
Welcome
Welcome to the third edition of the North East of Scotland
Performing Arts Newsletter.

We are delighted to hear the positive feedback and also
that engagement is growing. Please do get in touch with
anything you would like us to include in future issues.

With timetabling well underway, the competitors and
entrants will be starting to think about videoing their
performances. We are no stranger to the word “technical”
during festival preparation and rehearsal as we enhance
our technique and improve our performance. However,
who would have guessed lockdown would require us to
learn a whole new range of “technical” skills. Everyone is
doing incredibly well but should you have any worries on
this front, please let us know, and we will do all we can to
assist.

Shirley McGill 
Speech and Drama
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Aberdeen Music Festival 
June 7th - 11th 2021 

Many thanks to all who submitted their entries by Friday 26th March.  Until we knew

what the takeup was going to be, we could not know for certain that a festival would be

viable.  Indeed, there were so few entries until the last minute flurry that we were

concerned.   The number of applications which flooded in at the  last  was terrific, and

we are currently checking through these.  Whilst most are complete when they arrive,

many need additional work on our part before the initial stage of processing is

completed.  

All entries received by the deadline will be timetabled.  If you didn't get your entry in

on time, please get in touch and we will accommodate what we can. 

Timeline
26th March

Entries
deadline 

16th April 

Requests for
Official

Accompanist close

17th May 

Video
submissions 

Festival
Week

7th-11th June 

5 Common Mistakes when Entering the Festival
International Piano Day - interviews with past participants

The next in our pre-festival helpful video series is going to be about:

Preparing your Video Submission  

Adam Auchie and Lizzy McCall are working on this now and the video should be available
shortly. If you missed these videos on Facebook you can catch up on YouTube by searching
NE Scotland Performing Arts, where you will find the previous offerings:

If you have any suggestions for future videos, or would like to be involved in this project,
please contact us by emailing info@nespa.scot

2021 Video Series 
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https://www.youtube.com/channel/UChoWNz97yJj1yf3NTiKfPYw
mailto:info@nespa.scot


How do I enter the Festival?  
Where is the syllabus? 

The deadline for entries to this year's Festival is
past.  Any late entries received will only be
accommodated if there is space left in the
timetable.  The syllabus can be found on the
website www.nespa.scot. 

What do I do about an 
accompaniment? 

The Festival will provide a pre-recorded
accompaniment for any eligible classes if
requested by 16th April. Accompaniments can
be played on any instrument, or performed
without accompaniment. 

How do I record my
performance?  

No special equipment is required, a mobile
phone is adequate.  For tips, see: here on
website 

How do I submit my video?  The portal for submitting videos is now open
here.

How do I find out my Class time
and zoom link?  

Applicants will receive a ballot slip by email
with details of class times and zoom links.
Please make sure that the festival's email
address is not blocked by your email filter.

What if I am unable to attend the
class?  

Your video will be played and an    adjudication
given. However, it will be deemed to be non-
competitive if you cannot attend the class live. 
 You will still receive written feedback. 

What if I am late or have I.T.
problems?  

You should ensure that the Festival has a
telephone number for someone (performer or
applicant) who will be at the class. 

Can I share my zoom link to
friends and family? 

Yes, but you are asked to do this wisely.  If you
do not want your video to be played in public,
please let the Festival know and arrangements
will be made for a private showing to the
adjudicator. 

Aberdeen Music Festival 
June 7th - 11th 2021 

NEWSLETTER ISSUE 303

https://nespa.scot/pages/video-submission
https://nespa.scot/pages/video-submission
http://www.nespa.scot/pages/video-submission


The motto of the festival is:
Not to defeat a rival or win a prize but to pace one another on the way to excellence.

Nevertheless over the years the Festival has accumulated a total of 74 trophies which are in current
use, with others for classes which have become irrelevant and abandoned. In the approach to Festival
week, the trophies awarded in the previous year are recalled. Each is checked to make sure that no
repairs are required and that they have been engraved. Then they are cleaned, boxed in special paper
to prevent tarnishing, and made ready for the next festival.

