The Warm-Up - Sean Shibe
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 now turn our attention to the festival debut of the Scottish superstar guitarist, Sean Shibe. He performs a program of Spanish and British music from across five centuries.
Sean Shibe: My name's Sean Shibe. I play the classical guitar. Concerts at the Edinburgh International Festival were some of the first classical performances that I went to. Um, the Queen's Hall, where I'm playing, is one of the closest venues to my, you know, childhood flat. I think there's a sense of gratitude really, and I'm really - I'm so grateful to be invited to play at the iconic festival that I've been to so many performances of.
I've seen so many amazing things. The program that I'm bringing to the Queen's Hall is a combination of, uh, Spanish music, which is what the guitar is so famous for, and, uh, English music, which are both aspects of the guitar, in the UK at least, that we really focus on. Um, it was Thomas Adès who said of writing for the guitar that it's quite tricky because it can't help but sound so Spanish, an approach that he's managed to buck in his pieces Forgotten Dances, um, which explore ideas of Baroque form, dance form, um, old forms in a totally new way.
The same could be said for Francisco Coll and his piece Sefarad, which is closing the first half. Um, Sefarad is, of course, by a Spanish composer. It works with Spanish forms and ideas and, um, song forms, but it is rebirthed for the 21st century. It is not the Spanish of Rodrigo, which is a kind of pastiche or, or, or should we say, like almost a cinematic idea of what Spain can mean on the guitar.
Francisco's idea is much darker. It's about the idea of the guitar not as a instrument for tourists, but an instrument that actually sort of, um, is plucked by people who live in caves or something. It's darker. There are a couple of reasons that I've had this juxtaposition. I suppose one of them is quite personal in the sense that, um, Thomas Adès was actually one of Francisco Coll's sort of mentors.
Tom would probably say that that's not the case, that teaching composition is a bit like dog psychology, but there is definitely a relationship there that's worth exploring. Um, and I think that even within those halves, um, the Spanish half to begin, there are these references to older Spanish forms. So Rodrigo is looking at the Fandango, the Zapateado, and so I'm beginning then with music by the Vihuelistas, um, who were six composers who wrote the sort of first books, the first collections of music for the vihuela, the early guitar.
The guitar in Spain coexisted with the lute, but they represented very different things. The guitar is kind of the instrument of the people. It was a textural instrument to be played in, in bands, a sort of folkloric instrument. Uh, the lute, though, was the instrument of the church, of the aristocrats.
Because of that, I think there's also this kind of first half, second half balance where there's something not more popular but, you know, popularly inspired in the first half. But with the lute music and the way that Tom explores a French overture or other Baroque forms, there is also a lutey-ness to, to Tom's ideas that I think was well anchored by the music of John Dowland, probably the most famous English lutenist composer.
Dowland's an, an interesting character. Um, you know, there are, there are all these tales of him being a spy. Um, he worked, uh, for Christian IV of Denmark, and he also tried to work for the English courts, but he was denied entry, uh, for his, uh, papist sympathies. His music can be thought of, I, I suppose in, in, in terms of, again, the, the folk ideas.
His songs were so popular, in fact, that he grew so frustrated with how they were being sung on street corners incorrectly that he published, um, and had reprinted several times, unheard of in its own time, uh, the first book of songs. And on the other end of his music is stuff that is much less harmonically clear-cut, much less, um, immediately singable ditties.
And so the fantasies that I'm beginning the second half with are sure, sometimes incredibly sweet and melodious listening, but actually also occupy a more intensely chromatic flavor as well. And so I think it's just one of those things where you look back, uh, at music from a certain period, and you might have certain assumptions about it that, you know, Baroque or Renaissance music sounds a certain way.
But I think we're often startled and, and amazed when we hear something like Bach's Art of Fugue, that it sits outside of the idiom of its own time. Um, of course, if we look deeper into that period or, or any period really, we discover all sorts of marvelous exceptions. But I think Dowland's music straddles several worlds, and I think that's what's so exciting about it.
The audience can expect a juxtaposition of, uh, different styles. Um, of course, we're working within the first half in Spain and the second half in England, but there's a lot of variation within those places, not only musically, but also kind of in terms of the philosophical starting points that the composers have.
As much as I've spent time talking about how Francisco and Tom buck certain trends of the instrument, there is also, you know, I've, I've kind of made that point, I suppose, through the program, that these composers are bucking things, but you've got to have the thing that they're bucking to be able to explain how this is being tampered with.
Um, so Rodrigo is still for me, you know, I know so many people don't like it, so many guitarists don't like his, his works or they feel a bit hackneyed. And, and okay, sure, a lot of the music is. But I think it's also the greatest guitar writing of a certain style from a certain time, and it, it has to be shown.
So I, I'm really glad to present the, um, three Spanish pieces, the Tres Piezas Españolas, um, which I used to play when I was much younger, um, again, alongside these amazing, uh, pieces by Francisco. This will be the, the first performance in the UK of, uh, the pieces in Sefarad, this four-movement suite. And again, with Tom, I think that, you know, his Forgotten Dances, they contain ideas which might seem familiar on the surface.
The final movement, Vesper, is, uh, a quotation and a, a sort of reordering harmonically of An Evening Hymn by Henry Purcell. So there, there are lots of reference points to familiar things, and also anchored by familiar things like, you know, Dowland or, um, the, the other early composer, the Spanish composer, Mudarra.
Um, but there are deviations, often quite wild deviations from that familiar place too, which I think is exciting, and I hope the audience do too.
Kate Molleson: Sean Shibe. Sean plays at The Queen's Hall on Thursday, the 13th of August. Go to eif.co.uk for more information and updates.
