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20th century Russia has surely produced no greater storytellers than Igor Stravinsky and Sergei Prokofiev, famed for their dramatic narrative ballets. The fast-rising Scottish conductor Rory MacDonald, known equally for his work as an operatic and orchestral conductor, selected a varied and creative programme of twentieth-century Russian narrative works, drawn from ballet and opera alike. Though Macdonald’s skill at crafting a musical narrative was never in doubt, the evening as a whole nevertheless failed to take flight.

The concert started off with Dmitri Kabalevsky’s Colas Breugnon overture. The opera, based on the work of the same name by Romain Rolland, has certainly not entered the standard repertoire, though its overture remains a popular concert piece. Its light-hearted hijinks and dazzling writing for the whole orchestra bring to mind that of Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmila or Shostakovich’s Festive Overture without the wit of either of those pieces; nevertheless, it served as a fun concert opener and adequately served as a virtuoso showpiece for the orchestra, a few flubbed runs notwithstanding.

The orchestra was joined by violinist Angelo Xiang Yu for Prokofiev’s second violin concerto. Yu, the winner of the 2010 Menuhin Competition and prizewinner at the 2006 Wieniawski Competition, has since overcome the ‘prodigy’ label and become renowned for his refulgent tone and mature musicality. These were both certainly in evidence; rarely have I heard the first movement’s romantic second theme, for instance, played with such lush sensitivity. Prokofiev’s dramatic concerto, though, is marked by the constant and rapid transition from nostalgic beauty to an almost sardonic darkness. Unfortunately, Yu remained inaudible for much of the movement’s passagework, his soft-grained tone not carrying the sufficient bite to cut through the orchestration. He was not helped in this matter by Macdonald’s ponderous conducting, favouring rich chords over transparent textures. The second movement was far superior, giving ample opportunity for Yu to show off his rich tone and musical sensitivity. Particularly impressive was his extreme upper register, which revealed a remarkable, even vibrato that eludes even the best of soloists in that range. Yu’s encore, the Adagio from Bach’s G minor sonata, revealed impeccable intonation and a wonderful intimacy.

 

