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Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra

Leader Marisa Riordan
Conductor Michael Bell MBE
Violin Erin Morgan

Nabucco — Sinfonia Verdi
Finlandia, Op.26 Sibelius
Havanaise for violin and orchestra, Op.83 Saint-Saéns
Raiders of the Lost Ark — March John Williams
INTERVAL
Refreshments available in the St Michael’s Centre

The Sleeping Beauty, Op.66 — Suite Tchaikovsky

Introduction — Marche

Valse

Panorama

Polacca

Pas d’action

Pas d’action (‘Rose Adagio’)

Samson et Dalila, Op.47 — Danse Bacchanale Saint-Saéns



A word from our Music Director

Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra’s autumn concert is something of a
mixture this year, but hopefully it includes something for everyone.

On October 4™ the orchestra performed a concert jointly with the
Pendyrus Male Choir at St Elvan’s Church, Aberdare, a bright and
spacious venue where we welcomed by the choir and warmly
appreciated by the audience. The concert took place in the midst of
‘Storm Amy’! Thank you to members of our regular audience who
made the journey to Aberdare.

The four orchestral works performed on October 4t appear again in this
concert: Verdi’s overture to Nabucco; the famous waltz from
Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Sleeping Beauty; Sibelius’s Finlandia and the
title music of the hugely popular Steven Spielberg film, Indiana Jones
and the Raiders of the Lost Ark, by John Williams.

In this concert we’ll be performing a suite from The Sleeping Beauty
(including the waltz). This is the most sumptuous and symphonic of
Tchaikovsky’s three ballets, full of wonderful music.

WEe’'ll be closing the concert with the exciting Bacchanale from Saint-
Saéns’s spectacular opera, Samson and Delilah.

We're delighted to welcome as our soloist, brilliant young violinist Erin
Morgan who, together with her twin sister, cellist Kiera, was until
recently a member of the orchestra. Both Erin and Kiera are destined
for highly successful musical careers, and we wish them well in the
years ahead. Erin will perform the delectable Havanaise by Saint-Saéns.

So, yes, music from ballet, music from opera, music from the cinema,
music for concert performance. As the Gershwin song | Got Rhythm
says... Who could ask for anything more?’

We look forward to seeing you on November 16th.
Best wishes

Michael Bell MBE




Nabucco - Sinfonia Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901)

After the failure of his second opera, Un giorno di regno, and the death
of his young wife and children, Verdi lapsed into a state of despair in
which he vowed never to compose again. The story then goes that, at
the kindly insistence of the impresario Bartolomeo Merelli, he
unwillingly took home a libretto, based on the Old Testament story of
Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Jerusalem, flung it on his table, only for
it to fall open at Va, pensiero, the Chorus of Hebrew Slaves. And the
rest is history — as Verdi wrote late in life: “With this opera it is fair to
say my artistic career began.” Milan was at the time under the rule of
the Austrian Empire, which had banned encores on the grounds that
they could become the focus of pro-freedom demonstrations, but at the
1842 premiere at La Scala, this chorus of an enslaved people had to be
repeated several illegal times.

The overture of course includes this famous theme, heard as meditative
oboe and trumpet solos rather than in its fully-orchestrated glory —
Verdi, the supreme dramatist, is only giving us a taster at this stage — as
well as Dalle genti sei rejetto from the end of Act 1, and Noi gia sparso
abbiamo fama and Il maledetto non ha fratelli from Act 2, all march-like
themes suggestive of the military splendour of much of the opera, and
lending themselves well to exciting Rossinian crescendos.

Finlandia Jean Sibelius (1865-1957)

Finlandia is perhaps Sibelius’ best-known piece although, like many of
his other works, it went through a number of changes of form before
reaching its final version. Its music first appeared in a Press Celebrations
Suite of 1899, a covert protest against the increasingly heavy hand of
Russian Imperial censorship. The last two movements of this suite, The
Great Hostility and Finland Awakes, were later combined into one
symphonic poem. To keep the occupying Russian power happy, this had
to be performed under various titles, such as Scandinavian Choral
March, Impromptu or, gaining nul points for subtlety, Finnish Spring.

However, the orchestral version was far from being Finlandia’s final
outing. Sibelius later arranged it for solo piano, then un-combined the



two original parts, adding a patriotic text to Finland Awakes and so
turning it into the Finlandia Hymn. This tune also did duty as the
National Anthem of the short-lived Republic of Biafra in the 1960s and,
with words by Rev. Lewis Valentine, another activist who experienced
oppression from an occupying power, became Gweddi dros Gymru, in
which form it was performed recently by the Pendyrus Male Choir in
their joint concert with Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra.

Havanaise, Op.83 Camille Saint-Saéns (1835-1921)

Saint-Saéns has been hailed as the greatest child prodigy in music, not
excluding Mozart. His abilities were certainly extraordinary: he
exhibited perfect pitch at the age of 3, and by 15 he could play all the
Beethoven sonatas from memory. Berlioz’s remark that he lacked
nothing except inexperience is pertinent; it may be that he just found
composition too easy, leaving his works without that sense of struggle
that makes for true distinction. His achievements nevertheless remain
significant, from his early championing of the “new music” of Schumann
and Liszt, his emphasis on symphonic and chamber music in a France in
thrall to the opera stage, his composition of music for early films and his
anticipation of twentieth-century trends in works such as The Carnival
of the Animals.

