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Lavish production of Elijah reviewed
24 November 2023

Nigel Williams  reviews Epsom Choral Society‘s performance on Saturday 18th November of Felix Mendelssohn’s
oratorio Elijah staged in the town’s St Martin’s Church.

The Old Testament prophet’s story was lavishly told with five soloists, an orchestra of strings, brass, woodwind, timpani
and organ, and a chorus of several dozen well-drilled and responsive singers under conductor Julian Collings.

Your reviewer had attended their open rehearsal early in the term, when Marion Lea was supplying
single-handedly (well, two-handedly) all the orchestra’s notes on the piano and the chorus were learning
how their parts fitted together. In the time since, Epsom Choral Society turned early sketches into a
complete painting. An “iron” sky could be coloured by high woodwind chords, limping string phrases
could suggest Elijah’s weary departure for the wilderness, and ringing timpani and organ chords
underpinned a song of pious thanksgiving for the end of a famine. Felix Mendelssohn knew how to
deploy an orchestra and the best way to appreciate it was to hear it live.

The Choral Society’s task was to project their sound from the tiered staging behind the orchestra and
unfold a series of choruses with very different challenges. In chordal passages they needed to keep in
tune with each other, whereas in complex contrapuntal turn-taking movements the challenge was also
keep up with the tempo and find their entries in among all the other notes. Elijah is also a big sing. It
needs a lot of volume to deliver its full dramatic grandeur. They deliberately avoided over-singing the
afternoon rehearsal, so there was still something in the tank even by the final two choruses, delivering
whirring scale passages as Elijah went by a whirlwind to heaven. Those words ended very loud but
began with some dramatic rapid whispering. Mendelssohn’s style relishes the idea of light “shining forth”.
In one of those contrapuntal passages, the tenors, though fewer in number, still had that luminous quality
more than two hours into the concert.

Before then, we had heard ample demonstrations of prowess from elsewhere in the choir. Not quite as
outnumbered as the tenors, basses had a difficult task to make their entries clear when competing with
organ, timpani and low strings but they were up to it.

Elijah is very much an English piece, written in the tradition of German composers working this side of
the Channel. Mendelssohn was keen to make his lines fit the words of his English translator, William
Bartholomew, and Choral Society made sure we heard them. You don’t often hear the word “laveth” in
song but we heard it on Saturday. The most German-sounding moment came when the Angels’ trio “Lift
thine eyes to the mountains” was sung by the choir sopranos and altos, instantly painting a scene of
alpine villagers, with a lightness of touch that belied words about a foot that shall not be moved. There
were not so many opportunities to show off delicacy and beauty of singing tone. They took that one, and
the serene full-choir chorus that followed, “He, watching over Israel, slumbers not nor sleeps.” I missed
“He that shall endure to the end”, cut for reasons of timing, which I think would have showed them off
well.

Having an orchestra, the English Sinfonietta, and five soloists was a luxury. Treble Brandon McGuinness,
taught singing at Epsom College by Christopher Goldsack, sang a resolute succession of top Gs while
the orchestration changed underneath him. It is worth hearing those notes while they last. I have heard
John Findon (tenor), Elizabeth Findon (soprano) and Judy Brown (mezzo) before and fully understand
why they regularly get invited back. Judy Brown got the show-stopping movement, “O Rest in the Lord”.
She kept it simple, with a voice both unaffected and affecting, offering half reassurance, half lullaby. They
also gave us some delectable ensemble singing in the soprano-mezzo duet “Zion spreadeth her hands”
and quartet “Cast thy burden upon the Lord”.

By far the largest role went to bass James Geidt as the prophet himself. Accustomed to operatic
performance, he learnt much of his part by heart, so when singing he could look to the audience or the other performers.
He brought a voice that was rich and treacly and looked the part with a luxuriant Old-
Testament beard. His acting skills  led his character from pompous confidence through fear and weariness to final
moments of joy.

