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here are a lot of connections
in the world of Guy Johnston.
Elements of the 28-year-old
cellist’s life and career keep
reappearing and interacting.
There is the constant of his close musical
family. King's College, Cambridge, where
he was a chorister, keeps reappearing. His
time in the National Youth Orchestra has
a particular resonanee. He talks constantly
about forging relationships with other
artists. Even some of his teachers can be
linked together.

It is now ten years since hie won the
BBC Young Musician of the Year Com-
petition, but it is only recently that he has
started making recordings. His CD of
works by David Matthews with the BBC
Philharmonic Orchestra was nominated
for a Classic FM Gramophone Award
last year. His first solo CD, with pianist
Kathryn Stott, is released this month by
Orchid Classics, and it too is full of con-
nections. There is an obvious link between
two of the three composers, Britten, Bridge
and Mark-Anthony Turnage: Britten was
Bridge’s student, and later a champion
of his music. The Turnage connection
is personal. Johnston is godfather of
Turnage’s son. At the christening he played
a piece Turnage wrote for the occasion and
narmed for his son, Mila. It is now the name
of the CD.
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In the ten years since he won BBC Young Musician, cellist Guy Johnston has forged
a career on his own terms, and it is bolstered by links that go back to his first
ventures into music. He talks to Tim Homfray

ALBION MEDIA | PR

10 STRATFORD PLACE « LONDON « WI1C 1BA T 020 7495 4455 F 020 7495 4459



But as so often with Johnston, there is more.
He was introduced to Turnage when he was prin-
cipal cellist with the National Youth Orchestra,
and Turnage came to hear them working on one
of his pieces. Johnston already had another work
of his, Sleep on, in his repertoire, and Jill White,
then the director of the orchestra, arranged for
them to meet. Another link was forged, and was
strengthened when Turnage married Gabriella
Swallow, who was, as attentive readers may now
be anticipating, a childhood friend of Johnston’s.

Even the production team slots neatly into
place. Johnston knew the engineer Simon Eadon
from his time at King’s, where Eadon worked on
their recordings for Decca, and his two children
were in the choir. He had always wanted Andrew
Keener to produce his first solo CD, and he got
his wish.

Most of the works on the CD have not been
much recorded. ‘For my first CD, he says, ]
wanted repertoire that was really special to me.
The music spans the 20th century. Johnston
first heard Frank Bridge’s D minor sonatain a
recording by his teacher Steven Doane. '] was
really drawn to the music. He wrote it during the
first world war, and really struggled with it There
are two other works by Bridge, Spring Songand
Meélodie, salon pieces from before the war, ‘which
sound like they come from an earlier world.

In Britten’s C major sonata he sees the relation-
ships not only between Britten and Bridge but
also between Britten and Rostropovich, for
whom it was written - and through that a paral-
lel to his own relationship with Turnage. 'It's a
marvellous piece. Once he knew he was writing

for Rostropovich he couldn't stop inventing, That
was a time when the cello was developing rapidly,
{ justbeginning”’

and new possibilities were being discovered. The
last movement is very reminiscent of Shostako-
vich, who had introduced them to each other.

I am very fortunate to have been to Aldeburgh
and seen the correspondence and listened to live
recordings of the first performances.

With Turnage’s Milo and Sleep on, the piece
that brought Johnston and Turnage together,
“The CD represents three generations of English
composers.

There are other CDs in the pipeline. A set of
Julius Klengel works, including Hymnus for 12
cellos, on the Cello Classics Label, is due next
year, as is a disc of music by Edward Gregson on
the Chandos label. He is excited by the prospect
of future recordings with Orchid Classics: “They
have given me free rein!

Johnston identifies this entry into the record-
ing world as a new phase in his life. The most
significant previous milestone was winning the
BBC Young Musician of the Year Competition
in 2000. He very nearly didn't enter it. Thad just
started at the Eastman School in New York, and

i 1felt 1 just wanted to study, but my teachers and
i parents all said it was my last opportunity to take
i partin the competition, and it could act as a great
 springboard. :
i  ‘After winning, everything changed enormous-
i ly overnight, and there were lots of choices to be

: made. My teacher Steven Doane told me I should
pursue whatever path opened in front of me, but

¢ itwas very difficult to find a balance between

i constantly learning all the new repertoire being

i asked of me and just going on studying. And

i gaining experience of repertoire for the first time

¢ in huge concerts is a great challenge. I'd never

really had to learn a concerto before. Now I was
going to p]ay with orchestras full Ofexpcricnccd
musicians who had worked with great soloists.

