Send us a picture, or even an audio clip of  

the sound it makes and Willow Mitchell, the 

Art School Coordinator at Towner 

Eastbourne will judge her favourite and if      

you’re chosen a prize from Towner 

Eastbourne and a block of  branded rosin 

from ESTA will be on its way to you! 

Email a picture of  your creation, or a sound 

file to rsimmons@estastrings.org before 

January 31st to be in with a chance to win!

View  

Rita’s blog  

here
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This is my bin. It holds all the non-recyclable 
rubbish we make in our house and we empty it 
roughly every 3 months.

WAIT, WHAT?
That’s right! My husband and I have been 
keeping a close eye on what goes into our bin 
over the past few years, replacing things bit by bit 
with low-waste alternatives in order to reduce 
our landfill contributions and be kinder to the 
planet. The best thing about it is the fun we’ve 
had along the way! Life feels simpler, and there 
have been so many opportunities to get creative. 
Search online for “Zero Waste” and you’ll come 
across amazing people who somehow manage to 
fit a whole year’s rubbish into a jam jar! Setting 
goals like this can be overwhelming and will 
likely make us give up before we’ve even started. 
I prefer to live by this advice from Anne Marie 
Bonneau:
“We don’t need a handful of  people doing zero 
waste perfectly. We need millions of  people 
doing it imperfectly”.
Just as the supermarket advert says, every little 
helps! So here are my top 10 tips on how YOU 
can start to make a difference too, particularly at 
this time of  year.
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EcoNotes  
Low Waste Christmas!
Merry Christmas JESTA readers! 
I’m Lucia, a violinist and violist 
living in London. I play for lots 
of different orchestras including 
BBC Symphony Orchestra, 
Apollo Music Projects and 
Kidenza but when I’m not playing 
my violin I love searching for 
ways to reduce my waste and 
writing about my discoveries on 
my blog, EcoNotes

Lucia D’Avanzo-Lewis
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Lucia’s top 10 tips for a low-waste Christmas

1
Decorations:  Think about what decorations 
you could make for now or next year 
(Pinterest has some great ideas!), or use the 

decorations you already have in a different way to 
make them feel new.

2
Wrapping paper:  Making your own 
wrapping paper using the brown paper 
from online shopping can be really fun 

and adds a great personal touch. You can also help 
the grown-ups sort out the aftermath of  present 
unwrapping! If  the paper stays in a ball when you 
scrunch it, it’s recyclable (as long as there’s not too 
much sticky tape or glitter on it). And if  you’re 
able to contain your excitement, unwrapping 
presents carefully can mean you might even be 
able to reuse the paper next year.

3
Present origins:  Challenge yourself  to 
think about where your presents came 
from. How and where were they made? 

Being aware of  the life cycle of  our possessions 
before and after we own them is a great way to get 
into the low-waste mindset.

4
Look after what you have:  one of  the 
best ways to be kind to the planet is to take 
good care of  the things you already own. 

This way they’ll last longer and be in better 
condition for passing on when the time comes.

5
Helping others:  With a new set of  toys 
and gifts in the house, why not look 
through your old things and pass 

anything you’ve outgrown onto others? Making 
them available on the secondhand market will 
avoid new toys being made and bring joy to 
children less fortunate than you.

6
Speak out: If  you think your presents 
could have come in more eco-friendly 
packaging, why not write to the company 

and make some suggestions? Click here to read 
how Lego responded to the children that contacted 

them. Always start by telling them how much you 
like their product, then offer alternative ideas for 
how they could be greener.

7
Food: This often gets overlooked, but 
uneaten food wastes the resources that 
went into growing it and produces 

harmful gasses as it decomposes. Encourage your 
family to use the Christmas dinner leftovers, or ask 
them to help you discover some new recipes using 
the surplus ingredients.

8
Christmas cards:  Once it’s time to take 
them down, why not cut up this year’s 
cards to make new ones for next year? 

Challenge yourself  to use craft materials you 
already have, like I did here: 

9
Plan ahead: It’s never too early to start 
thinking about next Christmas! In fact, 
now is the perfect time to look around 

you and think about how you could reduce next 
year’s festive footprint.

