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THE ETERNAL EMPRESS

Empress Orchestra:

A Glimpse Behind the Music

ON STAGE

Being onstage is the easiest part of the work that [
do and the most rewarding. It is exhilarating to be
stood in front of a world-class orchestra whilst a
world-class field of dancers battles it out in front
of some of the world's most revered dance icons
and a superbly receptive audience.

I can honestly say-.- I love my job!

Though there are many aspects to directing an
orchestra; my number one priority is to keep the
tempos consistent. I use a metronome as
reference point, though I can pretty much feel
straight away if tempos begin to wander from the
chosen path.

The chosen path for tempos this year was left, (for
the first time) in my hands alone. As far as I am
aware, no previous musical director has been free
to make this choice without intervention from the
Chairman of Adjudicators.

A historical moment then and I must admit, one
that felt quite liberating.

Of the nine disciplines in Standard and Latin
performed during the Festival, I have only ever
played the Paso Doble at the tempo stipulated in
the British Dance Council handbook. This year I
made further changes to the cha cha, samba,
foxtrot, tango and quickstep, changes that I felt
would benefit the dancers and which received
many wonderful comments from competitors,
officials and audience alike. The main being that it
made the music more exciting, therefore the
dancing more exciting, enabling a greater
freedom of expression on the floor.

Probably the hardest aspect of directing an
orchestra for this type of event is to keep the
musicians focused on the job at hand. Most
musicians here in the UK tend to work between
two or three hours per day, during the festival
however they can work up to twelve and a half
hours per day. It can be a gruelling schedule at
times.

As all the musicians have different personalities,
they require motivation in different ways. I am
very vocal on stage offering encouragement and
praise, words of motivation, sometimes I shout
when focus is needed instantly, (a short, sharp,
shock so-to-speak). Humour, however, tends to
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work best when they are at their most fatigued.

My relationship with Marcus (Hilton) is pretty
good, we keep in touch throughout the year and
he is every bit as nice in real life as he appears on
stage. He does tell some awful jokes though, (to
be expected of a Manchester United football
supporter)!

He thinks my job is easy, I think his job is easier
and though it would not be proper for me to do
his work on stage, I do occasionally put him on
the spot and let him do some of mine. He has
failed dismally (several times) to bring the
orchestra in for the chord before his
announcements and his performance on guiro
this year left a lot to be desired. (The guiro is a
percussive instrument with serrated edge giving a
rasping sound when scraped with a stick).

Joking aside, I think his introduction to the
position of Chairman of Adjudicators has been a
very positive one for the Festival and his and
Karen's dancing inspired me to bid for the role of
Musical Director in the first place. When asked my
opinion by Mrs. Sandra Wilson (Festival
Organiser) of whom I thought should take over
duties from Peter Maxwell, he was my first and
only choice. A true champion!




OFF STAGE

The Orchestra has its own suite above and to the
back of the stage where the members can relax
briefly before being thrown back into the fray. We
have a wonderful group of musicians in the
Orchestra and their sense of humour is far
different from the one normally perceived by the
rest of the world.

The band-room can be a devastatingly funny
place to be!

For the duration of the Festival I reside in one of
the three rooms reserved for the officials. Room
one houses the adjudicators, this yvear they held a
“jenga” competition between rounds. I popped
my head around the door a few times to watch
the action, it is nice to see that after all their
(collective) years away from competitive dancing
they have lost none of their competitive edge.

And though the competition had switched to
removing small blocks of wood from a loosely
constructed tower, the desire to win was just as
keen and at times; the atmosphere quite tense.

Room two houses Mr. Marcus Hilton MBE, Mrs.
Sandra Wilson, Mr. Bryan Allen, the stewards and
scrutineers. This is where I spend some of my
time when not in my own room.

As the nucleus of the Festival team is consistent
year after year, the camaraderie in this room is
very apparent and creates a very positive working
environment. Conversation here is wide and
diverse, though mainly about dance and music.

As our album “Always & Forever” was launched
during this week and played virtually
continuously throughout the Festival (a little too
often for my liking), some of the conversation
was inevitably about the CD. (A hot topic, as it
has been a decade since a “Festival Orchestra”
last released an album).

There was a discussion about why I had not
included the tune “Espana Cani” on the album as
the Paso Doble and why I do not perform it as
often as other orchestras at festivals and
competitions around the world.

My answer was simple; “Though I love the music,
the dance is called the Paso Doble and not the
Espana Cani”.

My job, as Musical Director to arguably the best
dance festival on the world calendar, is not just to
play music. I want to challenge all that enter to
listen and dance and feel the music that is being
performed for them. The new material 1 write is
subtly different from the old in many ways, some
styles are completely different.

The form I use does not always conform to the
traditional. Sometimes I will write the music with
a five or eight-bar introduction, the dancers that
are aware of the music will adapt their
choreography to compensate. I do not always use
sixteen—-bar phrases in my compositions; it does
not feel natural to do so, the music has its own
course, as the dancing should.

For me those that are totally aware of all around
them can sense the subtleties, can adapt their
routines, can improvise-remember; the adjudicators
here are not just looking for technique and
choreography, they are looking for artistic flare
and personality, the human touch.

In Anne Laxholm's wonderful presentation at the
BDFI UK Congress, (the featured DVD insert of
Dance Wing's volume 49) she talks about “Keeping
it Human” and in a musical sense that is what I
try to do with the music [ write.

As a musician (and dancer) wonderful technique
is vital if you are to reach the very top of your
profession. As a soloist, I have always sought to
find the beauty in music and to convey, through
performance, how that music makes me feel. For
me, self-expression, passion and emotion when
linked with ability, can elevate performance past
those with excellent technique.

To have both is very rare and sometimes, not
even the world champions possess them.

The late Mr. Bill Irvine MBE put it well when he
said; “Music is the first inspiration to dance. Let
the music inspire you to give more of yourselves”.

There is nothing quite like a live orchestra to
dance to, it is one of the many reasons why
Blackpool is so special. For the thousands that
compete and watch each year 1 would like to
think that our music helps inspire them to give
more of themselves.

EMPRESS ORCHESTRA
[ALWAYS & FOREVER]
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