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Project Paloma is a five-year project which 
comes as part of a long-term collaboration 

between acclaimed flute player Emily Beynon and 
pianist Andrew West, her duo partner for more 
than 25 years. In each year, they will present a 
live concert programme and CD recording of 
music from the time of the Second World War, 
centred on different geographical regions. Each 
programme will be illustrated in concert with 
contemporary spoken text and poems, from 
speakers including Rolf Somann, Nina Targan 
Mouravi and Christopher Chambers.

The first disc, covering music from Austria, 
Germany and Switzerland in the pre-war years 
was released in October, and in January, I caught 
up with Emily Beynon, to hear more about the 
project and her approach to these works.

Can you tell me more about Project Paloma and the idea 
behind it?
The seed for this project was planted a very long time ago—I 
bought the sheet music for the Hindemith Sonata in 1984 when 
I was 15. I remember taking it to a flute lesson with Margaret 
Ogonovsky, and she asked me when it was written. I looked at 
the front cover of the Schott edition and it said 1936. I hadn’t 
done much history at that stage, but obviously I realised that 
this was a pretty harrowing time to be alive in Europe; and that 
would have rubbed off on his music. So that was the very first 
seed.

The second one came when I heard the Frank Martin Ballade for 
the first time. It was one of those experiences where I can even 
remember which room I was in at the Academy. I can’t remember 
who was playing it sadly, but it was right at the beginning of 
my first year there, and Wibb used to teach in group lessons so 
everyone would listen to everyone else. I was sitting at the side of 
the room, and I felt terrified. I remember thinking, “Wow, it is so 
shocking that the flute can be this mean and nasty and violent”. 
And then I found out that it was written in 1939. “Oh, wait a 
minute—so that’s not long after the Hindemith Sonata …”

So those are the first two little threads.
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Later, when I started learning Chant de Linos, Dutilleux Sonatine 
and Prokofiev Sonata, I was thinking, “This is odd … all of these 
major composers were writing for our instrument at a time which 
didn’t coincide with a huge development in the instrument and 
didn’t coincide with the rise of a superstar. What could the other 
reasons be for composers having reached out to our instrument 
at this time?” Then when I was working on the Prokofiev Sonata, 
I found this wonderful quote from a letter to the Soviet Bureau 
of Information in 1944, which said, ‘I had long wished to write 
music for the flute, an instrument which I felt had been unde-
servedly neglected. I wanted to write a sonata in delicate, fluid, 
classical style’. I thought it was amazing that a composer as bril-
liant as Prokofiev, when he didn’t have a specific commission, 
chose to write a Sonata for the flute.

So it was those pieces really that set the ball rolling, and made 
me start guessing at why composers would be reaching for our 
instrument at that time. The flute is so often used in orchestral 
contexts as the voice of innocence, peace, purity or simplicity. 
So that’s my hypothesis behind the entire project really. It’s also 
really wonderful to play these pieces and put them together with 
writings about the era, or texts written during the period. In a 

concert situation it makes the live experience quite emotionally 
charged for everybody—for the musicians to have that literary 
grounding, for the speaker to connect with the music, and for the 
audience having the two elements coming together. We played 
the launch concert of the first Project Paloma album in a former 
synagogue (Uilenburgersjoel, Amsterdam), which of course adds 
another layer of context and relevance.

This whole project started off as a live concert series and then we 
added the plans to record the different programmes. I thought 
it would be lovely to record some of this core repertoire which I 
connect with, at this stage of my life.

What I love about this project is that it’s not about me—it’s 
not even about us playing those pieces—it’s about our history 
and what that does to artists. That’s the essence—what does a 
composer do in a time of horror and terror, and what do they 
reach for musically? I find it extraordinary that so many have 
reached for the flute. I see that era as a second Golden Age for 
the flute.