There was plenty of joy. Epsom Choral Society had learnt their parts well. They sang of rescue,
perseverance and redemption, themes that were joyful enough, but they could also take pleasure in
performing to high standard.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/lavish-production-of-elijah-reviewed
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Nigel Williams belonged to St Martin’s Church choir for almost twenty-five years alongside several Choral
Society members, singing second bass and composing a handful of pieces for them to sing. His edition
of Am Himmelsfahrtstage with English translation is available from the Choral Public Domain library.

Ukrainians uplift all in Epsom evening of culture
24 November 2023

On Saturday 11th a choir of locally settled Ukrainians crowned an evening of their nation’s culture at Epsom Methodist
Church. Several folk songs preceded a rousing rendition of the National Anthem of Ukraine, bringing the audience to
their feet, right hands on hearts.

Cllr. Kieran Persand (Conservative: Horton Ward of Epsom and Ewell Borough Council) welcomed all. He said “In the
face of adversity, the world has witnessed the unwavering spirit of the Ukrainian refugees. They have been forced to leave
behind their homes, their loved ones, and the familiar landscapes of their homeland. It has been incredible to see how our
community has stood with and welcomed them in and that should be celebrated too. Hosts who have offered shelter,
compassion, and a sense of belonging – I thank you. It shows what can be achieved when communities come together.“

The social and cultural evening was opened by Diana Zadorizhna, a young vocalist, accompanied on the piano by her
mother, Natalia (also the Choir’s director). Along with Diana, young Nika Vlasova, who played the violin, will enter the
first round on Tuesday 14th November, of the Rotary Club of Great Britain’s annual music competition, taking place at
Epsom College.

Maria Zhornikova,  a professional pianist,  played several  pieces by Ukrainian composer Valentyn Silvestrov.  Yulia
Komyshan, a regular performer at the Ukraine music evenings, delighted once again with varied pieces played on the
Ukrainian bandura instrument.

Young Daniel Stets read a poem in both English and the original language by the Ukrainian poet Taras Shevchenko.

The Ukrainians expressed their gratitude to Nina Kaye and Jo Sherring and all in the Epsom Refugee Network, that
they lead, for the relief they have brought to their lives.

If  you wish to be informed of  future Ukraine cultural  evenings please contact the organiser Lionel Blackman  at
epsommusicsoc@gmail.com

New Conductor – New Sounds
24 November 2023

Epsom Chamber Choir, directed by their new conductor Jack Apperley, provided a feast of contemplative music in
their Evening Meditations concert on Saturday night (28th October). The harmonious sounds of the well-blended voices
pleased the ear in the excellent acoustics of St. Martin’s Church, Epsom.

In the opening piece, In splendoribus sanctorum by James Macmillan, we were soothed by a velvety start before a heart
stopping moment when the saxophone began to interweave its seemingly improvisatory melodies into the texture. The
piece ended with echoing instrumental phrases from the back of the church. The scene was set for an evening of
saxophone music blending effectively with the human voice.

The soprano and alto saxophones, beautifully played by Naomi Sullivan, featured in many of the works, bringing new and
interesting  harmonies  to  some 16th  and 17th  century  pieces  by  Orlando Gibbons  and Thomas  Tallis,  and  adding
atmosphere and colour to contemporary works such as O Wisdom by Will Todd. Paul Mealor’s piece for male voices I saw

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/ukrainians-uplift-all-in-evening-of-culture
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/new-conductor-new-sounds
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eternity had the saxophone blending in effectively with the voices, while wind chimes added an ethereal sound. Naomi
also played arrangements of two flute pieces by J. S. Bach and C. P. E. Bach.

Many of the works with saxophone were arranged by the Yorkshire born saxophonist Christian Forshaw. They brought
back memories of the now disbanded Hilliard Ensemble with their recordings of a cappella singing and improvised
saxophone accompaniment.

Much of the programme involved quiet tones, but just before the interval we were treated to a sax solo entitled ….so this
is what happened by Christoph Enzel – a loud, rousing, multiphonic piece, sounding like a whole band rather than just one
instrument.

