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National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain/Collon review – passion and finesse 
Leeds Town Hall 

The Guardian, Alfred Hickling - 4* (04/01/16) 
 

The NYO and its former member Nicholas Collon got Shakespeare’s 400th anniversary off to 
a rousing start, while Tai Murray gave a vividly colourful performance of Korngold’s Violin 

Concerto 
 
Barely 15 years ago, Nicholas Collon was sitting among the viola section of the National 
Youth Orchestra. Now he’s on the podium, having established his own band, the Aurora 
Orchestra, as one of the most dynamic and unpredictable ensembles in the country. 
 
That such fast-track success sprang from this remarkable pool of teenage musicians is really 
no great surprise. In its initial stages, Aurora was practically a NYO splinter-group in which 
Collon’s class of 2000-01 still form a sizeable number. And this year’s crop play with the 
passion, finesse and lack of inhibition that inspired him in the first place. 
 
The orchestra got Shakespeare’s 400th anniversary off to a rousing start with Tchaikovsky’s 
10-minute summation of the Bard’s longest tragedy. Although the Fantasy Overture: Hamlet 
has no delineated characters as such, principal oboe Eleanor Sullivan starred as Ophelia, 
with a plaintive, floating melody destined to drown within the murky depths of the brass. 
Tchaikovsky’s Shakespearean homage pays no obeisance to the structure of a conventional 
overture. Yet what could be a more fitting interpretation of the play than a tormented skein of 
music that has difficulty making its mind up what to do next? 
 
As a large orchestra, the NYO can also be uncommonly loud, but Collon’s approach to 
Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony was about detail rather than decibels. He invested the massed 
ranks of young players with the same transparency he brings to the Aurora, creating a 
restrained sense of power that was never bombastic. 
 
Lighter relief arrived with a Technicolor rendering of Korngold’s Violin Concerto that 
suggested the 19th-century romantic concerto never died but settled for a golden retirement 
in Hollywood. Soloist Tai Murray played with chandelier-swinging bravado which confirmed 
that, though Christmas may be over, pantomime season is still upon us. 
 
 



NYO/Collon at the Barbican 
The Times, Geoff Brown – 4* (04/01/16) 

 
 

The National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain describes itself as “the world’s greatest 
orchestra of teenagers”. And I’m not going to dispute the label, especially after this dashing 
concert, conducted with bright eyes and incisive gestures by Nicholas Collon, a former NYO 
player himself. To judge from those powerfully sorrowing lower strings at the start of 
Tchaikovsky’s Hamlet overture, these teenagers had already been through life’s wringer. 
Maturity also roared from the brass, whose venomous harmonies landed like boxers’ 
knockout blows. If all 2016’s musical Shakespeare throbs like this, we’re in for a blistering 
year. 
 
Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony raised the heat and decibels higher still; that’s what you get with 
a gargantuan orchestra of 163 players. At times Collon showed his own teenage side; he 
was quite the speed demon during the scherzo, blunting some of the strings’ precision. Yet if 
any symphony can take belligerence, it’s Prokofiev’s wartime Fifth. This is no hymn of praise 
to the “grandeur of the human spirit” — the composer’s official description; it’s a subversive 
grotesque, with the flag-waving dipped in vitriol. And Collon’s hell-for-leather approach 
definitely kept us on our toes — I even felt punctured by a shake of the tambourine. 
 
In between these boiling creations stood Korngold’s Violin Concerto, written on the 
symphony’s heels in the Los Angeles sun. The piece might not win the Oscar for structural 
logic, but its melodic charms and the American violinist Tai Murray’s agile phrasings kept us 
reasonably enchanted. Shrunk to conventional size, the NYO offered its own magic, 
especially in the andante’s luminous textures and smooth caress. 
 
In the swashbuckling finale, we ideally needed a bit more Errol Flynn. Yet it didn’t spoil the 
concert’s pleasures — and I was still listening to the world’s greatest orchestra of teenagers. 
 

 
National Youth Orchestra, Barbican Hall, review: 'raised the roof' 

The Daily Telegraph, Ivan Hewett – 3* (04/01/2016) 
 
The NYO got the new year off to a typically lively start   
 
As it does annually, the National Youth Orchestra set the New Year alight, with a concert 
that all but raised the roof. There seemed to be more serried ranks of wind and brass and 
strings than ever on the Barbican’s stage, and the din in Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony made 
the walls shake. 
 
Sheer power is thrilling, of course, and one admires the NYO’s ethos of involving as many 
talented young players as possible. But as with the youth orchestra of Venezuela’s world-
famous El Sistema, weight of numbers brings its own problems. Colours which should have 
been translucent were thickened, and some of the dancing figures in the Scherzo of the 
symphony weren’t as sharply defined as they needed to be. 
 