()In anideal

‘world I would love
to put the cello
~away and just read
‘and read about

music QQ

‘One of the first things [ played, a year after the

BBC, was Schumann's concerto with the English

Chamber Orchestra. I thought: “This was written
towards the end of Schumanns life, and yet I'm

Through most of his developing career he

¢ continued to study. On returning to the UK from
i Eastman College, he had lessons with Ralph

¢ Kirshbaum, Bernard Greenhouse and David

i Waterman, and attended the International Musi-

i cians Seminar at Prussia Cove, where he also

i studied with Stephen Isserlis. 'Doane, Waterman
i and Isserlis had all been students of Jane Cowan

i in Scotland, where she taught from home, so they
i had a unique upbringing, The nearest you can get
¢ to that now is Prussia Cove, where you are away
from all the institutions, with a very intense group
i of musicians, where the standard i very high and
¢ you can spend all day playing and listening to

other people.

He only stopped having lessons last year. ']
feel quite sad in a way. But 1 had to stop some-
time, and I felt I needed to go away and think for
myself, to learn from the people I work with and
to read as much as possible. In an ideal world 1
would love to put the cello away and just read
and read about music.

Not so long ago there was a period when his

¢ interest in music all but deserted him. ‘I felt very

far from it. The enthusiasm wasn't there. [ had

¢ needed an amazing amount of focus to sustain

myselfthrough college, to fulfil everyone’s expec-

: tations and to do so many concerts when | came

back to UK. L knew | had to keep my foot in the

i doorand take all the opportunities that came, but
- Ijust wanted to shut myself off and have time to

i do other things. But then the focus returned. So

i making CDs is a new phase.

He is, as ever, making new connections. As

¢ well as Kathryn Stott, with whom he first played
¢ in the Amsterdam Concertgebouw in 2002 in a
i performance of Messiaen's Quatuor pour le fin du
i temps, he is now working regularly with Melvyn
i Tan. Recently he made his debuts with the BBC
i National Symphony Orchestra of Wales and

i the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, and in 2009
i performed with the St Petersburg Symphony

Orchestra when it visited the UK. Although the
bulk of his work is still in Britain he is increas-
ingly travelling further afield: last year he gave a
number of concerts in Japan with the Osaka Phil-
harmonic and Sapporo Symphony Orchestras,
and in March this year he performed Strauss’s
Don Quixote with the Sao Paolo Symphony
Orchestra in Brazil.

From early on, he says, he wanted to have a

¢ balance of orchestral leading, chamber music

i and solo playing. ‘But things change. Now there
 isageneral perception that you pick a particular
¢ area and pursue it So orchestral playing is off the
¢ agenda, even though he was invited to do some

. guest leading with the Philharmonia.

As for chamber music, he has a recently joined
the Aronowitz Ensemble, which is led by his broth-
er Magnus. His intensely musical family is a central
part of his life, His parents ran a music school in
Hertfordshire, so there were students coming for
lessons all the time; there were music courses in
the summer; his grandmother ran a music shop.

i Johnston and his brothers and sister constituted an
i in-house string quartet, which could be supple-
: mented by their cousins. As well as cello and piano,

Jol‘mston playcd tuba, which his father claimed to
have dug up in the back garden. All three brothers
joined the choir of King's College which, with its
discipline of rehearsals and daily performance,
as well as touring and recording, proved an ideal
training for his subsequent career.

He is now engaged, so the family is about the
get bigger. And there is another family connec-

{ tion to be made. ‘My grandfather John Johnston

was a clarinettist in the Ulster Orchestra, and |
have wanted to play with them for years. Now
I've got a date with them. He would have been

very proud. ( -
S

wwwguy-johinston.com
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