The concert also included soaring close harmonies in Cecilia McDowall’s The Lord is good and Gail Randall’s simpler
setting of George Herbert’s The Call. Herbert Howells Requiem, a relatively short reflective work, was performed with
great attention to the speech rhythms and dynamics. The solo lines in this and other pieces in the programme were sung
beautifully by different members of the choir and the saxophone blended well with the voices.

Susan Morris

Expect miracles from Epsom Choral Society
24 November 2023

Epsom Choral  Society,  renowned  for  its  diverse  and  engaging  programming,  will  be  performing  Mendelssohn’s
masterwork “Elijah” on Saturday, 18 November 2023 at 7:30pm at St Martin’s Church in Epsom.

Prophet Elijah detailed in the Madonna and Child with Saints by Andrea di Bonaiuto

Under the baton of their music director Julian Collings, the performance will bring together a stellar cast of soloists,
including  soprano  Elizabeth  Findon,  mezzo-soprano  Judy  Brown,  tenor  John  Findon,  and  bass  James  Geidt.  These
outstanding vocalists will join forces with the Epsom Choral Society to transport audiences through the dramatic and
uplifting narrative of Mendelssohn’s powerful oratorio. There will be a special solo appearance by 14-year-old treble,
Brandon McGuinness, a pupil at Epsom College.

A landmark in the choral-orchestral repertoire, “Elijah” is acclaimed for its vivid storytelling and emotional intensity,
featuring grand choruses, captivating arias and thrilling ensembles.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/expect-miracles-from-epsom-choral-society
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Elijah was a prophet and a miracle worker who lived in the northern kingdom of Israel during the reign of King Ahab (9th
century BC). God performed many miracles through Elijah, including resurrection, bringing fire down from the sky, and
entering heaven alive “by fire.”

This performance promises to deliver a night of wonderful music,  underlining Mendelssohn’s genius for expressing
profound spirituality and human emotion through music.

“We are delighted to present this enduring classic of the choral repertoire, conducted by Julian Collings and featuring an
exceptional quartet of soloists. In Mendelssohn’s dramatic setting of the story we will be evoking earthquake, wind and
fire in what promises to be an unforgettable evening of music at St Martin’s in the heart of Epsom.” commented Isobel
Squire, chair of Epsom Choral Society.

Entry is £18, or just £9 for students and under-18s.

Tickets are available via the Epsom Choral Society website www.epsomchoral.org.uk or on the door on the night.

Epsom Choral Society is a community-based choral group with a rich history dating back to its formation in 1922. The
society brings together music lovers from Epsom and the surrounding area, providing a platform for local talents to
perform major choral works.  The group is committed to fostering a love of music in the community and regularly
collaborates with nationally and internationally acclaimed artists.

ECS puts on at least four concerts each year which attract a loyal following. Epsom Choral Society is a friendly choir –
they do not require auditions but do aim for high performance standards. Rehearsals are on Wednesday evenings under
the baton of their Musical Director, Julian Collings.

Related Reports

Elijah returns to Epsom before the end of times

Flyer

Guildford centre of the cosmos for a day
24 November 2023

Budding  astronauts  and  space  engineers  are  set  to  be  wowed and  inspired  on  Saturday  7  October,  when  space
researchers at the University of Surrey take over Guildford town centre.

The University and its event partners, the Institute of Physics, will offer activities for children and adults to try in the
Tunsgate Centre and on the High Street.

Thanks to the UK Space Agency, there will be space suits to try on, Winchester Science Centre will host a pop-up
planetarium, and there’ll be a working model of a mini Mars rover.

Experts from Surrey Space Centre will be in the Tunsgate Centre.

Laura Cox from the University of Surrey’s Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences explained what people can see.
She said:

“Come along to see inside a small satellite and have a go at steering it. You can also help spot illegal fishing boats on
satellite images, a crime which costs over $15bn annually.

“At the mobile ground station, visitors can see signals from satellites in real-time and the decoded data they are sending
from space. And you can learn about different types of space rocks and handle 3D-printed models of real asteroids,
comets, and planetary moons.”