Can you tell me about some of the less well-known 
repertoire in the project, and the pieces that will feature 
in the later programmes?
The Boris Blacher Sonata is a very good example of going 
beyond the obvious pieces in the library and seeing what else 
there is from that era. It’s very easy to overlook that little Sonata 
which lasts only seven minutes, and is quite similar in style to 
Hindemith but, maybe more obviously influenced by jazz. It 
has a strong structure, so Blacher has that in common with 
Hindemith and quite a lot of the writing is quite sparse but it’s 
a really fun Sonata to play. Blacher’s music doesn’t have the taut-
ness of the second movement of the Hindemith, for example, but 
he was such an interesting composer, who had a fascinating life, 
and his music was forbidden by the Nazi regime.

I didn’t want to make a series specifically about music that was 
banned during the Second World War, and that was a danger, 
especially with the first disc, having Hindemith, Blacher and 
the Carl Frühling Fantasie. Although this last work doesn’t fall 
within the period of the war, the reason that no one’s heard of 
Carl Frühling (and the Fantasie that was found languishing, 
forgotten in a library in Vienna) is because he was Jewish, living 
in Vienna in the 1930s, so in that sense it is emotionally very 
much connected to the project.

It’s intended as a musical 
lest we forget gesture.“
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Similarly, we’ve taken a few ‘artistic liberties’—for example, 
including the Martinů Sonata, which was written in America, on 
the fifth album which is centred on America and the UK. That 
one also has the York Bowen Sonata, which is a sonata we love 
playing and think deserves more recognition.

For the Russian disc, which is the second in the series, there are 
the Weinberg 12 Miniatures, which I think are gorgeous. There 
are a few recordings available, but they’re not often programmed 
in concert. They are a series of 12 short movements, starting in 
Db major—that’s basically a flute cadenza with the piano joining 
in in the last bar—then the second one is in D minor, mostly for 
piano while the flute has just a few little interjections. The third 
movement is in Eb major, and the next in E minor, and so on, 
so there is a very strong harmonic pull through all 12, and at the 
same time, they are all so very different. There’s even a wonderful 
waltz in F# minor which has strong tinge of Shostakovich. 
They’re glorious little gems and you can’t say that one is more 
beautiful than the other; they’re quirky and fun—and chal-
lenging sometimes! It’s really nice to put a piece like that which 
has been neglected, next to a piece like Prokofiev which is played 
such a lot.

The geographical focus of part three in the series is the 
Netherlands. I can’t take credit for the groundwork there because 
Eleonore Pameijer has done a lot of research into music from the 
Netherlands during the Second World War. Actually, I presented 
her with the very first example of the first Project Paloma CD, as 
a token of my gratitude for everything that she’s done to unearth 
repertoire from that era. That disc includes pieces like the Leo 
Smit Sonata, which is becoming more mainstream but I think 
deserves to be right up there with one of our major Sonatas, and 
the Dick Kattenburg Pièce and Flothuis Aubade which was actu-
ally written in a concentration camp.

The French disc is fairly mainstream; when you’ve got Dutilleux, 
Sancan and Jolivet’s Chant de Linos it’s quite a luxury—and then 
for the UK/America album there’s also the Burton Sonatina, 
which I’ve never done but I think it’s a lovely, lovely piece.

My idea is that each album will have its own colour, character 
and nationality, but that they will fit into the whole series. It’s 
not about me, or even about the individual pieces, but it’s about 
that time—it’s intended as a musical lest we forget gesture.
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The context of the pieces is clearly important to you; how 
do you go about learning about the repertoire you’re 
working on?
When I’m playing a piece, I want to know something about the 
person who wrote it. Who did they write it for? What else was 
going on at that time? If you take a piece that’s called waltz you 
might say, well, OK, it’s a dance, but what is a waltz? What is a 
minuet? How are they different? I think that’s all part of learning 
a piece.

For me the notes are like an iceberg; the notes on the page, the 
black and white code that we have—there’s so much to the music 
which you can’t see. The context adds to the communication of 
the notes. Some of that undoubtedly goes back to the very first 
seed of Project Paloma and the fact that I had a teacher who 
asked if I knew when the Hindemith was written; a lot of my 
approach is thanks to the teaching that I’ve had.

