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Fire licks up violinist Sonja Schebeck’s bare arm and flames dance on the tip of her
tongue before she extinguishes them with a breath. Her visually stunning double bill,
Concertos on Fire – which paired Ross Edwards iconic violin concerto Maninyas with a
brand new work by Chloé Charody – certainly delivers on the promise made by the title.

Violinist Sonja Schebeck in Concertos on Fire. Photo © Katelyn-Jane Dunn

Flanked by members of her costumed, interdisciplinary band of musicians/aerialists/fire
performers, The Freestyle Orchestra (bolstered by local musicians, under the baton of
Luke Spicer, forming the #freestylesymphony, and aided by the subtle ministrations of
Piers Burbrook de Vere’s sound design), Schebeck breathed fire into Edwards’ now over
30-year-old violin concerto, in a vivid performance of movement and aerial performance
that saw the soloist spinning above the stage during the first tutti and string players
leaping, dancing and tumbling, often with instruments in hand, without ever dropping a
note.
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Sonja Schebeck and The Freestyle Orchestra in Concertos on Fire. Photo © Katelyn-
Jane Dunn

Schebeck, a Sydney Conservatorium of Music alumna who in addition to founding The
Freestyle Orchestra is a founding member of Nigel Kennedy’s Orchestra of Life, gave a
blistering performance more than equal to the interdisciplinary challenges, and certainly
to Edwards’ violin part. While her incandescent sound was compelling throughout, her
solo Intermezzo Quasi Cadenza was a particular highlight, Schebeck conjuring an almost
religious atmosphere. There are perhaps elements of the overall performance that could
be refined – there is a lot of preparatory stage activity that sometimes draws focus from
the performers themselves, and an unfortunately loud winch motor intruded on what
would otherwise have been magical quiet moments – but this was nonetheless a
captivating performance.
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Sonja Schebeck and The Freestyle Orchestra in Concertos on Fire. Photo © Katelyn-
Jane Dunn

The spiritual affinity between The Freestyle Orchestra’s approach and the ritualistic,
dancing figures of Edwards’ concerto was finely judged, however the episodic nature of
the acrobatic performances didn’t always mesh with the larger scale structure of
Maninyas. This was not a problem, however, in The Tale of the Firebird, by Schebeck’s long-
time collaborator Chloé Charody, who crafted made-to-order music that unfolded in a
series of ballet-like scenes. Charody’s program is a kind of prequel to Igor Stravinsky’s
famous first ballet for Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes. The Australian composer’s take on
the Russian legend sees the mythical Firebird (Schebeck as soloist, in a glittering gold
headdress) born to dance and fly under the mentorship of her mother (aerialist Gemma
McDonald, whose solos on silks and suspended hoop drew gasps from the audience),
only to be killed by a villainous Raven (viola soloist Charlotte Fetherston decked out in
black feathers) then reborn in flames – with plenty of opportunity for fire and spectacle
along the way. Once again, musically it was Schebeck’s solo violin moments that were
most satisfying – the wild cadenza of the second movement, Firebird Caprice, in particular
– but she brought an incredible intensity to the fire twirling, joined by members of The
Freestyle Orchestra who traded instruments for flames in extraordinary physical
performances.
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Charlotte Fetherston and Sonja Schebeck in Concertos on Fire. Photo © Katelyn-Jane
Dunn

Throughout Concertos on Fire there was a pixie-like gleam in the eyes of the performers,
a sense of personal pleasure in the feats they dispatched on stage – whether musical or
acrobatic – and ultimately this was a far more exciting, dangerous, and interestingly
programmed experience than the more sanitised circus plus orchestra concerts that
have become almost as ubiquitous as film score concerts in recent years. Schebeck and
her collaborators managed to channel both the improvisatory joy of a raging party
around a bonfire and something of the multi-disciplinary spectacle and magic of
Diaghilev’s ballets.
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A Royal Visit from the Queen of the Toy Piano
Experimental pianist Margaret Leng Tan, famous for her performances on toy piano, tells
us about her work with John Cage and George Crumb, and how she learned to caw like a
crow.

