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Royal Northern Sinfonia, orchestra
of Sage Gateshead, is the UK’s only
full-time chamber orchestra. Founded
in 1958, RNS has built a worldwide
reputation for the North East through
the quality of its music-making and
the immediacy of the connections
the musicians make with audiences.
The orchestra regularly flies the
flag for the region at major festivals,
including the BBC Proms, most
recently performing Handel’s Water
Music at Stage @theDock in
Hull – the first Prom performed
outside of London since 1930. They
appear frequently at venues and
festivals in Europe, including La
folle journée in Nantes. In recent
seasons they have toured to Vienna,
Budapest, Istanbul and Tokyo.
RNS has worked with many
international conductors and soloists
including Christian Tetzlaff, Sir Roger
Norrington, Paul McCreesh, Jess
Gillam, Nicholas McGegan, Mahan

Esfahani, Viktoria Mullova and Jessica
Cottis, and also collaborated with
leading popular voices such as Sting,
Ben Folds, John Grant, Mercury Rev,
Field Music and Maxïmo Park.
RNS has commissioned new music
by David Lang, John Casken,
Tansy Davies, Errollyn Wallen
and James Weeks amongst
others, and runs an annual Young
Composers Competition.
In order to engage with the widest
possible range of artists and
audience, in 2018 RNS founded its
inclusive ensemble RNS Moves,
and also increasingly programmes
accessible and relaxed performances
throughout the season.
RNS has always been actively involved
in local communities and in education.
The orchestra regular performs across
the region in Kendal, Middlesbrough,
Carlisle, Berwick and Sunderland.
Musicians support young people

learning musical instruments through
Sage Gateshead’s Centre for Advance
Training and through In Harmony
Newcastle Gateshead.

royalnorthernsinfonia
RNSinfonia
royal_northern_sinfonia

Please ensure that all mobile phones and
pagers are turned off. Photography and
recording are strictly prohibited during
performances. Our great acoustic means that
even slight sounds can seem much louder. If
you could help us to minimise unnecessary
noise levels that may be disturbing to other
patrons, such as crackling sweet wrappers,
we’d really appreciate it.
If you are suffering from a cough or cold, feel
free to ask one of our Customer Experience
Team members to reseat you close to the
doors in case you need to leave the hall.
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Principal Partners support the work of Royal Northern Sinfonia through an
association with one of the orchestra’s Section Leaders or Principal Chairs.
If you would like more information, please contact Natalie Heath, Individual
Giving Officer on 0191 443 5038.

Ludwig Van Beethoven (1770-1827)
Sextet in E flat, Op.81b
Allegro con brio - Adagio - Rondo: Allegro
Beethoven didn’t think much of this
piece – in fact, he didn’t even think
very much about it. Take its opus
number. Chronologically, it seems
to place the Sextet at the peak of
Beethoven’s “second period” - around
1810, somewhere between the ‘Les
Adieux’ sonata and the incidental
music to Goethe’s Egmont. The reality
is rather different – it predates his Op.1.
Beethoven seems to have composed
the piece in Vienna in late 1794 or
early 1795. He simply didn’t bother
publishing it for 15 years, presumably
after a thorough rummage around his
famously chaotic apartment. “Sextet of
mine” he scribbled on the manuscript
first horn part. “God knows where the
rest of it is”.
Yet there’s no better illustration
of Beethoven’s position at the
turning-point of two musical eras
than this exuberant Sextet for a
pair of horns and a string quartet.
The nineteenth century called this
piece a Sextet, labeling it forever as
chamber music (with all its domestic

connotations). In form and spirit,
however, this is outdoor music - as
close as Beethoven ever got to the
classical Divertimento à la Mozart.
Try to imagine those two horns in full
cry in an elegant Viennese drawing
room! But then again, it’s hard to
imagine horn playing as virtuosic and
flamboyant as this being relegated to
background music - or the average
Viennese street band having players
of the necessary calibre.
No, this Sextet is yet another example
(like the String Trio Op.3 and the
Piano and Wind Quintet Op.16) of
Beethoven’s youthful creative energy
and love of Mozart looking for a form
and not quite finding it. If there’s any
direct model for the Sextet, it’s surely
Mozart’s horn concertos (particularly
in the galloping finale). But having
decided to write something for the
horn-playing Bonn publisher Nicolaus
Simrock (a boyhood acquaintance)
Beethoven went one better, and
composed what’s effectively a double
horn concerto, with horn parts even

Helen Grime (1981-)
Into the Faded Air
My string sextet Into the faded air is
cast in four movements although the
last three movements are played
without a break. In the first movement,
the sextet is divided into two groups.
The first group, consisting of violin,
viola and cello plays a sustained
melody while the second group (also
violin, viola and cello) contributes
more jagged and intricate material.
The second movement is an
extended duet for two violas with the
other instruments accompanying.