Once the timetabling has been done, each box is marked with the class code and time. In a live Festival,
each trophy has to be delivered to the correct venue. Unfortunately,  in 2020 we did not receive all the
trophies back from the 2019 recipients and were unable to hand many out. 
We are still awaiting the return of many of the trophies and would urge anyone who still has one to
get in touch and arrange its return to the Festival Office at Hill of Rubislaw.

If any 2020 trophy winners would like to have their trophy for the next month or two or even to have a
photograph taken with it, please get in touch, but achieving this is dependent on how quickly the 2019
recipients get their trophies back to us.
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Trophies

Trophy Convener required

This role has been vacant for some time. If you can
help out please contact Teresa Boag.  Thank you.

The role includes keeping track of the location of
trophies and providing any maintenance they
require. A full list of duties can be provided on
request.

Trophy Historian required

With the approach of the Festival’s Centenary
year in 2023 we are trying to put together a
history of the trophies.  If anyone is interested
in helping us track down the history of each
trophy, including the persons/reason behind
their donation to the festival please contact
Janette Hall.  Thank you. 

mailto:info@nespa.scot
mailto:info@nespa.scot
mailto:info@nespa.scot


I’ve been a student at NESMS for almost two and a half years and I really enjoy my recorder lessons
with Rosalind Coleman and the visiting woodwind specialist, Ian Wilson. Lessons can be one-to-one, or
you can join a small group with two, three or maybe four people including yourself. Group lessons
consist of people who are around your age or at the same level as you. In some lessons we overlap with
the group that comes before and after us. I enjoy this because I get a chance to play with older and
younger pupils. In my group, people play descant, treble and tenor recorders which, with the piano,
makes playing duos and trios all the more fun. During lockdown, I started to learn to play the treble
recorder. One of my favourite parts of the lesson is when we do improvisation. 

Music Education in Aberdeen
North East of Scotland Music School

The North East of Scotland Music School (NESMS)  exists
to provide tuition at an advanced level for musically
talented individuals of all ages. The School brings
internationally recognized teachers to the centre in
Aberdeen on a regular basis – normally nine times a year.
There are four teaching studios, one of which is large
enough to hold small concerts or recitals, and an
extensive library. The studios each have pianos (two
Boston grands and two Essex uprights) purchased from
Steinway in 2014.

At NESMS, everyone is very helpful and supportive and it’s a great way to
make friends outside school. When you’re stuck on a piece everyone helps
and we turn it into a game to make practicing the tricky part more fun.
We call it the ‘special practice’. In the special practice you get three small
objects and every time you play the hard part correctly you move one
object to the other side of the music stand, and you try to get it right
three times in a row. Sometimes we bring in Oscar, a puppet, to keep the
beat.

In addition to group lessons, I’ve also taken part in the Aberdeen Music
Festival and taken external music exams. During lockdown we’ve all had
our lessons on Zoom but I’m looking forward seeing and playing with the
rest of the group again.
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Isla Millar

We asked some festival participants who have had lessons at NESMS to tell us of their
experiences.  The first, Isla, is in the early stages of her music tuition, whereas Laura and
Eilidh are both about to embark on the next stage of their musical career at a Conservatoire
and University respectively. 

https://www.nesms.org.uk/
https://www.nesms.org.uk/r8/contact.html
https://www.nesms.org.uk/r8/library.html


NEWSLETTER ISSUE 306

NESMS Continued

Laura Ritchie

Having started learning oboe in primary
school, I continued at Mackie Academy and
participated in the orchestra and the concert
band. My first instrument was piano, and I was
so fortunate to be taught by Blair Cargill, who
nurtured my interest in music and continues to
inspire and guide me musically. By 5th Year I
became increasingly enthusiastic about the
oboe too, enjoying the experience of playing
with the Aberdeenshire Youth Orchestra and
travelling with them on a tour of Belgium
during which I also played the cor anglais.

