
Viola Workshop at Ravenfield, South Yorkshire, 16th November 2019 

Someone at the latest viola workshop, led by Robin Ireland on 16th November, made the comment that 

in 14 years of these events at Ravenfield, we have never had a problem with rainy weather. The 

workshops are run in a lovely tranquil environment within a walled garden but, because activities take 

place in different buildings, a certain amount of to-ing and fro-ing is inevitable so we like dry days. We 

did have some rain this time but not enough to cause problems or to dampen the spirits of participants. 

As always, everything which was within human control had been organized meticulously by Natalie so 

the workshop ran very smoothly.  

There were two topics which cropped up more than once during the day. York Bowen, and shifting and 

expressive slides. 

After the opening ensemble session, in which all participants played music by Bach, Haydn, Bartok and 

Puccini, Robin led the masterclasses. Qianqian Yao, who took up the viola at the age of 20 and is now a 

Royal Birmingham Conservatoire student, opted to work on Hoffmeister’s second concerto and Peter 

Whitehead (fourth year student at the Conservatoire) played and worked on the opening of the York 

Bowen sonata. Many points of technique and style were addressed by Robin in these sessions, but we 

were never far from the problems posed by shifts and slides. 

After the intensity of playing and close study of viola technique, we were treated to another listening 

session put together by Roger Hoyle. This was the second exploration of English twentieth century viola 

music which Roger has introduced at the workshops. Roger has not come close to exhausting the list of 

English composers who wrote for the viola in the last century and we heard some varied and interesting 

music from the likes of Bernard Shore, Benjamin Dale, Frank Bridge, Edgar Bainton and a lovely Elegy for 

Viola, String Quartet and String Orchestra by Herbert Howells. There was much here that is well worth 

hearing and, for players who have the necessary skills, well worth learning.   

The afternoon session took us straight into the challenge of shifting and slides on the viola. This was a 

topic which Robin told us had occupied a considerable amount of his attention, especially in his earlier 

years as the violist with the Lindsays. We had a very clear distillation of his years of experience, which 

offered both technical help on the mechanics of position changing and also the stylistic decisions which 

need to be made by the player when considering how to approach a shift or a slide in a piece of music. 

After two further sessions of playing, one with the full group together and then in four smaller informal 

groups, we reconvened for the finale to the day, a concert by Robin, who played first his transcription of 

Bach’s Partita in A minor for solo flute, which worked perfectly on the viola. He was then joined by 

pianist Edward Leung, who gave us a solo bonus piece, Chopin’s Etude in E minor, Op. 25 No 5, before 

he and Robin gave an outstanding and memorable performance of York Bowen’s mighty Sonata No 1 for 

Viola and Piano, Op.18. I think this left everyone in the room in awe of the musicianship and technical 

prowess of these two fine players. 

David Pinder 


