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Bright young things
The Australian Youth Orchestra has scored a major coup securing two of the worlds finest
musicians for concerts at home and a two-week tour of Europe, writes Katarina Kroslakova

Joshua Bell plays a precious 300-year-old
Stradivarius violin and is in demand as a
soloist with the world's top orchestras.
Now 46, he made his Carnegie Hall debut
aged just 17, has won Grammy awards and
has pretty much the pick of whatever
concert he wants.

Christoph Eschenbach is an esteemed
conductor, a Legion of Honour recipient,
a prolific recording artist and a former
protégé of titan Herbert von Karajan.

Both are coming to Australia next
month to work with the Australian Youth
Orchestra (AYO); Eschenbach conducting
and Bell as soloist in Tchaikovsky's Violin
Concerto. After performances in Sydney
and Melbourne (August 3, 5), the
musicians will set off on a two-week tour
of major European festivals.

Considering these two global stars are
used to working with orchestras such as
the Vienna and Israel Philharmonic, the
Philadelphia Orchestra and the Orchestre
de Paris, a commitment to a project like
the AYO tour speaks volumes about the
importance of music education.

It's a coup to secure these two musicians
- and particularly for such an extended
period of time. Simple as that.

Cohn Cornish, chief executive of the
AYO since 2005, was, well, instrumental
in the negotiations and says context is
everything. "If you look at the Australian
orchestral scene, there has been an
increase in the calibre of artists coming
in the past 10 years," Cornish says. -The
AYO has a fantastic reputation both in
Australia and in Europe."

When Cornish himself was a violinist
in the AYO in 1988, he toured Europe with
Eschenbach. "That was my first trip
overseas," Cornish recalls. "It was a really
important experience for me."

He wrote to Eschenbach's management
about returning to work with the orchestra
25 years on, and got a positive response

immediately. "He was compelled to
explore it further. I was amazed at how
good his memory of the tour was and the
influence he said it had on him. We were
one of the first national youth orchestras in
the world to be undertaking three- to four-
week festival tours of Europe, and it stuck
in his memory"

Cornish admits a tour like this is "not a
cheap exercise", both logistically and in
performer fees, but the company's
fundraising allowed them to commit to the
exercise - the orchestra's 21st international
tour in its 65-year history.

The bulk of the AYO's funding comes
from the Australian government's Office
for the Arts (46 per cent). Individual and
Foundation donations (12 per cent, 9 per
cent), corporate sponsorship (10 per cent)
and student registration fees (13 per cent)
ensure financial stability for the company.
Singapore Airlines and Accenture are the
principal sponsors for the 2013 tour.

New York-based Bell, for one, is looking
forward to the music-making. "I jumped at
the opportunity, really, because the
reputation of the Australian Youth
Orchestra is a very good one and I've heard
so many good things about them for a
while," he says.

"I love working with young people and
I mean that very selfishly. I enjoy playing
with a group of people who are really in it
because they're excited and love music."

At the time of our interview, Bell was in
Israel, performing seven concerts in seven
days with the Israel Philharmonic. He took
the opportunity to compare the experience
of working with a professional versus a
youth orchestra. "I play with a lot of
professional orchestras, and in some ways
they may be more polished in certain
areas, but I love the enthusiasm of a young
orchestra," he says.

"For them it's not a job. They don't think
of music that way and it should never be

that way. There are orchestra musicians
who have been playing for 50 years and
still have that kind of enthusiasm, but you
don't always see that, sadly.

"Sometimes when I play with some very
well-established orchestras, I feel like
they're on the clock"

Bell will be soloist in Tchaikovsky's
Violin Concerto, one of the most frequently
performed pieces in the repertoire. "When
I come to a professional orchestra that's
played it a hundred times, you tend to
come up against the feeling like, Oh yeah,
we know how this goes, just let's play.'

"But even in a piece like that, you want
to continue to explore it and find new
things. Established orchestras aren't always
open to new ideas. So with a young
orchestra like this I hope that we can really
rehearse it, get inside it and in the process
I hope be able to come away with a
different perspective."