Astrophysicists  from  the  School  of  Mathematics  and  Physics  will  be  answering  astronomy  questions,  running  a
constellation activity, offering an escape room-style activity and more.

Local employers in the space sector will also participate, including Surrey Satellite Technology Ltd (SSTL), who will show

https://epsomchoral.org.uk/
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/7463-2
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/event/elijah
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/guildford-centre-of-the-cosmos-for-a-day
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off models of spacecraft and components of the satellites they make, including a propulsion tank, circuit boards and
samples of the exterior panels we see in photos.

Dr Nicola Baresi, an astrodynamicist who plans efficient routes for spacecraft to travel in space, including to the Moon
and to other planets in our solar system, says:

“It’s going to be a fun day for people of all ages with lots of space-related activities and experiments to try. Space is a
hugely exciting sector and is a thriving industry across Surrey and Hampshire. There are plenty of opportunities for
rewarding careers in this area, yet significant skills shortages, something we help tackle at the University of Surrey with
our research activities and educational programmes. We’re keen to inspire people and help them realise that they could
get a job in the space industry.”

Elijah returns to Epsom before the end of times
24 November 2023

On Wednesday 20th September, Epsom Choral Society held an open rehearsal at St Martin’s Church, Epsom, their
usual concert venue. An ‘open rehearsal’ served a double purpose. It was part of the preparation for their concert,
performing Felix Mendelssohn’s Elijah on 18th November. It was also a bid to attract some new singing members by
offering a chance to come and try it out.

I  went  along.   I  enjoy  Mendelssohn’s  music  and it  is  easier  to  appreciate  after  an  attempt  at  performing it.  As
Wednesday’s weather approached biblical proportions, it was a good night for singing about whirlwinds droughts and
floods.

After a welcome from choir chairman Isobel Squire, conductor Julian Collings began the rehearsal. The whole work has
about 40 songs. The choir sings in about half of them. Usually, a rehearsal would entail concentrating on a few items,
looking to correct some mistakes,  find the music among the notes and then sing each piece all  the way through.
Wednesday was more of a taster. We sang fairly quickly through almost all the choral numbers, saving the detailed work
for Julian’s favourite movement, ‘He, watching over Israel’. The conductor’s role is to know the music inside-out (he
does!), warning which notes are likely to go wrong and suggesting ways to make them sound better. Once the notes are
correct, the next stage is suggesting how to shape them to bring out the musical effects.

No-one has to sing alone. Epsom Choral Society has room for some new members but they do have all parts covered.
There are confident singers among sopranos, altos, tenors and basses. Any newcomer will be adding to the overall sound,
not sticking out while searching for the notes. They also have an expert pianist, Marion Lea, who can highlight  the choir
parts while learning or pretend to be an orchestra when everyone is singing something through.

Although the open rehearsal has passed, there are still plenty of Wednesdays before the concert. If you fancy a chance to
discover  Elijah  from  within  an  able  and  welcoming  choir,  I’m  sure  Epsom  Choral  Society’s  membership
secretary  (membership@epsomchoralsociety.org.uk)  will  be  very  happy  to  hear  from  you.
Nigel Williams.

New art fair comes to Epsom
24 November 2023

A new contemporary art fair is coming to The Duchess Stand, Epsom Downs Racecourse, 6 – 8 October 2023.

Art Surrey opens on Friday 6th October with a Preview Evening and a complimentary glass of fizz from 6pm to 9pm and
opens over the weekend on Saturday 7 October 10am-6pm and Sunday 8 October 10am-5pm.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/7463-2
mailto:membership@epsomchoralsociety.org.uk
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/new-art-fair-comes-to-epsom
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This inaugural art fair, curated by Art Surrey and Ewell based Art Adviser and Gallery, Caiger Art, offers art lovers and
collectors the chance to browse and purchase artworks from over 80 of the most exciting contemporary and traditional
artists selling today, many of whom are Surrey based artists.

As final preparations get under way, Carol Caiger, Director of Art Surrey, is understandably very excited about this new
Epsom venture, “Being one of the largest art fairs within the south east of England, this new contemporary art fair will
the perfect place to find artwork to start your art collection, or add to your collection if you are already an art enthusiast!”