Sometimes I ask students in a masterclass to tell me something 
about when a piece was written or to tell me what instrument 
the composer played. Students sometimes say, “Oh, I DO know 
that—I looked it up”, but it’s not about the looking up—it’s 
about the knowledge that becomes part of the piece. You can’t 
un-know facts which become ingrained in your interpretation of 
the piece.

You can follow your instincts, but your instinct has to be based 
on some sort of knowledge. If it’s not, then I think it errs on 
the side of arrogance. Why would the way that you phrase it be 
better than a composer who’s who spent months, years pouring 
their hearts out on the page and making sure that every detail 
is right? Playing music is like being a detective—it’s all about 
finding the clues that solve the riddle!

How much do you listen to recordings of pieces that 
you’re working on?
The Weinberg is a good example here. He’s quite hot and 
happening over in the Netherlands at the moment so I started 
wanting to know who he was because everyone else knew about 
him and I didn’t! I wanted to inform myself on that and then 
found out that he wrote not only one but two pieces for flute. So 
then I had to choose which one to do! I ordered both scores and 
listened to both pieces once, just to get an overall sense of them, 
because to be absolutely honest I’m not very good at reading 
a piano score and being able to hear it in my head. After that 
initial listen, I don’t listen to anyone else playing it until I’ve got 
my own interpretation, or my own way into the piece, pretty well 
figured out.

I think it can be useful to listen to other people, but it can also 
be quite dangerous because then you stop asking questions about 
what the composer actually wrote on the page—I call it the Why 
filter when I’m teaching; why is that piano marking there? Why is 
that crescendo there? Why is that tenuto there? That dot?

We might all have different answers; that’s fine—that’s why we’re 
still playing the same pieces, so it doesn’t matter that our answers 
are different. It matters that we’ve asked ourselves the question 
and have come to a personal conclusion, or are at least searching 
for an answer to that ‘why?’. I don’t think it’s cheating to listen 
to someone else but if you don’t know what the question is, then 
the answer is irrelevant! And in the same way, if you just play a 
piece a certain way, or you suddenly put a pause on that note 
because every recording on YouTube has got a pause on that 
note, then it doesn’t have any meaning. I’m not saying that the 
pause is wrong, but it means something to the person that did it 
in the first place.

You obviously also have to work from the piano part, because 
how can you learn a piece from only one line of music when 
there are three which make up the whole?

How do you see the relationship between yourself as 
performer, the composer and the audience?
Translator is a term that I use a lot, and I think that’s actually 
what I do; I see myself as a conduit between the composer and 
the audience. I take what a composer has put down on paper, 
our black on white code, and transform it into sound. There 
was an interesting programme on Radio 4 this week which I 
caught part of as I was cycling home from work, about sculptors 
working with large pieces of metal and the team that is involved 
in producing a work of art. For the commercial art world, it’s 
important there is the ONE name associated with the work—the 
person who came up with the concept. Yet there’s a whole team 
that goes into creating and collaborating on this work of art—
bringing that idea to life. I thought, that’s exactly it—I’m not the 
artist. I’m the person in the foundry, making these huge sheets of 
metal, in the form that the artist, the composer, wishes.

The notes are like an 
iceberg—there’s so much 
to the music which you 
can’t see.

“
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As musicians, we can always use more time; it doesn’t matter 
how much time we’ve got, we can always use more! I don’t 
make goals for myself, because I realised that I’m really bad at 
that—my goals are either unattainable or too easy. Instead, I’m 
very time-bound in that I use a set amount of time to work on 
a programme. Maybe in one session, I’ll group the piece that 
I feel least comfortable with, together with a piece that I feel 
most comfortable with—I might spend most of that session on 
the new piece, and just run through the most vulnerable spots 
in the other. It’s a case of breaking down my available time into 
manageable chunks. I find it scary that I can always do more, I 
can always improve, and I could always get it faster or softer or 
clearer, so working based on time is helpful for me psychologi-
cally—knowing that I’ve done the best I can in the time I have.