This enabled me, within months, to achieve
Distinction (97) in Grade 7 oboe.
In June 2020, I embarked on a Continuing
Education course with the Royal
Conservatoire Scotland. By October 2020, I
felt confident enough to apply to RCS, which
would have been unthinkable without Joe’s
encouragement and teaching. His guidance
in helping me prepare for the audition was
invaluable. Following an audition in
November 2020, I received an unconditional
offer of a place at RCS in the B.Mus
(Performance) course with Principal Study
Oboe.

NESMS has given me the opportunity to receive specialist oboe tuition, face-to-face initially, and
through regular Zoom lessons during the pandemic, which has ensured continuity of teaching, for
which I am very grateful. I cannot rate highly enough the NESMS experience, which has
undoubtedly enabled me to reach my potential and given me a springboard into the world of
professional musicianship.

Laura K. Ritchie

In 2019, my oboe instructor suggested that I
sought tuition from an oboe specialist and
recommended NESMS. I had previously heard
of NESMS, having attended there for piano
exams and also from fellow members of AYO
who credited their success to the teaching they
received there. In May 2019, I had my first
lesson with Joe Houghton, and, from that
moment, I realised how much I wanted to
continue with my study of the oboe. His
positive, encouraging and calm approach to
lessons, allied with his oboe expertise and his
recognition of areas of weakness in my playing,
quickly led to a significant improvement in my
performance. 



In my experience, the tuition available at
NESMS is second to none. 

Working with my tutor Kathleen Cronie has
been such a wonderful way to broaden my
musical horizons. With exposure to wider
repertoire and support in developing my
technical and performance skills, I’ve been
able to find increased confidence in my
singing. Something very apparent in my time
at NESMS is the open and constructive
environment the school helps to develop
between tutors and students. This, along with
the tutors’ expertise, has helped me and many
other students feel comfortable exploring all
areas of music, whether for interest or as a
professional ambition.

In 2018, when going for my first lesson at the
North East of Scotland Music School, I had no
idea exactly how much of a difference my time
there was going to make to my life. Now, three
years later, as I get ready to study BMus Vocal
Studies in September, I can safely say that
music tuition at NESMS has been one of the
best choices I could have made for my musical
career. 

The friendly, welcoming atmosphere is
apparent the moment you enter, from the staff
in the office to the tutors themselves. The
building itself is well equipped, with four
teaching studios, each with a Steinway piano
and an extensive musical library, free of
charge to borrow for students, tutors and
Friends of NESMS. Together, this creates a
supportive environment to further your
musical knowledge.  
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Eilidh Bisset

NESMS Continued

NESMS also makes an effort to make tuition as
accessible as possible, with yearly scholarship
auditions and a hardship fund to help students
who may otherwise not be able to afford
tuition. I was lucky enough to receive the Ellie
Pirrie Scholarship in 2019, funded by the
Aberdeen Bach Choir. This was a massive
support in not only affording lessons but
getting valuable performance experience. 

continued...



More than just music lessons..........

Offering many opportunities outside of one-on-
one lessons, NESMS helps students gain
confidence in all areas of musical performance.
From instrumental ensembles to support in
preparing for the Music Festival to masterclasses
with experts from around the UK, there are
opportunities for everyone. I was fortunate
enough to participate in a vocal masterclass with
soprano Judith Howarth in May 2019, which was a
fantastic way to get a new perspective on my
singing and learn from the other singers taking
the class. It was just one of the many
masterclasses and events on offer to students
throughout the year, with opportunities for all
disciplines to get valuable insight into their
playing. 

There are also occasional classes in things like
Alexander Technique, which  are applicable for
music and everyday life. 

During the pandemic, NESMS has been
fantastic in facilitating online lessons, making
sure that we can still receive tuition in these
strange times, and keeping students in the
loop about any changes. All in all, learning at
NESMS has been such a fantastic way to foster
my musical ability and help so many students
of all different ages and levels in Aberdeen to
reach their musical potential. I - and so many
others - are eagerly looking forward to when
we can finally come back to the building and
resume the amazing in-person tuition that
NESMS provides.