The Havanaise, likewise anticipating younger French composers’ love of
all things Spanish, was composed in 1887 for, appropriately, the Cuban
violinist Rafael Diaz Albertini, although it was actually premiered by a
Belgian, Martin Pierre Marsick. Now little known, Marsick was one of
the greatest virtuosi of his day as well as a noted collector of violins,
two of which have in later times been played by David Oistrakh and
James Ehnes. And in a concert in which ASO are delighted to field our
full forces, the Havanaise gives the ears a rest with a classical-sized
orchestra, minus heavy brass and percussion.

Raiders of the Lost Ark — March John Williams (b.1932)

John Williams’ compositions include a symphony, a piano sonata and a
dozen solo concertos, yet it is for his film music that he will always be
remembered and celebrated. He has worked with most notable



directors over the past 70 years, although his name is especially linked
with those of George Lucas and Stephen Spielberg.

The 1981 film Raiders of the Lost Ark was, perhaps surprisingly, shot
under considerable budgetary constraints, a factor to which Spielberg
attributed its gritty immediacy; had he had more time, he said, he
would just have made a pretentious movie. Thankfully, he was able to
afford the best composer, who rose to the task in fine style. Williams
commented that he did not want the music to be too serious, making it
instead “theatrical and excessive”. The Indiana Jones theme, which
accompanies Harrison Ford’s heroic on-screen exploits and forms the
outer sections of the march, was composed over two weeks, while the
romantic central theme took its inspiration from more traditional styles
of Hollywood composition.

Sleeping Beauty - Suite Pyotr llyich Tchaikovsky (1840-93)

Although Tchaikovsky is now considered one of the greatest of all
composers for the ballet, his first essay in the genre, Swan Lake, met
with little success following its 1875 composition. Nevertheless, when
he was asked in 1888 by the Director of the Imperial Ballets, lvan
Vsevolozhsky, to compose a new work for them, he approached the
task with great enthusiasm. Initially to be based on the old German
romance Undine, it was soon decided that Charles Perrault’s La belle au
bois dormant would provide the subject — although in fine pantomime
style, Tchaikovsky and Vsevolozhsky had a lot of fun including roles for
characters from Perrault’s other stories, such as Puss in Boots,
Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood and Tom Thumb.

Tchaikovsky began the composition in January 1889, completing a
rehearsal score by May and the full score by August. The first
performance took place in the Mariinsky Theatre, St Petersburg, in
Jaunary 1890. Unusually for Tchaikovsky, his enthusiasm for the work
did not cool after the premiere, as he continued to rate it as one of his
best compositions, although sadly he did not live to see it claim its place
as a worldwide favourite.



Our selection of movements begins where the ballet itself starts, with a
vigorous introduction followed by the March that accompanies the
entrance of the king and queen to the christening of their daughter,
Princess Aurora. Moving on 16 years, the famous Valse is danced by the
whole corps de ballet at the celebrations of Aurora’s birthday, although
these are soon cut short by the wicked fairy Carabosse, who manages to
arrange for Aurora to prick her finger on a spindle. This brings about
not Aurora’s death, as Carabosse had planned, but thanks to the
intervention of the Lilac Fairy it sends her and the whole court into an
enchanted sleep.

A hundred years pass, and the following Panorama accompanies Prince
Désiré and the Lilac Fairy as they travel through the magical wood
towards Aurora’s castle. After the awakening of the whole court by
Désiré’s kiss, the celebrations of his wedding to Aurora begin in Act 3,
first with a splendid Polacca, a dance that Tchaikovsky particularly liked
and which vividly recalls the finale of his third Suite for orchestra.
Aurora and Désiré then dance their own Pas d’action. Finally we rewind
to Act 1 and the celebrated Rose Adagio, which had accompanied the
dances of Aurora’s four unsuccessful suitors at her sixteenth birthday.

Samson et Dalila - Danse Bacchanale Saint-Saéns

Notwithstanding my earlier remarks about 19%™-century France
especially valuing operatic music, the first productions of Samson et
Dalila actually took place in Germany, in Weimar and Hamburg. Liszt
had by this time resigned his directorship of the Weimar opera,
although his influence was still crucial in arranging the premiere. It was
not until 1890, 13 years after its first performance, that the work was
staged in Paris. After this, its international reputation took off, the next
decade seeing productions in the USA, Italy and London (albeit in a
concert version, the Lord Chamberlain having objected to the
representation of a Biblical subject on stage).