On the other hand, the thick impasto of brass and woodwind was a positive advantage in 
Tchaikovsky’s Hamlet Fantasy-Overture, where it gave the brooding, anxious quality of the 
music an extra edge. In the following piece, Korngold’s Violin Concerto, the young players 
proved they were capable of tact and finesse as well as power. 
 
The slow movement is treacherously hard, the orchestra’s tentative phrases pulled this way 
and that by the wayward solo line. But under conductor Nicholas Collon’s gently firm hand, 
things were never in doubt. The soloist was the young Africa-American violinist Tai Murray. 



She played up the impulsive, yearning quality of the piece, giving Korngold’s soaring 
phrases a chaste sweetness. In the finale she was alert to the music’s comedy, listening out 
wide-eyed for the bassoonist’s questioning phrase and tossing her own response back with 
impetuous energy. Murray is a gifted and intelligent violinist with an iron-clad technique, but 
there’s a tight quality in her sound which makes her playing easier to admire than to love. 
 
For the final piece, Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony, the stage was again full to overflowing. The 
emotional range of the piece is vast, from the lamenting slow movement to the wild high-
kicking ebullience of the last. You’d think a youth orchestra would be better at the latter, but 
in fact the squawking woodwind phrases and sardonic shouts weren’t as savage as they 
should have been.  
 
The most thrilling playing of the evening came from trumpeters Zoë Perkins and Aaron 
Akugbo, who got just the right tone of sober triumph in the 1st movement. The most moving 
moments came in the slow movement, where the massed violins gave Prokofiev’s high 
keening melody a tragic eloquence. 
 
 

National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain, Barbican, London — ‘Swashbuckling’ 
The Financial Times, Richard Fairman – 3* 05/01/16 

 
While everybody else is rooted to the sofa over Christmas, the young musicians of the 
National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain are hard at work. Only a couple of weeks are 
available for rehearsal time before the orchestra’s players are due back at school for the 
spring term. 
 
As a rule the winter concert is not as challenging as the annual summer visit to the BBC 
Proms, but it is big enough. This year’s programme — large-scale Russian works by 
Tchaikovsky and Prokofiev flanking Korngold’s Violin Concerto — had the NYO and 
conductor Nicholas Collon filling every corner of the Barbican platform. 
 
In case anybody has not noticed, it is the 400th anniversary of Shakespeare’s death this 
year. The NYO can say it was there first. Tchaikovsky’s Fantasy Overture Hamlet, less well 
known than his Romeo and Juliet, is one of many high-romantic musical tributes to the Bard. 
It is hard to hear in it anything of the play’s subtle exploration of ambiguities, but the music’s 
brooding darkness and flailing neurosis came across powerfully enough. 
 
Korngold’s Violin Concerto of 1943 was written after his famed Hollywood film scores. (He 
also composed incidental music to Much Ado about Nothing.) The NYO programme note 
suggested we picture Greta Garbo and Errol Flynn in the music. That may be fanciful, but 
the work is undeniably tuneful and swashbuckling. Violinist Tai Murray had the lyricism and 
energy for it, though the concerto ideally calls for a stronger, widescreen projection of 
personality and tone colour. 
 
Prokofiev also has Shakespearean connections, having given us the ballet Romeo and 
Juliet . The Symphony No. 5 draws on both unused material from the ballet and its 
atmosphere (think of the soaring, high strings in the slow movement, so reminiscent of the 
love music). With a huge number of performers, running to eight trombones and four harps, 
the NYO performance could hardly have been less than cataclysmic. It would have helped if 
Collon had not let the tension sag rather too often, but wherever speed or volume were 
called for, the temperature quickly rose. Some NYO concerts raise the roof. This was not 
one of those, but standards remain commendably high. 
 
 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/4b589522-a7ed-11e5-9700-2b669a5aeb83.html


National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain/Nicholas Collon at Barbican Hall – 
Tchaikovsky’s Hamlet & Prokofiev 5 – Tai Murray plays Korngold’s Violin Concerto 

Classical Source, Robert Matthew-Walker – 03/01/16 
 

Concerts by The National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain are always worth attending, for 
they are invariably performed by a full-sized ensemble (such as may have been more often 
heard one hundred or so years ago, but which is all-too-rare these days), made up of gifted 
and enthusiastic young players keen to demonstrate the results of their study – frequently of 
music they had not previously encountered. 
 