Eilidh Bisset

Entry to NESMS is by audition, and enquiries from parents, teachers, schoolchildren, full-
time or part-time students and adults are welcome. The School tries to accommodate
anyone who has reached a suitable level of attainment whatever their circumstances or
musical background. 
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For more information see www.nesms.org.uk
or contact NESMS manager Colin Brockie:
office@nesms.org.uk 

Friends of NESMS
If you would like to support the school, why not
become a "Friend".  For an annual subscription of
£15 you  you have access to a lively community of
musicians and supporters. You will meet the tutors
and students, hear them perform, and receive news
of their achievements in the regular Newsletter. 

Submissions for scholarship auditions are
due by 31st May 2021.

NESMS Continued

The noticeboard is always filled with new
opportunities for performances and
ensembles around Aberdeen and is a great
way to keep up with music in the city. 

https://www.nesms.org.uk/r8/contact.html
http://www.nesms.org.uk/
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Musical Discoveries
Julian Maunder

I would like to introduce readers to a piece of
music which had a profound effect on me when I
was a teenager. The piece is the Fantasia
Concertante on a Theme of Corelli, by Sir Michael
Tippett. I would describe it as one of my Desert
Island Discs, and it vies for first place alongside a
piece by J. S. Bach, the Ricercare à 6 from his
Musical Offering. 

I stumbled upon it by accident, really. I was
studying Tippett’s Concerto for Double String
Orchestra, a wonderful work which I was fortunate
to play with my local youth string orchestra. I
acquired a recording and on the other side of the
LP one could hear his Little Music for Strings, and
the Fantasia Concertante. Sir Michael Tippett

The Fantasia, whilst initially the most challenging of the three to get to know, soon became a firm
favourite for me. Later, I learned that it had been made popular as the theme music for the film
Akenfield. 

The Fantasia Concertante was commissioned in 1953 and is based around the idea of the Baroque
concerto grosso, taking as its conceptual and thematic inspiration Corelli’s Concerto Grosso in F, Op 6
No 2, a work which is also the kernel of Bach’s B Minor Fugue BWV579 (Tippett makes reference to
Bach’s interpretation also). It is a prime example of 20th Century neoclassicism, or so-called “new
wine in old bottles”, wherein a new compositional language is applied to a pre-existing musical form. 

The Fantasia Concertante already hints at the complex harmonic language which became the
benchmark of Tippett’s major compositions. What made me fall for the piece as a youngster was the
extraordinary textures, from sparce, interweaving lines for the solo violins and cello to the thick,
passionate and densely imitative voicing in the ripieno (that is to say, when everybody is playing). It is
a difficult piece to perform, requiring a high level of technical facility in the solo lines as well as
sensitive but confident ensemble playing. The best-known recording of the piece remains that made
by the Academy of St Martin in the Fields conducted by Sir Neville Mariner, in which the soloists are
Iona Brown, Kenneth Sillito and Denis Vigay.

Julian Maunder



Moving choir rehearsals online at the start of the pandemic in March 2020 was daunting as I
had no idea how to go about this. I had not heard of zoom and had limited technical know-how
so was unsure if we would be able to sing together in a meaningful way that would keep the
singers’ voices toned up and provide musical and social stimulus to keep everyone motivated
to attend. Through a process of trial and error, and a lot of YouTube training, we now have a
format that works well for members and MD in rehearsals, and we succeeded in having a
festive virtual live concert in December 2020 and are planning our Spring virtual concert for
May 16th 2021. 

Online Choir with the Banchory Singers
Tara Lieper

The challenges with online rehearsing and attempting to sing together are many. The main
issue is that of latency where there is a time lag that you will have noticed when you try to have
a flowing conversation with omeone using any online platform. The time lag means that two
people cannot sing at the same time as each other as it will always be out of time. Some
platforms also prioritise microphone use as a way to stop two people speaking at the same
time, and so it can be impossible for two (or more) people to sing simultaneously because the
microphone will not relay your sound to the others. 
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In rehearsals I start by allowing everyone to keep their microphones active and let them chat
to each other and then we gradually settle down ready to start a physical and vocal warm up.
At this point I ask all to mute and I lead this section encouraging good voice and body use as we
would in a face-to-face rehearsal. The ‘chat’ facility allows for people to ask questions or
comment as the rehearsal proceeds. When working on repertoire I use several practice
strategies. 



