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Ahead of his Ripon performance: clarinettist Robert Plane speaks to
us about collaboration and new commissions.

Robert, we're really excited to welcome you and the Gould Trio to Ripon in
November and we’re particularly looking forward to hearing The Rising of Sirius, a
composition that celebrates the life and influence of Ripon’s beloved Saint Wilfrid.
Having just premiered The Rising of Sirius, what are your initial reflections on the
piece? Can you describe the particular challenges and rewards of performing it for
the first time?
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We’'re excited to visit Ripon too! We’ve now played The Rising of Sirius twice, at its premiere at
the Corbridge Chamber Music Festival and then at the Glasshouse, Gateshead, and it’s amazing
how much more familiar a new piece feels on its second outing! Firstly, it’s fair to say that it’s a
very difficult piece to play!! Most of the repertoire we play is structured around groupings of
notes in 3s or 4s, but Piers Hellawell’s piece is almost entirely made up of 5s! So the
fundamental challenge when initially learning a piece like this together is playing the right notes
in the right place! But of course by the time we’re ready for the first performance that initial
work is a given, like the unseen foundations of a building. Piers’ huge skill as a composer is to
write music which is ground breaking, challenging, thought provoking and yet immediately
engaging and approachable. The music takes us on a journey, inspired by both Wilfrid’s life (the
opening turbulent music is a nod to his travels in flimsy boats in rough seas) but more
importantly, structurally, by the great buildings he instigated in the North. It’s always a privilege
to give a world premiere, and it’s particularly liberating to be spared the influence of other
people’s interpretations.

You’ve had a long-standing collaboration with Piers Hellawell across several notable works. How
did you first meet him, and how has your working relationship evolved over the years?

| first met Piers when | was principal clarinet in Royal Northern Sinfonia, when the orchestra
premiered a double concerto for recorder and percussion in 1997, and we hit it off immediately. |
became an Artist-in-Residence at Queen’s University, Belfast, where Piers was Professor of
Composition, making three visits a year to give classes, concerts and lessons. | was thrilled when
Piers accepted a commission to write a clarinet concerto for me in 2008. The resulting work,
Agricolas, was premiered with BBC National Orchestra of Wales at the Vale of Glamorgan
Festival, and | performed it subsequently in Belfast and Dublin. It’'s an amazingly creative and
colourful piece that pushed me to my limits! You can listen here!
https://spotify.link/Qj3MEJJgHXb
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