This particular programme looked an absolute winner, being made up of three masterly 
compositions. But an orchestra of this vast complement – ten horns, twelve double basses 
(total string-strength eighty-eight), three tubas in unison, four harps, and so on – needs 
careful handling if tutti sections are not to degenerate into overpowering stretches of sheer 
noise. Nicholas Collon was not invariably successful with regard to overcoming such 
problems of balance and control of dynamics in this Hall. 
 
Tchaikovsky’s Hamlet Overture (one of three works he composed on a Shakespearean 
subject) is much less well-known than Romeo and Juliet (The Tempest is even less familiar) 
but does not deserve its relative neglect, and it was an intelligent piece of planning to open 
the concert, and this commemorative ‘Shakespeare 400’ year, with this work. 
 
The Hamlet Overture suits a large orchestra, and there is no doubt that this was an account 
of some stature. Collon had the music’s measure of this score, underpinned by thrilling 
timpani-playing and manifest concentration from every member of the quite remarkable 
NYO. 
 
Erich Wolfgang Korngold’s Violin Concerto has had a chequered career, particularly in the 
UK, when – almost 60 years ago now – the superb Heifetz recording was dismissed by most 
critics (but not for the quality of performance). The work still divides opinion, but in leading 
the composer’s rehabilitation during the past several decades, there is no denying 
Korngold’s consistency and originality of utterance, his mastery of structure and of 
orchestration, and his melodic gift – a combination which brought forth his concert 
masterpiece, a score in which he solved, for the first time in musical history, a problem which 
had bedevilled composers for a century and more. 
 
In terms of balance the NYO was much reduced in numbers, and the talented Tai Murray 
delivered a reading of the solo part which did the work justice. One might have wished for a 
more consistent underlying pulse in all three movements, a pulse through which Korngold 
makes each of the music’s expressive points coherently and organically, and her account of 
the first-movement cadenza suggested that greater familiarity with the work could well reveal 
even more of the Concerto’s many subtleties. But there could be no denying Murray’s love 
for, and commitment to, the music, in which its essentially Viennese sunny disposition is its 
most endearing feature. Collon proved a reliable partner, the orchestra participating fully. 
 
Prokofiev’s mighty Fifth Symphony saw the full NYO return. This superb piece is less-often 
heard these days – perhaps the concurrent rise in Shostakovich’s popularity has tended to 
overshadow his contemporary. In the main, this was a worthy account of a score which 
poses several interpretative problems – not least in making the varied changes of tempo 
follow in a genuinely symphonic manner, for Prokofiev’s melodic genius can often trap the 
unwary into failing to cohere the underlying organic structure. 
 
In this, Prokofiev is more subtle than either Shostakovich or Miaskovsky, and whilst, in the 
main, Collon’s grasp of the Symphony was broadly sympathetic, several deeper aspects 
went unaddressed. For example, the astounding emergence of the great theme in the slow 



movement which returns in the Finale to crown the Symphony passed by as just another 
event, and even with eighteen cellos it did not make anything like the impact it should have 
done, so that in the final movement its true nature and importance passed by as if being 
encountered en route. Nor was ensemble in either the Scherzo or Finale as one might have 
wished, yet the depth and richness of much of the stylish and steadfast playing throughout 
were admirable, and must have been revelatory for some of the younger members of the 
audience, who listened throughout with rapt attention, putting some of the older concert-
goers to shame. 
 
However, a further point has to be attended: any Youth Orchestra, and the NYO is surely the 
one to which all others aspire, is made up – as in this instance – of gifted musicians between 
the ages of 14 and 19. They come together during school holidays for a concentrated period 
of study and preparation. So much can be learned and absorbed during these detailed 
rehearsal periods dependent on the conductor, and it is in the best interests of these young 
players to learn from the most experienced of musicians, whose knowledge and 
understanding of the repertoire is predicated upon their greater wisdom – the flair of these 
young players demands nothing less. Such musicianship also demands the best from the 
support staff, and it was disappointing to read the inaccurate and misleading programme 
notes by James Murphy which were unworthy of such an admirable organisation as the 
NYO. 
 
 

Murray, National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain, Collon, Leeds Town Hall 
Youthful conductor meets vast teenage orchestra 

The Arts Desk, Graham Rickson – 5* (03/01/16) 
 

The National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain’s standard of playing is consistently 
impressive, so much so that it’s easy to forget that the ensemble is effectively reconstituted 
from scratch each autumn. Last night’s fresh incarnation, deftly conducted by Nicholas 
Collon, sounded as if they’d been playing together for decades, though without any sense of 
complacency which that might bring. When you’ve 163 teenagers squeezed onto a stage, 
the worry is that the details will get lost in a blurry soup of sound. But no; this account of 
Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony was immaculate. 
 