 
The first is leading from the piano and
singing/playing a vocal part while the other
parts either listen or sing their part against
me if they know it well enough. This is great
ear training because usually in rehearsals
individuals do not have to keep a single line
by themselves, but the online platform
means that individuals are all singing solo at
home.  Singing solo at home means there is
no team vocal support around the singer and
this can be disconcerting and affect
confidence as you get no feedback as to your
accuracy, but it does mean you are not under
scrutiny and so for some singers they can let
go a bit more and really sing out and enjoy
and not worry about the sound they make.
To simulate a choir sound, as if rehearsing
with a full ensemble, I multi track all the
parts and mix them together with the
accompaniment, if there is one, and then
‘share’ the sound with everyone so they can
sing along with a full harmony sound in their
ears. Between rehearsals, singers have
access to all single voice line parts and a full
mix of each song so they can learn their line
and then try singing against another part
and then sing with the full backing at home.
Also, in rehearsals we can use the multitrack
programme to adjust volumes of the full mix
so I can highlight one part to give support
but also allow all other singers to sing along.

The social part of rehearsals is very
important, so we have introduced
‘committee corner’ to our sessions where we
give announcements and encourage
members to share a story, poem, talk about a
holiday (remember those?) or something else
amusing. 

 
We also use the breakout rooms to chat and
have a break, but also use them for sectional
rehearsals where our pianist can work with
one group while I work with another. At
some point we will all sing a chorus with our
mutes off so we can hear other voices and
laugh at the resulting cacophony. Online
rehearsals are very inclusive if you have a
suitable device and allow for people from
anywhere to join irrespective of health, age,
mobility, vocal ability and so on. They are
environmentally friendly reducing our
carbon footprint, cost effective and save
time. However, they are VERY labour
intensive for the MD and more tiring than
face-to-face singing.  Assembling a virtual
concert also takes a tremendous amount of
time where members record themselves
singing tracks individually and then the MD
mixes these together so that a full choir
sound of the membership is created and then
used in the ‘live’ concerts. We had more than
300 people attend our festive concert from
such faraway places as Mexico, Norway, USA,
and France. We have even created a new
composition to commemorate our lockdown
year with the text created by using
contributions from all members of the choir,
motifs by the pianist and the rest composed
by myself entitled ‘We are stronger than we
believe’ which will be premiered at our next
virtual concert. It has been a great way to
keep the community together and to reach
out to others to spread the joy of singing.

Tara Leiper,
Musical Director of Banchory Singers

Community Choir
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Continued



Donations, Sponsors & Volunteers

Donations

An online festival does cost less
to run than a "normal" festival
however, with no income from
audience fees, the charity has to
find other ways of meeting the
costs not covered by entrance
fees from performers.

Any donation you can make, no
matter how small, will help fund
the 2021 festival.

Please see Donations page on
our website. 

Volunteers

We are always seeking
volunteers to support our work.
For the June Festival, we are
specifically on the lookout for:

- Hosts
- a Results Coordinator
- a Trophy Custodian &
Convener (see above) 
- a Database Coordinator 
- someone with Desktop
Publishing skills to produce the
2021 programme
- I.T. assistance with running 
 Zoom classes  
 

Sponsors

We are grateful to all who help
our work during the year,
providing goods, services and
most importantly moral
support. In this newsletter we
would like to highlight:

- Staff at H1, Hill of Rubislaw 
- Gordon Bell Pianos
- Smile Scotland 

If you can help promote the
aims of NESPA and want more
information please get in touch.

NESPA registered charity SC002130
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Contact Details

Email info@nespa.scot

Phone 07437 962351

Address

4th floor 
H1 Building at Hill of Rubislaw,
Anderson Drive, 
Aberdeen, 
AB15 6BL

https://nespa.scot/pages/donate
https://nespa.scot/pages/donate
mailto:info@nespa.scot

