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THE IRISH TIMES, Thursday, September 16, 1993

Limerick’s new,
custom-built
concert hall opens
next Saturday with
an extensive
musical
programme.
Michael Dervan
talks to the its
director, Michael
Murphy, and
checks out the
facilities

=\HE opening of the new
University Concert Hall
in Limerick on Saturday
i5 the occasion for one of
the fullest weeks of music the city
will ever have witnessed, After
the Mational Symphony Orches-
tra is heard on Saturday and Sun-
day (in a programme thal
includes John Buckley's speciall
commissioned Rivers of Pﬂmd:'sf‘{
there will be, on successive days,
concerts by The Chieflains, Su-
zanne Murphy, John O'Coneor,
Luka Bloom, the Irish Chamber
Orchestra, London Winds and the
Ulster Orchestra. )

The comparison with the earli-
est days of the National Concert
Hall in Dublin is an interestin
one. In retrospect, the first |
days of the NCH seem sparse in-
deed — with just three public con-
certs, by the RTESO (as the NSO
was then called), The Chieftains
and John O'Conor. In other ways,
tog, the Limerick hall is benefiting
[rom more thorough forethought.

UCHL {is that what it's going to
be abbreviated 107) is already in
possession of a Steinway concert
grand, an acquisition thal took the
MNCH a number of months to sort
out. The new hall is also beginning
life with a helty stack of PA speak-
ers dangling from the ceiling, a de-
velopment that took the NCH
rather longer than the piano to
come to terms with,

These comparisons, however,
ar¢ not intended to convey the
wdea that the new hall is proposing
itsell as an institution o rival the
MCH. Limerick has nothing in the
way of a musical “anchor tenant®’,
such as the NCH has in RTE,
which, primarily through the
NSO, promoles at least one con-
cerl a week at Earlsfort Terrace.
The most regular guaranteed use
of the new hall will be by the Uni-
versity of Limerick (on weekday
mornings, primarily {or lectures).
After all it was the University of
Limerick which masterminded the
building of the hall and, through a
university foundation, funded the
project.

The new hall 15 located on-cam-
pus in the university's new E£15-
million Foundation Building. This
houses not only the hall and its
lwo, smaller, associated theatres
{all three geared up with hi-tech
audio-visual equipment for con-
ference and broadcast use), but
also the Hunmt Museum, the
Natnonal Self Portrait Gallery, the

Irnish Water Colour Collection, a
café, a unique, life-size reproduc-
tion of Leonardo da Vinct's Flying
Man, as well as — most impor-
tantly from the university's point
of view — facilities for postgradu-
ate research.

The feeling of the building, in
spite of the spaciouws atrium and
the absurdly loud “background"
music that intruded during my
visit, is what might be described
as university-functional. On an
initial viewing, this applies to the
auditorium, too, which 15 mod-
elled like a large lecture theatre
(the spartan seats cven have plas-
tic Flip-over writing tables) and,
most unusually for a concert hall,
15 fully carpeted.

The acoustics have been favour-
ably commented on by wvisilin
musicians, but the acoustic feel o
the empty venue is dry enough to
remind one more of a recording
studio than a concert hall. The
reverberation time is lowish at 1.8
seconds — the longer the reverber-
ation time, the more “‘swimmy”
the sound will be. The building
has been designed with flexible
acoustics, The reverberation time
can be taken down to 1.2 seconds
for speech, and two of the reflec-
tive acoustic panels over the stage
are liltable.

The stage itsell looks on the
small size but is sa1d to be roomy
enough to accommodate a %0-
piece 5?|mphﬁﬂ}' orchestra, a claim
that will be fully tested on Satur-
day. Backstage facilihies are mod-

est (just five dressing rooms) and
for larger events, such as the com-
ing week's orchestral concerts, the
ancillary theatres will be called
into use. The arrangement of the
1,000 seats — stalls, two side bal-
conies and choir seats — has been
achieved at some cost Lo sight-
lines from the balconies.

The loss of vision over parts of
the stage 15 quile severe from

some of the balcony seats, an ef-
fect that can be expected to have
musical consequences, cspecially
in orchestral works, The range of
music being offered next week —
three different-sized orchestras,
concertos with three contrasted
instruments {piano, ¢larinet and
cello), solo piano, voice, and per-
formances that will be amplified
— will certainly put the new hall

University Concert Hall, Limerick

Opening programme, Saturday 18th-Sunday 26th
@ Saturday 18th: NSO (invitation only).