The Danse bacchanale (called simply “Ballet” in the opera’s full score, a
Bacchanale being after all a dance in praise of Bacchus) comes from the
final act of the opera and depicts the preparation of the Temple of
Dagon for a sacrifice to celebrate the Philistines’ crushing of the Hebrew



revolt. Samson, who had led the revolt, is by this time blinded and
shorn, shackled to a mill-wheel. After a seductive oboe introduction,
accompanying Delilah’s provocative taunting of her former lover, the
dance begins, first of all with a theme in dazzling high-woodwind
orchestration, soon driven along by castanets and cymbals, then with a
sinuous, oriental-sounding melody over a mysterious timpani ostinato.
The middle section brings a new slow theme, although the woodwinds
carry on chattering away in their original tempo, a layering effect that
Saint-Saéns also uses to great effect in the scherzo of the ‘Organ’
Symphony. The outer section is then repeated, although as the frenzy
of preparation mounts, the ‘oriental’ theme is blasted out fortissimo at
a terrifying tempo. (The opera then concludes with some deliberately
corny celebration from the Philistines, followed by Samson’s prayer for
the return of his strength and his destruction of the temple.)

David Fraser 2025

ERIN MORGAN was born in London, and from the age of 7, studied
violin with Mickey Posner.

Erin's family, who have roots in Wales, re-located to Abergavenny when
she was 11. She earned a place at the Royal Welsh College of Music and
Drama Junior Conservatoire where she studied violin with Anya Birchall,
and piano with Giordano Ferla. Following the closure of the Junior
Department at RWCMD, Erin continued violin and chamber music
studies with Anya Birchall at the Young Musicians Academi, Penarth.

She recently gained a place at the Junior Royal Academy of Music.
London, where she now studies violin with Clare Thompson and voice
with Yvette Bonner.

Notable achievements have been performing a movement of a Vivaldi
Violin Concerto with the London Mozart Players at the age of 9, touring
as 1st violin with the National Youth Orchestra of Wales and with the
NYO Inspire Orchestra, with whom she performed at the BBC Proms in
2024. She won the CNSO Gwent Young Musician Competition in the
same year.



Her ABRSM grade 8 violin recital, for which she achieved a high
distinction, was described by the examiner as 'an outstanding
performance'. She also achieved a high distinction in grade 8 piano and
will be taking grade 8 singing in the new year. She is the recipient of the
Robinson Award from the organisation Future Talent.

Erin is a pupil at Crickhowell High School and a Choral Scholar at
Crickhowell Choral Society. She hopes to study at a Conservatoire after
6t form and to become a professional violinist.

MICHAEL BELL MBE was born in Neath and studied music at Cardiff
University.

In 1982 Michael formed Cardiff Philharmonic Orchestra and has
conducted the orchestra since CPQO’s inaugural concert in June 1982.

Michael has conducted an enormous and wide-ranging repertoire
including symphonies by Mahler, Richard Strauss, Brahms, Elgar,
Vaughan Williams and Shostakovich, as well as major works by
Stravinsky, Ravel, Prokofiev and Gershwin. Michael has always had a
great enthusiasm for film music and in 1994 introduced A Night at the
Movies into CPO’s annual repertoire that remains ever popular today.

Michael conducted the first ever concert performance of Sir Arthur
Bliss’s ballet Checkmate in 1985; the UK Premiere in 2013 of Lorin
Maazel’s The Ring Without Words (the great orchestral sections of
Wagner’s Ring Cycle sown into a colossal tone poem); the world
premiere in 2016 of Mr Dahl that featured Welsh icon Michael Sheen,
and in 2019 the Welsh Premiere of Charles Ives’ Symphony No. 2.

In 2021 Michael was appointed the Music Director of Abergavenny
Symphony Orchestra and fulfils the same role with Hereford Symphony
Orchestra. In 2010 Michael conducted the Brecknock Sinfonia in its
concert series at Brecon Cathedral and remains the orchestra’s
conductor.

In the 2018 New Year’s Honours Michael was appointed an MBE at an
investiture at Buckingham Palace.
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The orchestra is grateful for the support of non-members who have

augmented various sections for this concert.



Our next concerts

Sunday December 14th, 2025, 2-3pm,
King Henry VIII School
Family Concert

Sunday March 22nd, 2026, 2.30pm
Our Lady and St Michael’s Church
Sibelius — Karelia Suite
Mendelssohn — Violin Concerto (with Marisa Riordan, violin)
Ives — Symphony no.2

Local Concerts coming soon

Crickhowell Choral Society / Brecknock Sinfonia / Stephen Marshall
Saturday 22nd November, 7:30pm, Brecon Cathedral
Beehoven: Coriolan Overture, Schubert: Mass in A flat, plus motets by
Haydn and Mendelssohn

Monmouth Choral Society / Chepstow Choral Society / Steven Kings
Saturday 22nd November, 7.30pm, Blake Theatre, Monmouth
Elgar: The Dream of Gerontius

Unicorn Singers / Stephen Marshall
with Catherine King, mezzo-soprano, Daniel Marles, Tenor
Saturday 29th November, 7:30pm, OLSM, Abergavenny
Gibbons 400: A commemoration of the 400th anniversary of the death
of Orlando Gibbons
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