It's not just musicians such as Bell and
Eschenbach who work with youth
orchestras. Venezuelan conductor Gustavo
Dudamel has become a global music icon,
not only because of his talent and
musicianship but also because of his
work with the Simon Bolivar National
Youth Orchestra, an extraordinarily
successful ensemble in which most of the
young players are from underprivileged
or poor socioeconomic backgrounds.

The orchestra has made three
recordings with Deutsche Grammophon,
performed at the BBC Proms and really
emphasises the transformational power
of music.

Closer to home, outgoing Sydney
Symphony chief conductor Vladimir
Ashkenazy has worked with the AYO and
the Sydney Youth Orchestra.

Even Russian Valery Gergiev,
undoubtedly the world's busiest jet-setting
conductor and artistic director of the
Mariinsky Theatre, is currently in the
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middle of a tour with the National Youth
Orchestra of the USA.

Clearly, this is something that matters.
Cornish agrees. 'There is a real

awareness among conductors of the
reward and experience you get with
working with young people who are
technically at a high standard," he says.
"They're looking for the buzz around
youth orchestras."

Gergiev says it's a give and take
experience. "You give energy and you get
energy," he tells Life & Leisure. "Youth
orchestras are important. When I was 15,
18, 20 - there were always professionals
who helped me, and I'll never forget that."

What does he expect from a youth
orchestra he's leading? "At best you are
totally inspired by their dedication. They
are gifted and very excited. The minimum
I expect is that they will be very well
prepared and I will have to do something
so they get the most out of it.

"I will be ready to learn myself, and at
some point I also have to give them some
advice, which most probably they will find
at least, let's say, if not totally precious
then at least something to think about."

Joshua Bell is no stranger to seeing the
impact of music on children first-hand.
Some of his career decisions have been
influenced by the desire to keep classical

music in the mainstream.
"I don't want to see classical music

marginalised to something for the few.
So I jump at any chance to keep it
mainstream, especially things that can
reach kids," he says.

"I haven't shied away from doing things
a little bit outside of the box. I did a sort of
MTV-style video when I was young, which
had never been done before with classical
music and I thought it would be fun to try.
It went on the Tonight Show, with Johnny
Carson, and I still do things like that."

Bell was approached by a Washington
Post columnist to busk incognito at one of
DC's Metro stations. Bell might have
collected only US$32.17 for his 45-minute
performance, but the YouTube video of the
experiment got several million views.

He laughs that seven years on, he's still
answering questions about it.

"It's very funny, even today here in
Israel, it's the one thing people seem to ask
me about more than anything else. I don't
know how that happened!" he says.

"I guess I shouldn't complain because it
made a lot of people aware of who I am
and what I do. But when the Washington
Post asked me to do it, I just didn't think
we'd be talking about it years later."

Bell is on several committees in the
US which lobby to keep music on school

curriculums. With three young sons of his
own, he has a personal interest too.

"Music just improves the skills of young
people on so many levels and so many
areas of the brain," he says. "When I go to
a school that has music in their lives, and
then schools that have no music in their
lives, I actually really feel a difference in
their attention span, their energy.

'There's something about kids who have
an instrument in their hands. It does
something to them. It gives them a kind of
pride and self-esteem."

Cornish agrees. The AYO's annual
program includes concerts, school camps,
summer camps, intensive rehearsal
periods and special performances, with up
to 350 musicians (aged 25 and younger)
taking part "I see the impact that music
has," he says. "These are elite musicians
and they're incredibly professional but I
see them responding to the emotion and
developing their own confidence to
express themselves, in the way they
present themselves, talk to adults.

"The power of music to feed your brain,
improve your memory, increase your
confidence and your resilience - that's
really underestimated." ME
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Grammy Awa rd-
winning violinist
Joshua Bell, top, and
the Australian
Youth Orchestra,
above. Bell is
starting a European
tour with the AYO
in August.

AYO Alumni
Diana Doherty
principal oboe,
Sydney Symphony

Tobias Lea
principal viola,
Vienna Philharmonic

Matthew McDonald
1st principal bass,
Berlin Philharmonic

Belinda McFarlane
second violin,
London Symphony

Nigel Westlake
Australian composer
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