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Marine Theatre, Lyme Regis 2 July,

The Meeting house, Ilminster 3 July, 

Hatherleigh Community Centre 4 July

This was the last concert in the 2009 series organised by Catherine Hodgson of the London Handel Festival.  She has a rare ability to chose musicians of quality for these concerts as has been born out by the performances they have given.

As a demonstration of the physicality involved in music-making, the final concert brought this series to a climax.  Clarinettist Matthew Hunt and pianist Alasdair Beatson exuded such emotion in their programme of music by Schumann and Brahms, Debussy and Saint-Saëns, that there was no doubting the rapport between these fine musicians at every twist and turn. 

Schumann’s Soiréestücke, an earlier version of the more familiar Fantasy Pieces (discovered by Alan Hacker in the 1970s) were played to their extremes – a heightening of both the composer’s dream world and his forthright expression of passion.  Brahms’s F minor Clarinet Sonata too was exploited for its drama as well as its song-like quality, which Matthew informed us was the memorable impact of Richard Mühlfeld’s playing, the clarinettist who inspired Brahms in his older age to write four great works.  The headlong writing in the finale was an invitation to these performers to turn Brahms – a great admirer of Johann Strauss – into a composer of frenetic dance music!

In the French part of their programme, they found new extremes, this time in Debussy’s two contributions to the Paris Conservatoire’s clarinet finals in 1910 – the set-piece Première Rapsodie brought an ultra-refined pianissimo to the aural spectrum while the very short Petite Pièce, the sight-reading test, required a concentration of small movement, and a watchful eye for kinks in the rhythm.  Needless to say, Matthew would have walked away with first prize!

To complete their exhausting programme, they played the 85-year-old Saint-Saëns’s Clarinet Sonata, a relatively concise journey through all the emotions, beginning and ending with a temptingly simple, gentle melody.

This was Alasdair’s third consecutive year appearing at ‘Concerts in the West’. For Matthew it was the first: he is a member of Sheffield’s elite Ensemble 360, Germany’s premier chamber orchestra as well as being an invited guest in some of the world’s greatest orchestras.

Based on the past four years, we feel sure that in planning next season’s programme, Catherine Hodgson will find equally compelling musicians to delight and inspire us in 2010.

ANTHONY PITHER