Collon’s flowing speeds left no margin for error, and the two faster movements were played 
with pin-sharp accuracy and swagger. Prokofiev’s own comments (“I conceived it as 
glorifying the grandeur of the human spirit…”) may have fooled the Soviet authorities into 
hearing the work as an epic symphony of victory, but I’ve rarely heard the music’s 
subversive edge speak with such clarity. 
 
The grand opening theme is continually undercut by snarling brass, and the harmonies 
always have a piquant edge. And what a brass section, especially principal trumpet Zoë 
Perkins, whose soaring lines were one of this evening’s glories. Gratifying too to hear such 
bold percussionists. Prokofiev’s all-important writing for bass drum and tam-tam can rarely 
have been better served, the latter’s contribution appropriately ear-shattering during the first 
movement’s coda. Collon nailed the Scherzo’s combination of menace and mischief, 
handling the tricky accelerando after the trio with ease. 
 
Prokofiev’s Adagio, a close relative of the waltzes which dominate the ballet Cinderella, was 
taut and uneasy, the harrowing climax full of shrieks and groans. The ethereal final pages 
were played with rare sensitivity. The best was saved until last; the finale careered along at 
breakneck speed, dispatched with total control.Ostinati quavers chugged, woodwind 
shrieked and trombone glissandi rang out. Is this the best ending to any 20th century 
symphony? Shostakovich’s Fifth wearily goes through the motions in a grandiose coda, 
whereas Prokofiev’s final minutes are a subversive blast. 



 
Tchaikovsky’s underappreciated Hamlet was an apt opener, the orchestra’s weighty string 
tone perfectly suited to such dark, brooding music. This was like listening to the Mravinsky-
era Leningrad Philharmonic, so incisive were winds and brass. Half the players then left the 
platform for Korngold’s Violin Concerto, meaning that a smiling Tai Murray was accompanied 
by an orchestra which was merely normal-sized. The sound was ideally transparent, though 
part of me would have loved the entire ten-player horn section to have blasted out the Star 
Wars-ish fanfare near the work’s end. 
 
This isn’t profound music, but it’s a fun way to spend 25 minutes. Korngold’s clever recycling 
of film-score motifs can make the concerto seem dramatically inert, more about colour than 
incident, but Collon and Murray kept things moving. Korngold’s central Romance was 
indecently sultry, and the last movement zipped along. 
 
But how distressing to see so many unoccupied seats; Leeds residents should feel 
thoroughly ashamed of themselves. The programme gets repeated this evening at London’s 
Barbican, so absentees should hotfoot it down the M1 and grovel for returns. 
 
 

Review: Prokofiev 5 / Korngold Violin Concerto / Nicholas Collon / NYO 
ThoroughlyGood Blog, Jon Jacobs – 03/01/16 

 
I first heard the NYO back in 1990 in a performance of Rachmaninov’s Paganini Variations. 
A year later the band introduced me to Shostakovich’s Leningrad Symphony in an 
electrifying performance at the BBC Proms. 
 
Twenty five years later, the next generation of talented teenage musicians delivered a 
blistering performance of works by Tchaikovsky, Korngold and Prokofiev at at the Barbican, 
in a performance dedicated to the orchestra’s founder Dame Ruth Railton born in 1916. 
 
Tchaikovsky’s Hamlet Overture made for an ambitious start but gave the orchestra a chance 
to get used to the acoustic deadened by the capacity audience. Ensemble work from the 
brass was amazing; the timpanist’s contribution was Herculean. 
 
The reduced forces for the Korngold Violin Concerto were balanced well with soloist Tai 
Murray’s sweet tone in what was a spirited and assured performance. The ensemble 
captured the pastoral tone of the first movement without being overly sentimental; the 
exquisite second movement was suitably golden. Rapturous well-deserved applause rang 
around the Barbican Concert Hall after the final movement. At no point was there any hint 
the soloist had to compromise with the band. An electrifying performance. 
 
Similarly, conductor Collon only had to coax the players through Prokofiev’s 5th symphony in 
a stunning performance which saw the orchestra’s ranks swell once more. The opening of 
the first movement was expansive and visceral. The terrifying precision of the strings in the 
second movement was underpinned by a tight percussion section and some seductive 
legato from the woodwind. Whilst the third started tentatively, the strings achieved a dream-
like quality when the whispered waltz made its final appearance. The fourth started with 
some ravishing ensemble work from the cellis. The conclusion was a blistering tour de force. 
 
NYO gigs are tricky things to write about. What should we focus on? Marvel at teenagers 
doing a miraculous job? I prefer not. The measure of a good NYO gig is whether or not you 
can forget the players are the age they are. I did. This was a remarkable gig. 

 
 
 



 