As the movement progresses, the
accompanying instruments become
more prominent. The third movement
is the only fast movement in the piece,
with rapid semi-quavers and much
use of pizzicato throughout. This leads
into a serene chorale where the three
upper instruments (two violins and
viola one) are set against the second
viola and two cellos.
© Helen Grime

more tongue-twisting than anything
in Mozart’s chamber music - and
then tried to make the whole thing a
chamber work.
No wonder the older Beethoven
was so relaxed about the Sextet’s
fate. Commentators often write of
Beethoven’s early music “straining the
bounds of classical form”, and while
that’s not really true here – the Sextet’s
three short movements are deftly and
stylishly proportioned – it’s definitely
the case that the Sextet requires some
seriously good players. The result
gives us a spirited and entertaining
portrait of a young composer paying
his dues, and gives horn players then
and now an irresistible work-out. And
it does it all with wit, enthusiasm and
(in the poised, Haydn-like Adagio) real
beauty. The 25-year old Beethoven
aims to charm, amuse and delight –
and more than two centuries later, he
still does exactly that.
© Richard Bratby

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)
Movement for Wind Sextet
While still at school in the late 1920s,
Benjamin Britten was introduced to
the world of European Avant Garde
music by his teacher, Frank Bridge.
The influence of composers such as
Arnold Schoenberg is clear even in his
earliest works, and the Movement for
Wind Sextet is no exception. Written
in the summer of 1930, before a
young Britten moved to London to
study at the Royal College of Music,
this unusual piece of music gives us
an insight into the experimental and
adventurous mind of the 16-year-old
composer.
Britten expands upon the more
traditional wind quintet by adding
a bass clarinet to the line-up of
instruments. Not only is this an
uncommon combination, but the
sextet also marks his one published
work for wind instruments alone.

Considering his young age, Britten
writes confidently and uses the bass
clarinet to great effect, its cascading
lines in dialogue with the clarinet
throughout. It has been suggested
that Britten may have been inspired to
write for wind sextet after hearing Leoš
Janáček’s Mládí (1924), composed for
the same forces.
Having completed the movement
in his final term at Gresham’s School
in Norfolk it seems that Britten
abandoned the sextet after taking
up his place at the Royal College of
Music, where his opus 1 Sinfonietta
was published in 1932. The Movement
for Wind Sextet is a sophisticated
miniature and a remarkable piece
of juvenilia from one of the most
innovative British composers of the
twentieth century.

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)
String Sextet No.2 in G Major, Op.36
Allegro non troppo - Scherzo: Allegro non troppo – Presto giocoso - Adagio - Poco allegro
“I think I may say that from that time
until the present, a golden light has
been cast on my life, and that even
now in my late old age, something
of the radiance of that unforgettable
time has remained. I loved Johannes
Brahms very much, and for a short
time he loved me…”
We’ll never know the whole story
of why, in January 1859, Johannes
Brahms broke off his relationship
with the only woman to whom he
would ever be engaged. No letters
on either side survive; all we have are
the memoirs, written decades later,
of his unhappy former fiancée Agathe
von Siebold. Agathe was the daughter
of a doctor in Göttingen, and Brahms
had met her at the house of the town’s
music director, his friend Julius Otto
Grimm, in 1858. Grimm and his wife
encouraged the relationship; Agathe
had a thoughtful face, a good singing
voice and long dark hair, parted in the
centre in the fashion of the era.
And to judge from the poetry that
Brahms set to music in this period,
the romance was sincere: in his letters
to Grimm, Brahms referred to the
two couples as a “four-leafed clover”.
But just a few months later – around
the time that Brahms’ First Piano
Concerto flopped catastrophically at
its premiere in Leipzig - Brahms got
cold feet. Agathe recounted that he
tried to have it both ways: ”I love you! I
must see you! But I cannot be bound”.
But convention of the time made a
broken engagement final; besides,
Agathe was devastated. “His love was
not as strong and deep as hers”, she
concluded. She would later marry a
respectable doctor, but to this day, the
small gold engagement ring with a
single diamond that Brahms gave her
remains a treasured family heirloom.
Music-lovers, meanwhile, have an
equally treasurable souvenir of that
brief autumn romance. Brahms’
second string sextet was published by

Simrock of Berlin in 1866, but Brahms’
large scale works often took years
to mature, and his correspondence
indicates that he was working on the
sextet as early as 1861. “And what
is this C minor sextet?” asked Clara
Schumann in a letter to Brahms
on 21 February that year. She was
wrong about the key, but right that
Brahms was working on a sextet.
He’d sketched the main theme of the
Adagio as far back as 1855; the melody
that became the Scherzo began as
a piano piece – a mock-baroque
gavotte – in 1854. But something had
clearly happened to fertilise those
ideas. Meanwhile he’d laboured long
and hard on his first sextet – and had
sent the finished work for comments
to Grimm, after the dust settled from
the break-up, in December 1859.
And the first impression that most
players and listeners take away from
the second sextet, like the first, is of
something like the “golden light” that
Agathe described years later. Like
the first sextet, its mood is lyrical and
relaxed; but where the first has all
the brilliance of its key, B flat major,
the Second is somehow richer,
more mellow and at the same time
warmer. The key helps: G major lies
comfortably under the hands of a
string player and makes a naturally
sonorous effect on a string instrument
– and that sense of naturalness and
relaxation often comes out in the way
it’s played. Brahms’ long, careful work
on both his Sextets paid dividends.
There are few moments in Brahms’
music more gloriously unbuttoned
than the sweet, swinging waltzmelody with which the cello sings out
its heart in the second group of the
first movement – or the magnificent,
freewheeling finale, in which
racing semiquavers (Brahms knew
Mendelssohn’s Octet well) burgeon
into melody after gloriously lilting
melody, or simply break out in whirling
cascades of joyous string sound.

