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Sharing

Performance

Rachel Douglas underlines the benefits of Britain's competitive
festivals and applauds the achievements of contributing

performers.

There is nothing new abou
competitive events in the
performing arts. The ancient
Grecks held poetry and drama
compentons, mecieval
minstrels would ¢ ety fear
prizes as well as g rmaidens
hand and Eistecddiggls can be
traced back 1o the 12th century.,
but in this cowntry it was the
Victorians witl their enthusiasm
for workers” education, chapel
choirs, drawing room ballads,
mioal uplift and eetotalism =
among many other things —
who systematically staned o
organise 4 competitive festival
movement in ths country.
Perhaps it is surprising that this
still flourshes: a hundred vears
a@o there neither iPods, Chs,
Classic FM nor Radio 3, bur
every parour had its piano and
the intrusion of wireless, let
alone television or compriters,
was stll unimaginable, But
today 323 festivals held around
the counmry are established
enough o have become

affiliated to a parent hedy, the
British & International
Federation of Festivals,

[ am Chair of the Noih
Lendon Festival of Music,
Drama & Dance, which is one
of the largest and oldest in the
country, and am convinced
how much it has o offer
everyome from amaeurs
msic stuclents, from litde
children 1o senior citizens. My
passionate belief i3 that music
ought 1o be heard live as often
a5 possible, and that
performance needs o be
shared. We no longer live in an
age when vou are expected 1o
bring vour harp to a pamy, or
sing local folk songs in the pub
(somehow karacke is not guite
the same thing,,. ). bur amareurs
want, and buckding
professionals need, the
opporunity to perform and a
festival can provide it So the
emphasis in the Morth London
is on the taking pan and
sharing, not on the prize

winning Calthough [ sill ademi
it is sometimes hard o
convince a pushy murm of this
when her little dading seems o
have been ‘overlooked' by the
adjudicator vet again).

Nobody reading news &
vieres will need convincing of
the benefits of a musical
education, but some weachers
do need reminding that music
lessons shouldn't ke place in
isolation and that it is cfien
useful for 2 pupil 1o get
feedback from someone else
and to see how they compare
with their peers. Our
adjudicators are all strictly
clarged only w give positive
cormments, but it is impressive
howe much good advice can
come in an upbeat form. 1
really ke the way vou
presented vour piece, and with
it hit more attention to
intonation it could Become an
impressive perfformance.” Often
an cusider can get across a
message that the weacher has
Breen struggling to impar for
ages. [ frequently hear such
comments as Tve telling him
for months to keep his bow
arme upy, but he only really ook
notice when vour adjudicator
said so as well

Competitions impose a
cenain amount of discipline on
performers, which [ think is
genuinely useful, not just
character forming in a cold-
shower-in-the-morning sor of
way. The frst time my
granddavghter went in for a
celle class, she was completely
unnerved by the combination
af strange hall and unknown
people looking at her and
could hardly get bow 1o string,
In the following vears with
more idea of what to expect
her confidence increased 1o the
point at which she was able 1o
win a place at Oxford to read
music and go on o1 career in
music acdministration.

Ciana Cummings, leader of
the English String Quarter and



f:‘an'-":lr:sl'(‘.';u'rpcn'.‘;m]mm’s o the North London Festival by 2005

Professor at both the Royal
Academy and Trinity College of
Music, remembers her fisst
performing experiences at the
North London not only as
enormaous fun. but also hugely
valuable, Two imponant
lessons stand out in her
oy, First, however
talenmed VOu are, never
urderestimate the competition.
After some years of sweeping
evenvihing before her, she
encountered an irriatingly
vounger cellist whe came fist
in all the open classes which
they Both entered: that the linle
girl's name was Jacgueling du
P clidd not, of course, mean
much at the time. Second, i
became embarmssingly clear on
one memorable occasion that
Brown ups are not always right.
Her mother carefully rained
her up in actions w g with the
recitation she was to give in an
elocution class. Despite
misgivings the young Diana did
her Best to give them full
dramatic force only to discover
that it was emphatically not
done o be demonstrative in 2
speech class and the judges felt
they could not avward 3 medal
o such an vnrestrained
performance,

From being an outstanding
competitgr, Diana has now
Become Fueguiich supponer of
the Norg .;:'Kﬂm and the face
that st Al RL‘.L'p:i cked away
in a drawer somewhere the
medals she won there all tose
vears ago shows how much it
mweant wr her, In due course she
wis entening her own children
for the: festival (but not, T think,
the elocution clisses!) and her
pupils from the music
Conservatones ane always urged
o compete in the senior classes
to gain experience of playing in
front of an audicnee,

Every vear standards seem w
20 up i our festival and 1 think
this is another benefit of
panticipaton, When we first
offered a cup for the best
pianist of 10 vears and under
plaving 1.5, Bach we would et
a number of quite nicely
pertormed minuets and
gaviottes, Now, as children and
their teachers hear what is
possible, the theee-pan
inventions and sonata
maovements are commeon. Its
the Boger Bannister effect —
once you know it is possible 1o
mun g mile in less than four
minues this scon becomes a
commonplace — and it works ar

a low level ag
well as a hygh
one, Ul net
forger the ook
on 4 teacher's
face when she
realised what
other prinuany
school choirs
could achieve,
ancl the
standarcl of
singing and
deponment
certminhy went
up the
following vear,

The Last
word should
ooy B0 Sir
Waltord
Davies, Master
of the King's Music and an
influential figure in the fesivl
moverment it the early 20th
century. He said of it Surely
vur whole end s what happens
after the competition has
obtained the excellence we all
desire. If we make the evening
conoen the mle then we shall
educate the awdience (oo, and 1
always heard the upholders of
these festivals sy thar et was
one of the gloriows tings tha
was happening all the tme, [
am heart and soul for keeping
competnions up for the reason
that by means of them you
make the plavers not beat each
ather but pace each ather on
the road 1o excellence.” This
sentiment is surely as valuable
ki as it was when he fiest
wiiered i in 1922,

I veure woueld file o leeim meore
abosit the Norh Lonclon Festive!
arrned Bowe to exter students pisi
e peeEsie oot

seteee owtilonclenfestival ong ol
OrFcortact mie, Rachel Dharigles,
ar o Beffpate Mews, Loneon
NWS ISW T ger in donich with
British & frternestione
Federation of Festivals visie
e festivels dlemon coul
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