Concerts in the West 2008

Woodruffe School, Lyme Regis 27 March

Meeting House Arts Centre, Ilminster 28 March
Hatherleigh Community Centre, Devon 29 March

The Oboe Band
Sarah Humphrys, Frances Norbury & Joel Raymond oboes
Rebecca Stockwell bassoon
This, the second in a series of six concerts, and subtitled War and Peace, was

given by the Oboe Band  - and imaginatively devised.  The quartet of players led us from the late 17th and early 18th century wind music associated with French and English battlefields, to music of the theatre and the church from the same period.
Sarah Humphrys, Frances Norbury, and Joel Raymond played Baroque oboe or tenor oboe (the predecessor to the cor anglais) and Rebecca Stockwell completed the quartet on the bassoon.  All four musicians are exceptional products of British conservatoires and now play widely, in Baroque orchestras in the UK and Europe.
Their enthusiasm for performing and indeed talking about the individual pieces was infectious.  The three oboists delighted in changing roles, sharing the honours of playing the tunes!
The evening began with Lully’s vibrant Air de Hautbois, and written to remind Louis XIV of his accomplishments in battle.  In Krieger’s first partita (or suite) the Oboe Band showed their skill in clearly defining the eight dance movements of this Lustige Feldmusik (Merry Field Music).   Via three short dances by Handel we moved to conflict as portrayed in extracts from Purcell’s new-style opera King Arthur.  During moments in which, literally, to regain one’s breath, we were also entertained with a summary of the action of the story.

After the interval, Purcell remained the link, this time through music from his masque, a Restoration spectacular, the Fairy Queen.  It was reassuring and convincing to hear as familiar a song as ‘Fairest Isle’, even without a voice.

The ever-resourceful French composer Boismortier, who usually turns up in pieces written for the flute, was here represented by his Sonata in G minor, a work that could conveniently be played on any four instruments with the appropriate musical ranges.
Throughout the evening the playing was almost faultless, though in this work I could have done with a more immediate response in starting the two fast movements that should surely follow straight on from their preceding slow ones.
The most serious work was left to the end, a note-for-note translation of Bach’s motet Lobet den Herrn (Praise the Lord).  And even though – as one member of the Oboe Band said – they were justified in performing the choral work without voices, because such pieces, we think, were sometimes accompanied by wind instruments (to keep the voices in tune!), I missed the wider expressive quality and dynamic range of choral singing.  
Appropriately enough, the programme as presented was a refinement of what must have been a quite raucous sound, from wind players three-hundred years ago.  We were thoroughly entertained and enchanted, but we never found ourselves quite on the edge of our seats.  
If this concert was not different enough, then the next in this series, expertly chosen by Catherine Hodgson, certainly is.  On 17, 18 and 19 April the percussion duo DYAD will offer an amazingly diverse and visually exciting programme, appealing to old and young alike.  Please note that the organisers are offering half-price entrance at £5 for children and under 19s. 

Anthony Pither