But if that doesn’t sound very
much like a composer recovering
from heartbreak, neither Brahms’
craftsmanship nor his wonderfully
poetic instrumental writing can hide
the melancholy heart of the two
inner movements – the fierce presto
outbursts that upset the poise of the
gavotte-like Scherzo (even if Brahms
does head them giocoso) – or, above
all, the Adagio. The way the opening
E minor theme wanders over its
troubled, shifting accompaniment,
the increasing passion of the central
episode, and then the way, as peace
is restored, that the two violas sigh
quietly in close harmony like distant
horns: well, Brahms doesn’t give us
any clues beyond what we hear and
imagine.
But he does give us two crucial clues
back in the first movement. In the
very opening bars – where a classical
master would confidently establish
the cheerful key of G major – Brahms
gives us a theme in sombre G minor,
over a quietly rocking accompaniment.
Daylight quickly breaks through, but
it’s enough to cast a modest shadow
of uncertainty over the whole sunlit
work. Brahms was a master-craftsman:
like so much of his music, the Second
Sextet is emotion recollected in
tranquillity. But the source of that
emotion? Remarkably, Brahms
encoded it in an outwardly jubilant
five-note phrase that he repeats,
over and again at the end of the
development of his first movement
– and the end of movement itself.
Five notes: A, G, A, D (there’s no “T”
in music), H (German for B natural),
E: AGATHE. The smile in the music
conceals something that Brahms
somehow couldn’t put into words:
however much the real Agathe might
have wished that he had.
© Richard Bratby

2020-23 Crisis,
Recovery
and Renaissance
campaign
The Covid-19 pandemic has created
a financial emergency for Sage
Gateshead. In 2020/21. 80% of our
income was affected, and we had
to adapt our organisation. We have
weathered the storm thanks to the
support of many generous people
and organisations, and the investment
from Arts Council England and DCMS.
Our sincerest thanks to you all.
Looking ahead, the impact of the
pandemic will be felt deeply. We are
determined to play a proactive role
in our region’s recovery. Meanwhile,
operational and financial challenges
continue, with our box office and
trading income set to be half of that in
a pre-Covid year. This year, we again
need to raise £1 million through our
Crisis, Recovery and Renaissance
campaign, to ensure we can continue
to share world-class music by
artists from all genres, support our
communities’ health and wellbeing,
and create vital artist development
and inspiring educational
opportunities. If you’d like to help Sage
Gateshead, please donate online on
www.sagegatehead.com/support or
get in touch with
Natalie.Heath@sagegateshead.com.

Public Funding

Trust and Foundation Supporters
29th May 1961 Charitable Trust, Ambache Trust, The Barbour Foundation, Catherine
Cookson Charitable Trust, Clore Duffield Foundation, Community Foundation Tyne
& Wear and Northumberland, Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, Foyle Foundation,
Garfield Weston Foundation, The Hadrian Trust, The John Horseman Trust, Kavli
Trust, LNER Customer and Communities Investment Fund, The Marchus Trust,
National Lottery Community Fund, Netherton Park Trust, The Percy Hedley 1990
Trust, Persimmon Building Future, PRS Foundation, Roy and Pixie Baker Charitable
Trust, The Shears Foundation, Sir James Knott Trust, St Nicholas’ Educational Trust,
Stuart Halbert Foundation, Vardy Foundation, W A Handley Charity Trust, Wolfson
Foundation, Youth Music.

Platinum Corporate Partners

Gold Corporate Partners

Silver Corporate Partners

We want to sincerely thank our
Founding Patrons, Founding
Endowment Donors, Principal
Partners, RNS Supporters, Friends
of RNS, Sage Circle members and
Sage Supporters as well as all our
Sage Gateshead Ambassadors,
Champions, Promoters, Advocates,
Affiliates and Associates and
everybody who has supported
our 2020-23 Crisis, Recovery and
Renaissance campaign through
ticket top-ups and donations.

Bronze Corporate Partners
Adkins & Cheurfi, Northern Elevator, Pioneer Foodservice, Zerolight

North Music Trust is
a registered charity
(No. 1087445).

Join us this Spring
Join us for more great music with Royal Northern Sinfonia
and visiting artists this season. More concerts are being
announced regularly, so keep an eye out for updates.

RNS: A Journey to Haydn
Friday 21 January
7.30pm | Sage One

ECHO Rising Stars
Saturday 22 January
From 11am
Northern Rock Foundation Hall

Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra
Friday 28 January
7.30pm | Sage One

RNS: España
Friday 4 February
7.30pm | Sage One

RNS: Zehetmair
plays Mozart
Friday 4 March
7.30pm | Sage One

Book Now at sagegateshead.com