1 0
And finally, why not choose some 
eco-friendly New Year’s 
Resolutions?  

• buy nothing new for a year;
• walk or cycle more;
• keep a list of  what’s going in your bin  

 and aim to find one new eco alternative  
 each month;

• learn to cook some simple meals from   
 scratch;

• research what you and your family can   
 recycle in your area;

• switch plastic-wrapped snacks to fruit,   
 bulk-packaged food or home-made treats.   
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Alice’s 
Musical
Galaxy

Jesta caught up with Alice at the Let Music 
Live event outside parliament in October. 
Alice is a captivating, fun communicator so 

it wasn’t a surprise to learn that 
teaching is her particular passion. 

She told us “You can learn so much from teaching 
others it’s the best tool for your own journey!” Alice 
worked with the Royal Albert Hall Education 
team and this led to teaching alongside star 
violinist and ESTA president Nicola Benedetti. 
Alice became a bass teacher for the Benedetti 
foundation, tutoring at weekend courses. When 
Covid-19 hit, Nicky’s team moved quickly 
online and created the virtual sessions which 
comprised pre-recorded videos and Zoom or 
Facebook Live sessions. Alice coached basses 
for both. She loved the energy of  Nicky’s 

foundation and decided to make her own 
videos for young musicians. Alice’s 

Musical Galaxy was born. It’s 
aimed for kids aged 3-9 to enjoy 

but it will definitely appeal to 
kids at heart too! (My forty 
year old self  really loved 
watching these episodes. It’s a 
bit like Horrible Histories 
meets a fun music lesson!)

Alice Kent with Robert Simmons



• Alice Kent began playing the double bass at  

 the age of  12, first playing with the local   

 Dixieland Jazz band in school in her home  

 county of  East Sussex. 

• She went on to study at the Royal College of   

 Music, graduating in 2008.

• In normal times Alice enjoys a busy   

 performing career in London and   

 internationally. She holds the position of    

 Principal Double Bass with Belmont  

 Ensemble of  London and as a freelance   

 musician she works regularly with orchestras  

 and ensembles including the BBC Symphony  

 Orchestra, BBC Philharmonic, John Wilson  

 Orchestra, Royal Opera House, English   

 National Opera and the Royal Philharmonic  

 Orchestra. Alice has played guest principal  

 with the Royal Ballet Sinfonia and Royal   

 Albert Hall Orchestra ‘Albert’s Band’ to  

 name a few.

• Alice’s spare time comprises of  going to  

 watch concerts and gigs and eating cake!
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ALICE  
FACTS

In her YouTube adventures, 
Alice explores different aspects 
of  music. The first season of  
Alice’s Musical Galaxy has four 
episodes which are each 
partnered by four shorter bonus 
videos. “One episode “is about 
time travel. I even have a time 
machine! Another is about 
rummaging for rhythms. I’m 
basically going to discover the 
best classical grooves in my 
kitchen!” 

Episode 1  
‘musical time travel’ 
bonus video ‘quiz time’
Episode 2  
‘magic Soundabout’
bonus video tricks of  the treats 
‘bonus potions’
Episode 3  
‘harmony of  vibrations’
bonus video ‘build vibrations’
Episode 4  
‘rummaging for rhythms’
bonus video ‘muffins on Mars’

Alice misses face to face teaching 
and tutoring on courses but 
moving online has provided a 
rewarding alternative and an 
opportunity to reach a big 
audience. Keep your eyes peeled 
for a New Year’s Day special and 
remember that all of  these episodes 
can be watched on Alice’s Musical 
Galaxy Facebook page  or 
YouTube channel at your 
convenience. 

So enjoy Alice’s Musical Galaxy 
for some fun and interesting screen 
time after a tiring week of  school!
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My experience at the National 
Strings Senior Course in August 
2020 was amazing! I learnt so 
much not only from the teachers 
but also from the other students. 