There will be over 3000 works of art to see, paintings, drawings, prints, digital art, mixed media art, photography,
sculpture, glassworks and ceramics. With all  artwork ranging from £50 to over £3000, there will  be something for
everyone.

This year the invited showcase is Surrey Sculpture Society, who will be showing a selection of their artists sculptures for
sale.

Carol Caiger adds, “The bonus is, as well as awesome artwork, the Caiger Art and Art Surrey Team are on hand to give
expert advice on the best artwork to buy for your home, too.”

Weekend facilities include a bar and café serving teas, coffee and food throughout Saturday and Sunday, so you can easily
spend a whole day there! The venue has ample onsite parking and is wheelchair accessible.

You can have see the limited edition art fair brochure here: https://artsurrey.co.uk/brochure-2023/.

Tickets are available to buy for the Friday Preview Evening, Saturday and Sunday from
https://artsurrey.co.uk/tickets/

World class live-jazz returns to Epsom
24 November 2023

Epsom Jazz Club returns this Tuesday 12th September for another three highly anticipated world class jazz concerts,
beginning with their first intimate duo show.

The wondrous pair of Cuban Jazz violinist Omar Puente and Italian pianist and composer Ilario Ferrari have performed
their “Mediterranean meets Cuba” show numerous times in London to sellout crowds and now Epsom Jazz Club has
encouraged them to bring it to our Borough to launch the new Season. Omar can often be seen leading his own sextet in
venues such as Ronnie Scott’s and upon many a Jazz Festival stage. Ilario is equally busy, having just released his third
album as band leader, a work for piano and string quartet that combines Classical music, contemporary Jazz and Indian
rhythms. They promise to take the audience on a journey from Cuba, the shores of south Italy and back, exploring the
common  ground  and  new  possibilities  that  come  from  the  encounter  of  the  Afro-Cuban  Jazz  tradition  and  the
Mediterranean Culture.

Next month, on Tuesday 10th October Epsom Jazz Club plays host to an all-star Saxophone Quartet led by swing and the
straight-ahead focussed Fraser Smith.  In-demand pianist Rob Barron  makes his return to Epsom after his visit in
August (with vibes player Nat Steele), alongside revered bassist Simon Read and stalwart jazz drummer Steve Brown.
Swinging sax quartets are often so popular with audiences and these four musicians are amongst the best. Following
Fraser’s album release in April this year, the band has been gigging all over the UK showcasing much of the music from
“TipTop!” as well as hard bop / bebop arrangements of popular standards.

And finally, on Tuesday 7th November arguably one of the world’s best jazz clarinettists, Giacomo Smith,  will  be
performing on the Oaks Room stage. Born in Italy and raised in upstate New York, Giacomo leads many great projects
(including Kansas Smitty’s, Hot Five, Trav’lin Light) as well as being in demand all over the world as a soloist and
collaborator. He’s produced recordings for Jamie Cullum, rising star Jas Kayser and the debut album from actor Damian
Lewis  alongside performing regularly  as  a  featured soloist  with Gregory Porter  the Southbank Sinfonia  and other
international  orchestras.  His  writing,  production  and  collaborations  have  garnered  10m +  streams  and  counting.
Alongside New Zealand born jazz guitarist and banjo player Alexander ‘Honey’ Boulton, and US born (and Manhattan
School of Music and Royal Academy of Music graduate) double bassist Will Sach,  Epsom Jazz Club has booked a
phenomenal trio for their Autumn Season finale!