19th: Bill Golding, Bernadette Comerford,
Barry Douglas (piano), NSO/Colman Pearce:
John Buckley, Beethoven and Dvorik.

@ Monday 20th: The Chieftains,

@® Sunda
{$peakersi

® Tuesday 21st: Suzanne Murphy (soprano), Ingrid |
Surgenor {piano); Wagner, Strauss, Schubert, Dvordk,

Brahms, Ravel, Dunhill,
Cilea, and Irish songs.

® Wednesday 22nd: John O'Conor (piano): Mozart, Bee-
thoven, Chopin, Debussy and Prokofiev.

® Thursday 23rd: Luka Bloom.
Tinney (piano), Michael Collins

. rish Chamber
ovacevich: Mozart, Beethoven and Wagner.

® Saturday 25th: London Winds/Michael Collins (clari-
net): Mozart, Dvordk and Strauss.

26th: Torleif
Orchestra/En Shao: Weber, Dvordk and Beethoven,

® Friday 24th: Hu
basset clarinet),

® Sunday

Verdi,

Puccini, Mascagni, |

Orchestra/Stephen

Thedéen

(cello), Ulster

through its paces from a musical
point of view.

The director of the new hall is
Michael Murphy, an accountant
by profession (previously he was
the financial director of Ashling
Microsystems in Limerick). His
brief is “to make sure that the
concert hall operates and runs on
a commercially viable basis’.
This, he says, is geing to be
achieved “by means of running
events which won't lose money™,

but questions about the size of his
annual budget were politely de-
flected. At the moment he doesn't
have an artistic budget and the
precise details of the long-term
relationship between the univers-
1y and its new performance space
have not yet been fully worked
oul.

He took up his _
as the bcginnjnﬁ of June, by whic
time the launch date had already
been decided, and the bulk of the
opening week's programme had
already been chosen by John Rud-
dock of the Limerick Music
Association. “The biggest task ['ve
had to try and get to grips with 18
the official opening, which in-
volves eight concerts for the pub-
lic and one by invitation. That's
nine nights, one after another,
with only 2 small staff to organise
the whole lot. That has com-
manded my every moment of at-
tention.”

ast as mcm“;

_In the early stages, he thinks it
likely that outside promotions will
predominate. With a hall not

Michael Murphy, direcior of
the new University of Limerick
Concert Hall, "'a multi-pur-
pose venue at which it is
proposed to promote a wide
variely of music, dance, drama
and comedy in the future”

— (photograph.: Garreit Hur-
ley/Press 22

much smaller than the NCH, he's
keenly aware that the caichment
population within hall’ an hour's
drive of the hall is around
300,000, less than a third of the
number available to the NCH. He
describes the hall as “a multi-pur-
pose venue at which it s pro

lo promote a wide vari
music, dance, drama and c .
in the future”. The variety of tha
mix, he thinks, is crucialgs®We
musl be very varied in what we do
here in order to try and [ill the
house on each occasien,”

The immediate target he has sel
himsell is to ensure thal there
events in the hall every weckend,
Friday, Saturday, and, when poss-
ible, Sunday too. Initially, there’s
no doubt, the new hall will be at-
tempting to reflect local taste
rather than to lead 1t.

*] would like to think, though,
that we would begin to influence
lecal taste once we stabilise and
get ourselves on a sohid fooling.
After all, it is the only venue of s
kind in this region, 50 we have a
lot of learning and understanding
to do, a lot of markel research 1o
carry out, to find out what is de-
sired by the population in this
region. Then we can take il from
there and try and be innovative in
what we promote,”

A lot of fund-raising has gone
on in advance of the opening, he
says, and these funds will be kept
as a cushion against the unfore-
seen — and a safety net for a cer-
tain amount of risk-taking that
couldn't otherwise be counte-
nanced.

The existence of the new hall
will obviously have a profound cf-
fect on musical and other artistic
activity in the Limerick region,
The NS0, for instance, will, alter
a break of nearly 20 years, be
putting the city back ino s
schedule of regional tours, and,
early next month, Juhan Lloyd
Webber and the Glenn Muller Or-
chestra will be among the first 10
take advantage of the new facility.
On a national level, the exisience
of 2 major new out-of-Dublin
venue may well enable tours by
visiting orchesiras or celebrities
that would have remaincd unvig-
ble on the basis of a single dale.
With imaginative management,
the new venue could give audi-
ences in Dublin, as well as music
lovers in the mid-Wesl region, a
lot to smile aboul. '




