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The Australian Youth Orchestra
heads to Europe this week for con-
certs in Germany, Austria, the
Netherlands and Switzerland. Be-
fore conquering Europe, concerts
in Sydney (on Saturday night) and
Melbourne (Monday) were pro-
grammed to show the home team
what it has to offer.

It has plenty. About 100 of Aus-
tralia's best musicians under 25, all
fired up about their imminent de-
parture, come to the stage with an
energy which could power a small
city. Coralling that energy, shaping
it into something with nuance and
meaning is esteemed German con-
ductor Christoph Eschenbach. And
out the front, like icing on an al-
ready very good cake, are didgeri-
doo virtuoso William Barton and
violin superstar Joshua Bell.

The concert opened with the
sounds of didgeridoo emerging
from the clutter of audience noise,
daring us to tune in and listen. The
creative relationship between Bar-
ton and composer Peter Sculthorpe
has been a revelatory one, and no-
where is the match more telling
than in Earth Cry. When cellos, bas-
ses and didgeridoo come together
at the centre of the work it is incred-
ibly moving: the sophisticated art-
istry of European tradition hooked
into something old and visceral.

Tchaikovsky's Violin Concerto
called for a radical change in gear

for players and listeners. Blousy
and romantic in the climaxes, it
nevertheless demands a chamber
music approach in the more intro-
verted moments. This was where
strings of the orchestra really
showed their mettle. Some of Bell's
more soapy portamento was not to
my taste, but his sense of pace and
shape kept the old warhorse fresh
and surprising. For the finale the
soloist took off at top speed, with
orchestra in adrenalin-fuelled pur-
suit. It was a photo finish.

Stravinsky's The Rite of Spring is
something of a concerto for or-
chestra, a work to test every sec-
tion, often with cruelly exposed
solos. They were ready. From the
lonely bassoon call on, the orches-
tra hung on Eschenbach's beat, ne-
gotiating their way through the
polyrhythms to a magnificently
raucous end.

Top speed: Violinist Joshua Bell
set the orchestra a chase.
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