One interesting experiment which I’ve done a couple of times 
is taking up a new piece which I don’t know at all, and saying, 
‘Okay, I’m going to learn this in nine hours’. That means nine 
hours WITH the instrument—I can spend as long as I want 
practising technical things, looking at the score, analysing the 
score, doing what I call the coffee practice. Going through that 
process is similar to what a conductor does; they have perhaps 
nine hours to work with an orchestra (for an entire two-and-a-
half-hour programme) but a conductor can spend as long as they 
want studying the score behind the scenes and figuring out the 
best way to use those nine hours!

Can you tell me a bit about your approach to practising?
Well, practising can mean one of a hundred different things on 
any given day depending on what else I’ve got to do and what 
I’ve got to learn, and if I’ve got time. Let’s start from an ideal, 
for example if I’ve got a day off and I’m at home and I can spend 
four hours practising, which to be honest doesn’t happen very 
often—sometimes, if I’ve got that sort of time I get a little rush 
of excitement going into my practice room!

I believe a lot in dry technical practice and doing a good chunk 
of that. In my student days when I was doing six hours a day on 
a fairly regular basis, then I would spend an hour doing tone, 
an hour doing articulation, an hour doing scales. I don’t do that 
anymore (simply due to lack of time) but I do still do those sorts 
of exercises. I liken it to checking all the books in my book-
shelves—where each book is a volume of flute skills, like starting 
notes from nothing, or a certain sort of attack or speeding up or 
slowing down your vibrato—and making sure that you know 
where all those books are, and are all in good shape and dust free! 
I’m a firm believer in that. I’ve realised quite late that I used to 
practise in sessions that were far too long. I now practise in small 
chunks of literally eight or ten minutes and then take a minute or 
two to stretch or jump up and down or look out of the window, 
look up something about the composer or whatever—it means 
that I practise so much better.



Doom and gloom on the horizon: harmonic change in 
the first bar of Flute Sonata in D, Op. 94 by Prokofiev.

A different colour? The pianissimo at the end of the 
first movement of Prokofiev’s Flute Sonata.
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I do score analysis in the broadest, least scary way possible, just 
looking at what’s going on underneath, and how my notes fit 
with the harmony, how quickly the harmonies change, how long 
the phrases are, what the structure of the piece or the movement 
is, just to have that framework. I want to know which keys we 
are going through, how many times the theme comes back and 
what the overall dynamic palette is.

For example, if you look at the beginning of the Prokofiev 
Sonata—we start in this bright D major and then by the 3rd beat 
of the first bar there’s already a sort of doom and gloom on the 
horizon, and you need that information to colour your first note. 
You can’t just play a random A; it might sound beautiful, but it 
has nothing to do with the harmony. I approach the music on 
that very practical level to gain an understanding. At the end of 
the first movement (of the Prokofiev), we have pianissimo for the 
first time, up in the third octave. Maybe he just wrote it pianis-
simo because he thought the top register would be too loud on 
the flute but maybe now, for the first time, we’re looking for a 
really different colour, as the most distant echo of the very begin-
ning. So my approach is very, very practical and this analysis is 
just there to help me.

It annoys me that these topics, like analysis and harmony, are 
called theory and often separated from practical music-making. 
You need them to play! The Grade exams are fantastic, and I 
really miss that on an educational level here over here in the 
Netherlands, because there is not quite the same sort of structure 
to instrumental learning. The big mistake, in my opinion, is that 
theory and practice are split. It’s such a shame that there isn’t an 
element of integrating simple harmony and analysis into even the 
Grade 1 practical exam. You can do Grade 1 theory in parallel, 
of course, but they should be part and parcel of the same thing. 
In that way, ‘theory’ could really be brought alive and become as 
much fun (maybe more?!) as just learning the notes.

For more information about Project Paloma see
https://projectpaloma.com/

Emily’s YouTube channel: Emily Beynon flute
https://emilybeynon.com/
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Okay, I’m going to learn 
this in nine hours.“
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