The Warm-Up - The Golden Age of   Hollywood
Kate Molleson: Hello, and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Mollison, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience
We'll head now to the bright lights of 1930s Hollywood in a concert that showcases the best film music from the preeminent studio of the time, Metro Goldwyn Mayer. The Sinfonia of London and conductor John Wilson take the audience on a glorious journey through the hits of classic Hollywood musicals.
John Wilson: My name is John Wilson. I'm a conductor, and this year I shall be conducting my orchestra, Sinfonia of London, at the Edinburgh International Festival in a program celebrating the classic MGM film musicals Our concerts in August are almost exclusively concerts of songs, songs which were written for film musicals for one studio, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, arguably the greatest studio of film musicals in the 1930s, '40s, '50s, just into the '60s.
But what's interesting and I think special about this particular concert is all of these songs by the great songwriters of the day, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Jerome Kern, they're all being performed in their original orchestrations exactly as they were heard first of all in the movies.
Back in the days of the studio system when every film studio, whether it be Columbia, Warner Brothers, 20th Century Fox, or in this case, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, had thousands of employees, whether they be cameramen, script writers, makeup artists, costume people, and they all had music departments. They all had full-time music departments.
And you'd have a head of music, you'd have songwriters, you'd have composers, you'd have arrangers and orchestrators, and then you'd have a resident symphony orchestra. And there was, if you like, a conveyor belt of expertise. Someone would write the song with the lyricist, that would g- be given to the, the arranger who would work with the singer or the choreographer.
They would fashion a routine. That would then be passed on to the orchestrator, and then it would be recorded with the orchestra. And every step along the way, these procedures were overseen by the greatest talents of the day. Because when movie musicals started to really come into their own in the 1930s, a lot of musicians left Europe and the East Coast of America and went west because there was money to be made, and the movies, you know, even in the Depression, were awash with money.
You gotta remember, these were the days when every single film turned a profit, and so nothing was too expensive. It was the last days of true excess as far as the movies are concerned. Assembling a program like this is akin to a three-dimensional game of chess in that you move one piece and everything goes to hell.
So we have the MGM Jubilee Overture, which was written to celebrate the studio's 30th anniversary in 1954, and then I'll finish the first half with I Got Rhythm, which is an iconic number and an iconic arrangement. We open the second half with the main titles from Singing in the Rain. Again, something instantly recognizable.
And we finish the concert with the extended ballet from An American in Paris. These are all films which either won the Academy Award or were recognized for their musical contributions. But that's just four isolated items. Within that, I want to try and showcase a number of things, so lots of different films, lots of different composers, lots of different stars.
Because, you know, it's important to remember that back in the day, MGM was a repertory company, so they had Judy Garland
Gene Kelly, Fred Astaire, Ann Miller, all these great talents on contract, and they wanted to show those talents off. So you'll find a lot of the songs that were written for these people have a kind of family likeness. Gene Kelly's songs will have a man of the people sort of dance routine tagged onto them.
Fred Astaire's will be sort of aristocratic. Ann Miller was a great tap dancer. So it's making sure that I get a complete variety of styles musically, choreographically, vocally, across, across the whole program. And then interweaving into that, things I think should be better known alongside things which are very famous Sinfonia of London was an orchestra that I put together seven years ago, and it was something that had been on my mind for a couple of decades.
It was originally formed in the '50s, the mid '50s, principally to record film soundtracks in England in the days when, you know, the studios were making a film a week. And from the outset, it always attracted the, the finest players in the country, and I wanted to continue that tradition. So in 2019, I reformed Sinfonia of London, initially just to make records, but as our reputation grew, we started to give concerts.
We gave our debut at The Proms in, I think, 2021, and we've done a lot of live work alongside our recorded work since then. And I've chosen all of the players very carefully for principally the sound that they make. I know that might sound self-evident, but I think a lot about sounds and styles, and we play together, you know, throughout the year.
And it settles into a, a group where I think we all think the same way about music, and I hope that that's reflected in the sound. Because it's wonderful for me to work with a group of players when I walk into the room on the first rehearsal, and half of the things that could be said don't need to be said because everybody's on the same page together.
There are a number of things I'd like the audience to listen out for. Firstly, the quality of the songs and the lyrics, and we have two wonderful singers, Louise Diemen and Matthew Ford, who know how to deliver these kinds of numbers. And the color in the orchestrations, because the Technicolor of these films is mirrored in the kind of Technicolor of the orchestrations.
And the great arrangers and orchestrators in the movies back in those days were incredibly skilled, highly schooled musicians who, you know, often studied with the greatest composers of the time. And they knew how to handle an orchestra, and we have, you know, full symphony orchestra on stage, which is not just a regular symphony orchestra.
It has in the middle of it an old-fashioned dance band, you know. A lot of the bands of the '30s, Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, Glenn Miller, when those bands sort of faded away a bit after the war, a lot of those musicians moved to the West Coast to play in the studio, so that was the sound in the middle of these big orchestras.
And so we do everything we can to replicate that style because it served the popular music of the day. So I think the key things to listen for are that kind of period flavor of the, of the '30s, '40s, '50s into the '60s, and just listen to the quality of the material because I'm not sure we'll ever see the times again when you've got those great, great songwriters of Gershwin and Harold Arlen and Richard Rodgers and Cole Porter and Jerome Kern and Irving Berlin.
That, that, that level of quality, it's only gonna happen once in, in anyone's lifetime. So we're here to celebrate that.
Kate Molleson: John Wilson. Golden Age of Hollywood is at the Usher Hall on the 24th and the 25th of August. Go to eif.co.uk for more information and updates.