Tickets  for  al l  these  concerts  are  on  sale  now  and  avai lable  to  buy  in  advance  either  via  their
website  EpsomJazzClub.com  or  by  going  directly  to  the  ticket  site.

http://twitter.com/EpsomJazzClub

http://facebook.com/EpsomJazzClub

http://instagram.com/EpsomJazzClub

https://artsurrey.co.uk/brochure-2023/
https://artsurrey.co.uk/tickets/
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/world-class-live-jazz-returns-to-epsom
http://www.epsomjazzclub.com/
https://www.ticketsource.co.uk/epsom-music
http://twitter.com/EpsomJazzClub
http://facebook.com/EpsomJazzClub
http://instagram.com/EpsomJazzClub
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Epsom’s outdoor theatre going great guns
24 November 2023

On Monday 31st July we went to see Annie Get Your Gun at the Lavender Theatre – a recently erected outdoor space
amongst lavender fields in Reigate Road, Epsom. A new venture for Mayfield Lavender.. the owners of the family-run
lavender farm in Banstead. Fortunately, it was a lovely evening and the setting perfect. We were welcomed into the
theatre after passing through the stunning shop with beautiful gifts including ‘lavender chocolate bars’ – outside one
could buy drinks and enjoy delicious eats before the performance.

The show included celebrated stars from the music world – SuRie (represented the United Kingdom in the Eurovision
Song concert in 2018) as Anna, Charlie Mccullagh (Frank) and many other wonderful performers including three children.

We were enthralled by the magic of this open-air show, tapping our feet to the famous tunes including “no business like
show business” and ‘Doin’ what comes natur’lly’.

I can honestly say it was one of our best evenings out! Huge congratulations to Director Simon Hardwick and his team.

Tickets are still available until the show ends on Saturday 5th August!

On sale today at lavendertheatre.com.

As locals we hope that this innovative exciting venture will continue – another jewel for our area.

Related reports:

New Epsom theatre very open for business

Biggins departs for good conduct
24 November 2023

This was Mark Biggins’ last concert in charge of Epsom Chamber Choir. He may return some day as a guest. The
conductor Chamber Choir have shared with English National Opera moves on to take a post with the Grand Théâtre de
Genève, a bit too distant to combine.

Auditions for a replacement happen this autumn. Conductors leave their impression on this choir. For two decades
Michael Stevenson worked on refinement and blend such that you needed to be very close to pick out individual voices
from the ensemble. His successor, Piers Maxim, liked to entrust choir members with solo spots instead of hiring outside
soloists.  Mark Biggins has brought an added experience of the opera house, so the timbre has gained energy and
exuberance, especially among higher voices, that would do justice to a larger venue even than St Martin’s Church,
Epsom.

All these influences were on show in Saturday’s concert (24th June at St Martins Church, Epsom). The ensemble retains
its refinement, between singers well used to listening to each other. The big and difficult tenor solo in the choral dances
from Britten’s Gloriana was skilfully handled by Dominic Morris.  Neil Thomas  took the baritone spotlight in the
folksong arrangement The Lark in the Clear Air. The Britten choral dances, from Gloriana, were straight out of the opera
house, with fast tempi and committed dynamic variations creating an aural spectacle.

There were over a dozen separate items, showcasing an eclectic range of repertoire, mostly on a theme of summer but

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsoms-outdoor-theatre-going-great-guns
https://lavendertheatre.com/whats-on
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/new-epsom-theatre-very-open-for-business
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/6776-2
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with one bizarre Christmas piece apparently left over from an earlier programme, Jonathan Dove’s Wellcome All Wonders.
Covid may have cancelled the date when it should have been sung but the choir were not to be denied the chance of
demonstrating their prowess tuning its complicated discords.

The audience got invited to sing a refrain in the title number, the mediaeval tune Sumer is Icumen In. A cuckoo has been
known to visit Epsom Common. If you encounter it and were at this concert, you know now how to address it.

Instead of more Britten, Flower Songs were furnished by Eric Whitacre. His trademark use of dissonance is more velvety
and luxuriant. I have heard it compared to chocolate cake. The choir tuned all the clusters confidently and allowed their
audience to wallow in the rich sonority.

Steve Ridge  played for the one jazzier piece, by Bob Chilcott,  that needed a piano. The other accompanied items
employed a harp, more exotic and less percussive and played by Mared Pugh-
Evans. She was kept busy, in the Britten dances, in a mystical upper-voices song Summer by Gustav Holst and in two
euphonous folk-song arrangements by John Bawden. He was singing tenor with Chamber Choir last time I heard these
settings but has now gravitated to bass. He composes with a calm facility combined with a lifelong immersion in choral
idiom. Hearing these songs was as refreshing as being handed a long, cool drink.