I picked up some really useful playing tips from 
my peers – I saw that they played with great 
feeling and it inspired me to find a unique 
connection with the music. During the course 
my technique improved: for 
example, I learnt to hold the 
elbow higher which allowed me 
to achieve more dynamic range, 
especially on the G-string. My 
bowing also improved as I learnt 
to control the bow using a better 
hold. This meant I could sustain 
notes for longer.

The repertoire was varied and 
interesting. The pieces I worked 
on were Metamorphosen by 
Richard Strauss and the first movement from 
the Schumann Piano Quintet. I really enjoyed 
playing the Metamorphosen because it is a piece 
which is unusual but captivating. Metamorphosen 
is unusual because it is written for 23 solo string 
instruments, although we played it in a version 
with scaled-down scoring. It is a very flowing 
piece with no pauses or breaks. 

There are many chromatic sections and radical 
harmonies. I have often heard it, but this was the 
first time I had actually played it, so that was a 

really fascinating and enjoyable experience for 
me. 

I had such fun piecing together the Schumann 
Piano Quintet  with my fellow quintet players! 
The Schumann was quite challenging especially 
when starting all together at exactly the same 
time, but we figured it out by watching each 
other carefully and the first violin made a signal. 
Some places I had to play alone which was quite 
scary but once I became more comfortable with 
the music I enjoyed the responsibility of  having 

my own line to play. We 
couldn’t see the piano because 
we were in front of  it so this 
was also challenging but we 
listened out for the piano part 
whilst watching the other 
players.  It was inspiring to 
play with people at music 
college, because they played 
very well and I found the 
experience very exciting and 
valuable. 

It was really good for me to play with others, 
because amid the age of  COVID-19 there 
haven’t been many opportunities to do this, and 
the course allowed me to reconnect with young 
musicians and hugely improve my playing.

My sincere thanks to the Joan Dickson Chamber 
Music Fund for giving me the opportunity to 
attend this course and to further my skills in 
chamber music.

Mimi (15)
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Bursary reports
ESTA’s Joan Dickson Chamber Music Fund offers students the chance 
to go on music courses. What do young musicians get out of  the 
experience? Some recent participants explain.

Mimi on the National Strings Senior Course
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BURSARY REPORTS

Oxford Chamber Music Course 

Many thanks to the Joan Dickson 
Chamber Music Fund for the 
bursary that was awarded to me 
this year. With this bursary, I have 
been able to attend the Oxford 
Chamber Music Course where I 
had an amazing experience 
despite the current situation! 

During the chamber course, I had the privilege 
of  playing a Haydn quartet (the finale, Presto) 
which I thoroughly enjoyed. Here, we spent a 
great deal of  time adding character to the piece 
and practising eye contact in order to help us 
stay together and feel part of  a group. I have 
realised the importance of  eye contact within a 
chamber group, as it can often be helpful to look 
at each other rather than your music when two 
or more people are entering at the same time.

In my second group we played the Andantino 
from Suite for 3 Cellos by de la Tombelle. In this 
piece, we experimented with some artistic 
licence while we played around with dynamics, 

allowing some parts to sing out more than the 
others. Although there were dynamics written in 
the piece, our coaches encouraged us to think 
for ourselves and decide what we thought was 
best for the music, which was often quite different 
from the score. I thoroughly enjoyed working on 
this piece because it felt like I could hear my 
input within the music and our hard work 
definitely paid off !

The best part of  the course for me was taking 
part in a masterclass by David Curtis who 
highlighted the importance of  emotion within 
our quartets and trios. To emphasise the jokiness 
of  my Haydn quartet, we accentuated the range 
of  dynamics and used short, staccato bows. His 
information was invaluable to me as I now know 
that it’s not always about the technicality of  the 
music, but how you interpret it and put this 
forward to the audience. Overall, I learned lots 
of  invaluable tips and ways of  thinking which 
has broadened my view of  how music ‘should be 
played’!

Many thanks again

Millie (15)

Socially distanced Advanced Course masterclass 2020
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Master Bows for Master Players
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