July 23, 2019

Live Review

Review: Mimi’s Symphony (City Recital Hall)

A new Australian symphony for children about a magpie, written by Justine Clarke and
George Ellis, takes the audience on a captivating journey.

June 23, 2019

Musical Theatre & Cabaret, Theatre
features

Come to the Cabaret, Sydney
Trevor Ashley tells us about the new Sydney Cabaret Festival, and the artists and events
he’s programmed, including star act Jennifer Holliday.

June 21, 2019

features

The Idea of North opens a new chapter
The vocal ensemble has gone through a number of changes recently, and its latest
program, Harmonic Histrionic, is like nothing the group has done before.

February 12, 2019

news

City Recital Hall CEO calls out homophobia in open letter
Elaine Chia has been inundated with messages of support after penning an open letter
in response to negative comments about City Recital Hall’s co-presentation with Sydney
Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras, Requiem Mass: A Queer Divine Rite.

November 9, 2018

Classical Music
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news

City Recital Hall announces its 2019 season
Renowned British choir The Sixteen come to Sydney in City Recital Hall’s 20th anniversary
year.

August 27, 2018

Classical Music
Live Review

Review: Extended Play (City Recital Hall)

Not so much a new music tasting plate as a sumptuous multi-course banquet.

May 13, 2018

Classical Music, Opera
Live Review

Review: Songs of Belonging (Deborah Cheetham)

A truly rich evening of song from one of Australia's most cherished sopranos and
storytellers.

April 24, 2018

Classical Music
news

Semi-Finalists announced for 2018 ABC Young Performers
Awards
The 12 musicians will go on to perform at City Recital Hall in July, competing for a chance
to perform in the Finals with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra.

January 16, 2018

Classical Music, Theatre
features

East West Street: singing a song of good and evil
Philippe Sands, author of East West Street, talks about turning his book on crimes against
humanity into a performance that explores the solace music provides.
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November 17, 2015

Chamber, Classical Music
Live Review

Review: Review: The Nutcracker (Omega Ensemble)
★★½☆☆ High calibre but workmanlike playing makes for a threadbare experience.

July 23, 2015

Classical Music
Live Review

Review: Review: Mahler’s Fourth (Omega Ensemble)
★★★☆☆ A mixed bag of chamber treats, indigenous songs and Alpine lullabies.

January 19, 2015

Classical Music, Instrumental
Live Review

Review: The Well-Tempered Clavier (Sydney Festival)
Alain Franco's herculean Bach marathon is a journey of breathtaking discovery.

August 22, 2012

Classical Music
features

Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo and the invention of opera
This 1607 masterpiece was the eureka moment in a new genre known today as opera.

March 5, 2012

Classical Music
features

Song Company gets naughty with Monteverdi
A concert of erotic madrigals bound to make you blush.
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Explore our Subscription Options

Subscribe, give or renew a Limelight subscription and you could win a season pass to
Palace Opera & Ballet.

Reader Survey

Take the survey now

Share your feedback and help us create the best possible content across all of our
platforms.

Latest Issue
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Read the September 2019 issue online

This issue includes features on streaming classical music, the life of Tchaikovsky, English
actor Maxine Peake, Kronos Quartet, Tom Stoppard and more.

Competitions

View current competitions

Enter to win tickets to the latest productions around Australia and films on the big
screen.

Season Preview
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Your guide to the arts in 2020

Get the details of Australia’s arts companies' 2020 seasons as they launch online. Plus,
subscribe before October 10 to receive our exclusive 24-page print preview anticipating
many of the treats in store.

New York

Read our insider guide

From the glamour of the Met and the buzz of Broadway to classical music hideaways
and, yes, even some free stuff, Limelight’s insider guide aims to be everything an
adventurous cultural tourist needs.
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