Mared Pugh-Evans switched from subtle accompaniment with hints of ancient bucolic tradition to virtuoso display for her
solo item, Rhapsodie, by Marcel Grandjany. Composed by a harpist, it let her demonstrate a vast range of impossibly rapid
ripples and resonant chords, sometimes at the same time, while always giving the impression that this is what harpists do
for fun.

Epsom clarinettist Zoë Humphries joined her for the Victorian Kitchen Garden Suite by Paul Reade, a piece chosen to
entertain rather than dazzle. They played with appealing, never forced tone, passing the tunes from one to the other and
radiating serenity around the building as the evening started to cool. We heard a Monteverdi madrigal and two joyful,
sparkling partsongs by Fanny Hensel.

Then Mark Biggins’ valedictory item, a nod to his past studies in America, was Stephen Paulus’ The Road Home, which
was encored affectingly.

Nigel Williams

Related reports:

Passion in the heart of Epsom

New Epsom theatre very open for business
24 November 2023

Set amidst rolling lavender fields, the Lavender Theatre will open for its inaugural summer season this July in Epsom.
The theatre is located at 139 Reigate Road, Epsom KT17 3D

The 250-seat open air theatre will be home for an annual season of plays and musicals with a truly elegant backdrop.
Based at Mayfield Lavender in Surrey, the theatre has been co-founded by director Joe McNeice (producer/director of
‘DIVA: Live From Hell!’), Mayfield owner Brendan Maye and Jonathan Muir.

The inaugural season will open with Irving Berlin’s classic musical ‘Annie Get Your Gun’ from July 17, with music and
lyrics by Irving Berlin, original book by Herbert and Dorothy Fields as revised by Peter Stone, with new direction and
choreography by Simon Hardwick (‘My Fair Lady’).

The launch of the theatre will see the completion of a significant investment into the Epsom site, which already boasts a
coffee bar, shop, and a full service glasshouse restaurant due to open alongside the theatre this summer.

“This will be more than just a visit to a theatre,” commented Joe McNeice, “Audiences will be able to grab a picnic to
enjoy among the blossoming rows of lavender as the sun begins to set, before taking their seats in our covered auditorium
to watch a show under the stars.”

Since opening in 2006, the Mayfield Lavender Farm in Banstead has grown into a major summer destination for tourists
and locals in South London, and this year the team are opening the gates to a theatre at their sister location in Epsom.

Lavender Theatre Artistic Director Joe McNeice worked behind the scenes at London’s immersive ‘Great Gatsby’, and
was Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre’s Visitor Services Manager until 2022, after graduating from the University of York
in 2018.

“The whole place looks incredible, just walking about the site is a real treat for all the senses,” McNeice added, “so our
shows have to compliment their surroundings and match the sophistication that the natural landscape has set for us.”

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/passion-in-the-heart-of-epsom
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/new-epsom-theatre-very-open-for-business
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Speaking of his plans for ‘Annie Get Your Gun’, Simon Hardwick said: “The show will be a rip-roaring staging of the well
known Broadway musical in a very raw and kinetic production that evokes the energy of Buffalo Bill’s original touring
celebrations of the Wild West. The Lavender Theatre will be a dream destination; an environment in which to enjoy a West
End-standard production under a hazy summer sky.”

The theatre, privately funded and managed by Lavender Productions Ltd., will produce its own shows with plans to see
the summer season expand year on year with diverse and engaging programming.

McNeice said: “With no public funding or grants to help us achieve this mammoth project, we are relying solely on our
Box Office income to build the Lavender Theatre into a profitable business, but we believe that creating a new producing
theatre,  a  proper landmark location for  the arts  in  Surrey,  is  something worth the investment,  for  both the local
community and the wider industry.

