NATIONAL YOUTH ORCHESTRAS OF SCOTLAND

Onwards and
upwards

Undeterred by funding cuts, the National Youth Orchestras of Scotland’s new chief executive talks to David Kettle
about her ambitious forward plans

t was only last year that the National Understandably, it is not something that shout about it. We're here to stay, and we're

Youth Orchestras of Scotland suffered a new chief executive Joan Gibson wants to only ever going to get better and better.”

body blow. In 2011, following a review of dwell on. But that body blow was perhaps one Itis a convincing rallying cry, and Gibson is

the organisations it supported, the recently  of the reasons behind the ambitious plansfor  passionate about both NYOS and its vital role
established Crearive Scotland stripped the the development of NYOS that she recently in Scottish music education. She has got plenty
institution that introduces young Scottish revealed. “This is a phenomenal organisation,”  to be passionate about, with recent projects
musicians to orchestral playing of its founda- she says. ‘My plans are slightly bullish, but if including a NYOS tour cu]minating in awell-
tion status, as well as cucting its core funding  we gave in, we would only ever be mediocre. received performance at the BBC Proms; and
by half. I say let’s develop the organisation, and let’s trips to the far-flung Western Isles for work-

shops and performances; and, of course, the
developments in the organisation that she has
recently unveiled. From 2013, NYOS increases
its upper age limit from 21 to 25, with the
youngest players being allowed in at 13. Gibson
is also tweaking the organisation’s ensembles
for younger players: the National Children’s
Orchestra of Scotland will be replaced by the
NYOS Junior Orchestra (for ages cight to 13)
and the NYOS Senior Orchestra (11 to 18).
The Junior and Senior orchestras will now
meet for three courses per year, and NYOS
gOES Up LO LWO COLLISES PEr Year.

v Allin all, Gibson’s plans are to involve
more young players in more musical activities,
and to provide them with greater flexibility
about their involvement and which pathways
they can follow within the organisation. The
funcrions of the new Senior Orchestra are to
provide a stepping stone berween the Junior
Orchestraand NYOS, and also to offer high-
level music making opportunities to older
players who don’t make it into the flagship
orchestra. Gibson has even introduced a single
audition process across all three orchestras to
open up options for young players. “When I

‘My plans are slightly : , A
AT Te Aol firsc came into the post,’ she says, they used

would only ever be. mediocre’ to run Children’s Orchestra auditions in

- Joan Gibson

November, and NYOS auditions in January.
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But what happens ifyou accept someone into
the Children’s Orchestra, and they’re good
enough to have gone into NYQS? So I said,
let’s just audition everybody on the same level,
and we'll allocate you to the orchestra that we
think is most appropriate for you.”

Indeed, Gibson is keen to foster links
between the NYOS orchestras, and for
players to feel like they belong to a family of
ensembles rather than simply attending an
orchestral course. With repertoire themed
across all three ensembles (Britten and Russia
in 2013), players are encouraged to attend
each other’s concerts, and musicians invited
to play in more than one ensemble if needed
for particular repertoire.

She is also keen to harness the experience
gained by the orchestras’ older players in giv-
ing them responsibility for coaching some of
the younger ones. And it’s a formal arrange-
ment. “We're calling them NYOS associate
tutors, she says, ‘and for the players who are
at the rop of the NYOS pathway, who are
looking to go into music as a full-time job, it’s
more of the nuts and bolts that they'll need in
a portfolio career.

Glasgow-based cellist David Munn, a
NYOS player since 2005 ar the age of 16,
experienced something similar when recently
performing with the pre-professional NYOS
Camerata chamber orchestra in Uist on the
Western Isles. “We had the opportunity to
devise our own workshops for primary-school
kids,” he explains. How valuable does he think
this education work will prove in his own
development? ‘It’s just adding another skill

set. In today’s challcnging times, being able to
work with young people could be what swings
things in my favour.’

Butis there not a danger in raising the main
NYOS orchestra’s age range that players in
their early teens might find it harder o get
in when auditioning alongside young adults
who have already been through conservaroire
or university? Gibson sees no reason why the
younger members shouldn't rise to the chal-
lenge: ‘If it’s more difficult for the younger
ones to get in, there’s still the senior orchestra
until they're ready. But in the end, we're rais-
ing the bar of this orchestra, so you've also got
to raise your bar in order to get in.

Alchough NYOS used to undertake regular
overseas tours, for financial reasons she can’t
envisage anything similar happcningjust
at the moment. ‘But I can see a foreign tour
coming up in the next two or three years, to
get the message out there, she says. And get-
ting the message about young Scotrish talent
to as wide an audience as possible is high on
her agenda. In bringing NYOS’s upper age
limit (almost) in line with groups such as the
European Union Youth Orchestra and the
Gustav Mahler Youth Orchestra, Gibson is
aiming high in terms of future performances.
‘In order for us to be considered for high-

Here to stay - the Youth
rchestra in action
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profile events, we're got to be able to stand
alongside these other youth orchestras.

Gibson is also casting her net wide in
exploring possible partnerships with other
music organisations. ‘I'm in the middle of
talking o Sistema Scotland - it’s a no-brain-
er that we should be working with them.
And there are lots of other organisations
we're talking to — the RSNO, BBCSSO,
Lammermuir Festival, Hebrides Ensemble
— just to see if there’s anything we could be
doing together.

And in the end, she hopes, it will become
avirtuous circle. With its clear educational
pathways and increased playing opportuni-
ties for young musicians, as well as rethought
age ranges and new coaching rcsponsibilitics
to raise standards, not to mention ambitious
plans for future performances and partner-
ships, Gibson hopes that the NYOS family
will be very attractive to funding from trusts
and foundations, sponsors and donors. ‘No-
body wants to give their money to something
that’s withering away. So by doing this, I'm
trying to say to people: we're here, and we're
strong, and you should come on board with us
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and get involved.
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