“I’m really passionate about developing new shows, particularly musicals. The location is perfect because it’s actually very
close to London, but far enough away to have its own identity, which will give us the opportunity to develop work without
the vast expense and pressure that comes with opening new shows in the capital. It’s an incredibly exciting opportunity.”

Tickets for the inaugural season are on sale today at lavendertheatre.com.

A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream in Cheam
24 November 2023

Epsom Choral Society gave us a night to remember at St Andrews Church in Cheam last Saturday. Their programme
was an unusual and attractive coupling of works by Constant Lambert and David Fanshawe.  In The Rio Grande,
Lambert sets a poem by Sacheverell Sitwell for choir, two pianos and percussion, while in African Sanctus,  written
following visits to Africa in 1969, Fanshawe combines African sounds, both human and natural, with live musicians and a
Latin Mass.

The concert got off to rousing start with the choir in fine voice, with plenty of rhythmic verve and effective dynamic
contrasts throughout. It’s worth remembering, however, that in very soft passages articulation needs to be even crisper. I
did also wonder whether there might have been slightly more sway and swagger in phrases such as “… they dance in the
city, down the public squares…”. These are minor quibbles; the performance was as accomplished as one might expect.

Marion Lea, the choir’s regular accompanist, took the solo piano role, with its virtuosic cadenzas, while Peter Jaekel, a
regular visitor, took the ‘orchestral’ part. Both pianists dealt expertly with the technical demands, and they displayed an
excellent rapport. This was also apparent as two pianos became one for the three lollipops from Walton’s Façade suite,
namely Polka, Popular Song and Foxtrot, hugely enjoyed by the sizeable audience. The first half ended with a brief
introduction to African Sanctus by the late composer’s widow Jane Fanshawe. During her very informative words and
photographs, conductor Julian Collings was presented with one of David Fanshawe’s trademark caps.

The second half of the concert was heralded by a mighty roar of “Sanctus” from the choir, accompanied by a full
percussion ensemble. Having conducted this work myself many moons ago, I recall just how tricky it was to get all
elements perfectly aligned – I wish I had had professional sound engineers such as the excellent team on Saturday!  A
mesmerising muezzin’s call to prayer got the next movement under way. Here the gorgeous blend of the voices produced
some exquisite singing with perfect intonation. Other qualities such as stamina and staying power presented themselves
in the next two movements. The call of the muezzin translates into the key of D, and as any soprano will tell you a very
high D lies well out of the comfort zone so full marks to the sopranos here.

Following the Credo came Love Song, a tender and moving episode in which a cattle boy in East Sudan sings about a girl
called Abdha. At the start of the movement, we hear a recording of a mother ringing tiny bells outside her tent in an
ancient custom signifying the birth of a baby son. In the context of the mass this signifies the birth of Jesus Christ, and as
the sound of the bells gently faded the effect was intensely poignant.

The Crucifixus is described by the composer as the “heart of the work” and it features a fearsome mix of war cries,
rainstorms and dances, resulting in a dramatic and menacing texture. I wondered for a moment whether the percussion
was slightly overpowering here – the war cries from South Sudan, for example, were not easily picked out. A belated
mention here of the excellent soprano soloist, Lisa Swayne, who managed the wide jagged leaps with great style and
aplomb.

The gentle Lord’s Prayer which followed drew a lovely gospel feel to the singing, although I did feel that the lead guitar
was slightly over-amplified.  After a movement of chants and a superbly effective Agnus Dei – with the soloist once again
shining in her three consecutive cries of Jesu Christe – a thrilling, exhilarating and exuberant finale brought this unique
work to a close. Rapturous applause followed, leading to an encore – a repeat of the Lord’s Prayer – during which Julian

https://lavendertheatre.com/whats-on
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/a-midsummers-nights-dream-in-cheam
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Collings, fittingly I thought, wore the cap presented to him earlier.

Martin Seath

Related Reports:

Epsom choristers go south for the Summer

Epsom Choral Society opens its centenary celebration 2022
Photo credit: Clive Richardson

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsom-choristers-travel-south-for-the-summer
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsom-choral-society-opens-its-centenary-celebration-2022

